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ABSTRACT
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Immigrants and Trade Union 
Membership:
Does Integration into Society and 
Workplace Play a Moderating Role?*

We hypothesize that incomplete integration into the workplace and society implies that 

immigrants are less likely to be union members than natives. Incomplete integration 

makes the usual mechanism for overcoming the collective action problem less effective. 

Using data from the Socio-Economic Panel, our empirical analysis confirms a unionization 

gap for first-generation immigrants in Germany. Importantly, the analysis shows that the 

immigrant-native gap in union membership indeed depends on immigrants’ integration 

into the workplace and society. The gap is smaller for immigrants working in firms with a 

works council and having social contacts with Germans. Our analysis also confirms that the 

gap is decreasing in the years since arrival in Germany.

JEL Classification: J15, J52, J61

Keywords: union membership, migration, works council, social contacts 
with natives, years since arrival

Corresponding author:
Uwe Jirjahn
Universität Trier
Lehrstuhl für Arbeitsmarktökonomik
Universitätsring 15
54286 Trier
Germany

E-mail: jirjahn@uni-trier.de

* Thanks are expressed to session participants at the 2022 conference of the Scottish Economic Society, the 2022 
conference of the International Association for the Economics of Participation, and the 14th International German 
Socio-Economic User Conference.



2 
 

1. Introduction 

The past decades have witnessed a remarkable increase in the number of migrants making 

migration an important dimension of globalization. The number of international migrants 

worldwide was almost 272 million in the year 2019, more than three times the number in 

the year 1970 (IOM 2019). Nearly two-thirds of the migrants resided in high-income 

countries. The increase in international migration leads to the question of how immigrants 

influence the industrial relations systems of the destination countries. This question is 

particularly relevant given that union density has fallen in many countries (Visser 2019a). 

 Only a few studies have examined whether there is a link between migration and 

unionization. Using panel data for the years 1962–1997, Lee (2005) finds that OECD 

countries with a higher inflow of immigrants experienced a higher decline in union density. 

While immigration may also affect the unionization of natives (Antón et al. 2022), an 

obvious reason for this finding could be a lower unionization among immigrants. Studies 

by Gorodzeisky and Richards (2013), Kranendonk and de Beer (2016), and Cools et al. 

(2021) use employee data from European countries to show that immigrants indeed have a 

lower likelihood of union membership than natives. These studies give rise to the question 

of what factors drive the unionization gap between immigrants and natives. While the 

magnitude of the estimated gap varies to some extent across the few studies, the basic 

insight is that the lower unionization rate of migrant workers cannot be fully explained by 

personal characteristics or segregation into specific industries or jobs. 

 Our study brings a new twist to the topic by hypothesizing that the incomplete 

integration of migrants into society and the workplace plays a role in the unionization gap. 

We derive this hypothesis from the collective action problem that unions face in many 
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countries. Individuals have little incentive to join a union and pay membership dues since 

the results of collective negotiations are often available to both union members and non-

members. The literature suggests that two mechanisms help mitigate the collective action 

problem. First, unions provide selective services such as legal advice and legal 

representation only to their members. Second, workers comply with a social custom of 

union membership; i.e., influences such as peer pressure, solidarity, and social recognition 

can lead workers to join a union. However, the effectiveness of these mechanisms depends 

on several preconditions. Selective services are only effective if workers are informed 

about these services. Social custom is only effective if workers are affected by peer 

pressure and social recognition. We argue that the incomplete integration of immigrants 

into a workplace and society diminishes the effectiveness of the mechanisms for 

overcoming the collective action problem. Incomplete integration implies that immigrants 

have only insufficient information about the services provided by unions and are less 

affected by the social pressure or recognition they receive from natives. This suggests that 

the immigrant-native gap in union membership depends on migrants’ integration into 

society and the workplace. The gap should be greater for those immigrants who are less 

integrated. It should be smaller for those immigrants who are more integrated into society 

and the workplace. 

 Our empirical analysis examines the immigrant-native gap in unionization for West 

Germany. Germany provides an interesting case study. The country is the second top 

destination for migrants after the United States (IOM 2019) and union density has 

substantially declined during the last decades (Schnabel 2020). Using data from the 

German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), our estimations show that first-generation 
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immigrants are less likely to be union members than natives. This result holds in 

regressions controlling for industry, occupation, and a long list of personal characteristics. 

 Most importantly, our estimations show that the size of the unionization gap 

depends on the integration of immigrants. The immigrant-native unionization gap is 

smaller for those employees working in firms with a works council. This finding supports 

the notion that works councils are an important institution in helping integrate immigrants 

into the workplace. Works councils not only support unions in recruiting and retaining 

members. They also promote solidarity among workers within firms. Thus, the presence of 

a works council very likely implies that immigrants are better informed about unions and 

are more responsive to the social pressure and recognition they receive from native 

coworkers. 

 Moreover, not only integration into the workplace but also integration into society 

as a whole plays a role. Social contacts with natives are an important indicator of 

integration into society. Our estimates show that the unionization gap is smaller for those 

immigrants who have social contacts with Germans. This suggests that it is important to 

go beyond the narrow boundaries of the labor market to fully understand the immigrant-

native gap in unionization. Finally, the estimates confirm that the unionization gap is 

decreasing in the years since arrival in Germany. This finding conforms to the notion that 

integration takes time. 

 A series of reasons have been discussed for the decline of unionization observed in 

many countries. Changes in employment regulations, rising earnings inequality, 

digitalization of work, demographic and sectoral shifts, and the rise of non-standard and 

flexible work are factors that have very likely contributed to this decline (Checchi et al. 
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2010, Visser 2019a). Our study suggests that migration and, hence, globalization has 

played a role, too. However, our study also indicates that the consequences of globalization 

are not given by nature. Governments and societies have various opportunities of 

responding to globalization. Our results suggest that the negative consequences of 

migration for unionization can be mitigated if the host country is able to integrate 

immigrants into the workplace and society. On the one hand, a more targeted migration 

policy may attract immigrants with a higher willingness to integrate. On the other hand, it 

appears to be important to counter prejudices and discrimination by natives. In particular, 

it may be important to promote institutions that foster the integration of immigrants. Our 

study suggests that works councils are such an institution. However, works councils are 

only present in the minority of eligible firms and they also appear to be an institution in 

decline (Ellguth and Kohaut 2021). This may call for policy initiatives to strengthen this 

institution. 

 The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides the institutional 

and theoretical background discussion. Section 3 discusses the data and variables. Section 

4 provides the empirical results. Section 5 concludes. 

 
2. Background Discussion 

2.1 Institutional Framework 

Industrial relations in Germany are characterized by a dual structure of employee 

representation with both works councils and unions (Behrens 2016, Jirjahn 2016, Keller 

and Kirsch 2015, Silvia 2013). Works councils provide a highly developed mechanism for 

firm-level codetermination while collective bargaining agreements are usually negotiated 

between unions and employers’ associations on a broad industrial level. 
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 Works councils shall be elected by the workforce of firms with five or more 

employees. However, their creation depends on the initiative of the firm’s workforce. Thus, 

works councils are not present in all eligible firms. While works councils and unions are 

formally independent, there are important linkages. Unions provide training and legal 

expertise for works councils. Works councils in turn help unions recruit new members 

(Behrens 2009, Jirjahn 2021, Windolf and Haas 1989). They promote norms of mutual 

solidarity and, hence, increase the reputation effect of belonging to a union. Works councils 

may also put informal pressure on workers to join a union. 

 Collective bargaining agreements regulate wage rates and general aspects of the 

employment contract. The coverage by an agreement does not depend on the decision of 

the firm’s workforce but on the decision of the employer. Typically, firms are covered if 

they are members of an employers’ association (Jirjahn 2022). Employers’ associations 

and unions negotiate collective agreements usually on a broad industrial level. The share 

of firms with a firm-level agreement is small. 

 
2.2 The Collective Action Problem 

As in many other countries, covered firms in Germany pay the negotiated wage rates to 

both union members and non-members. Thus, collectively agreed wage rates and working 

conditions are like public goods. They are non-rival in consumption and exclusion of non-

members is not possible. This entails a potential collective action problem. Workers may 

have little incentive to join a union as they benefit from collective agreements even without 

a membership. Indeed, the share of workers covered by collective bargaining is much 

higher than the share of union members. In the year 2018, 54 percent of the workers in the 
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whole of Germany were covered by collective agreements while union density was only 

16.5 percent (Schnabel 2020). 

 It is usually argued that two broad factors help mitigate or overcome the collective 

action problem. First, as suggested by the social custom approach, influences such as peer 

pressure, solidarity, and social recognition may involve incentives to join a union (Booth 

1985, Corneo 1995, Naylor and Cripps 1993). This explanation is supported by empirical 

studies showing that the social background of an individual and the share of other workers 

who are unionized play a role in the membership decision (Bryson and Davies 2019, 

Fitzenberger et al. 1999, Goerke and Pannenberg 2004, Schnabel and Wagner 2005, Visser 

2002). 

 Second, unions may increase workers’ interest in membership by providing 

selective services such as legal advice and legal representation only to their members 

(Blanchflower et al. 1990, Olson 1965). A series of empirical studies for Germany show 

that members indeed benefit from the selective services provided by unions. These studies 

suggest that union members are better protected than non-members. Union members are 

more likely to be successful in labor dispute processes (Berger and Neugart 2011) and are 

less likely to be dismissed than non-members (Goerke and Pannenberg 2011). Moreover, 

in case of a dismissal, union members have a higher probability of receiving severance pay 

(Goerke and Pannenberg 2010). 

 
2.3 Immigrants 

However, the mechanisms to overcome the collective action problem depend on several 

preconditions. The effectiveness of selective incentives requires that workers have 

sufficient information about the services provided by unions. The effectiveness of social 
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influences requires that workers are affected by peer pressure and social recognition. This 

brings us to the specific situation of immigrants. 

 From a theoretical viewpoint, the specific situation of immigrants makes it less 

likely that the requirements for overcoming the collective action problem are met. 

Incomplete information can play a role. As emphasized by the experience good model of 

union membership, the benefits of membership are ex-ante uncertain and difficult to 

quantify (Bryson and Gomez 2003, Gomez and Gunderson 2004). This appears to 

particularly hold true for immigrants. They tend to be on average less familiar with the 

institutional frameworks of the host country and have less access to the host country’s 

informal information networks than natives. Thus, to the extent immigrants know less 

about unions and the selective services provided by unions, they will have a lower 

propensity to become union members. 

 Further, immigrants may be less affected by those normative influences which 

typically induce workers to join a union. Research on the consequences of ethnic diversity 

has shown that social sanctions are more effective within than between ethnic groups 

(Habyarimana et al. 2007, Miguel et al. 2005). Thus, ethnic diversity is associated with 

lower levels of public goods provision. The insights obtained from this research may also 

apply to the decision of immigrants to join a union. To the extent immigrants are outside 

the typical social networks in the host country and, they are less likely to receive peer 

pressure or recognition from natives. Moreover, even when immigrants receive pressure 

and recognition from natives, they may be less responsive to these social influences. A 

person’s responsiveness to others’ actions depends on his or her social identity, i.e. the 

social category the person identifies with (Akerlof and Kranton 2000). Research in social 
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psychology shows that persons tend to be influenced more by similar or like-minded others 

(Spears 2021). Thus, to the extent immigrants identify with their home and not with the 

host country, they will be less responsive to the normative influences of natives. 

 Altogether, immigrants should have a lower propensity to become union members 

as the mechanisms which typically help overcome the collective action problem are less 

effective for this group of workers. Thus, we can state our first hypothesis. 

 
Hypothesis 1: Immigrants are less likely to be union members than natives. 

 
The underlying assumption of this hypothesis is that immigrants are on average not fully 

integrated into society and the workplace. Several reasons for the incomplete integration 

of immigrants are discussed in the literature. On the one hand, learning the culture and 

language of the host country may be too costly (Konya 2007, Lazear 1999) or immigrants 

may have preferences to keep their home country’s culture also abroad (Chiswick and 

Miller 2005). On the other hand, stereotypes and discrimination by natives hinder 

integration and contribute to the social isolation of immigrants (Constant et al. 2009). 

Studies for Germany provide evidence of discrimination in the housing and the labor 

market (Cornelissen and Jirjahn 2012, Dill and Jirjahn 2014, Dill et al. 2015, Kaas and 

Manger 2011). Attitude surveys confirm that there exist serious xenophobic tendencies in 

the German society (Bauer et al. 2000, Gang and Rivera-Batiz 1994). There is even 

evidence of an increase in violence against foreigners after the reunification of East and 

West Germany (Krueger and Pischke 1997). 

 Whatever the exact reasons for an incomplete integration of immigrants may be, 

we are interested in the consequences of incomplete integration for union membership. 
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Most salient to our topic, the extent of the immigrant-native gap in union membership 

should depend on the degree to which immigrants are integrated into society and the 

workplace. Individual immigrants can differ in their degree of integration for several 

reasons. They may differ in the costs of learning the host country’s culture, the preferences 

for keeping the culture of the home country, and the extent of discrimination and social 

exclusion they experience. The basic point is that the immigrant-native gap in union 

membership should be less pronounced for those immigrants who are characterized by a 

higher degree of integration into society and the workplace. A higher degree of integration 

means that immigrants have better information about the host country increasing the 

likelihood that they know about the services provided by unions. A higher degree of 

integration may also imply that immigrants are more affected by the social influences 

which lead workers to join a union. Immigrants participate to a larger (albeit probably still 

incomplete) extent in the typical networks of the host country and, hence, are more likely 

to receive normative influences from natives to join a union. Immigrants may also be more 

responsive to these normative influences as they identify to a higher degree with the host 

country. Against this background, our second hypothesis stresses the moderating role of 

integration. 

 
Hypothesis 2: Immigrants’ lower propensity to unionize is less pronounced if they are to a 

higher degree integrated into society and the workplace. 

 
At issue is how to capture the integration of immigrants in the empirical analysis. 

Considering that integration takes time, one can use the time since arrival as an indicator. 

The longer an immigrant lives in the host country the higher the degree of integration. 
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Empirical studies provide evidence for this view. Casey and Dustmann (2010) show that 

years since arrival are positively associated with the host-country identification of 

immigrants. Cools et al. (2021) and Kranendonk and de Beer (2016) find that the 

immigrant-native gap in union membership is decreasing in the time since arrival. Thus, 

we can state the first variant of Hypothesis 2. 

 
Hypothesis 2a: Immigrants’ lower propensity to unionize is less pronounced the longer 

they live in the host country. 

 
Of course, the time since arrival is only a crude indicator of integration. Some immigrants 

may be integrated into society already after a short time while others may not be integrated 

even after living many years in the host country. This calls for a more direct indicator of 

integration into society. Social contacts with natives are such an indicator. Contacts with 

natives mean that an immigrant is to a larger degree inside the social networks of the host 

society and, hence, has better access to information about the host country (Putnam 2000). 

Empirical studies for Germany support this view. Immigrants having contacts with 

Germans experience greater labor market success than those without such contacts (Kanas 

et al. 2011, Kanas et al. 2012). Moreover, social contacts with natives not only provide 

better access to information but also contribute to a sense of belonging and foster host-

country identification (De Vroome et al. 2011, Nesdale 2002). These considerations lead 

to our second variant of Hypothesis 2. 

 
Hypothesis 2b: Immigrants’ lower propensity to unionize is less pronounced if they have 

contacts with natives. 
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Not only integration into society in general, but also integration into the workplace, in 

particular, should play a role in the union membership of immigrants. This brings us to the 

influence of works councils. As explained in Section 2.1, works councils help unions 

recruit and retain members. Moreover, they play an important role in increasing solidarity 

among workers and reducing inequality within firms (Jirjahn and Kraft 2007, 2010). This 

also has consequences for immigrants’ workplace integration. Schmidt and Müller (2021) 

provide case study evidence that works councils help integrate immigrants into the 

workplace. Workplace integration of immigrants is fostered by promoting collegiality and 

by universal rules for all workers, including the active and passive right to elect works 

councils. In a similar vein, Ryan and Turner (2021) show in a European context that worker 

participation fosters pluralistic democratic values and contributes to positive attitudes 

toward immigration. Thus, we can formulate the third variant of Hypothesis 2. 

 
Hypothesis 2c: Immigrants’ lower propensity to unionize is less pronounced if a works 

council is present in the firm. 

 
3. Data and Variables 

3.1 Data Set 

Our empirical analysis uses data from the SOEP to test the hypotheses. The SOEP is a large 

representative longitudinal survey of private households in Germany (Goebel et al. 2019). 

The survey is administered by the German Economic Institute (DIW). Infratest 

Sozialforschung, a professional survey and opinion institute, conducts face-to-face 

interviews. Routine socio-economic and demographic questions are asked annually. 

Different ‘special’ topic questions appear in specific waves. 
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 Our basic analysis is based on the waves 2001, 2011, and 2019 of the SOEP. These 

waves provide information on union membership, social contacts, and the presence of a 

works council. The estimation sample consists of part-time and full-time employees aged 

16–65 in the private and the public sector. The analysis focuses on West Germany 

(including Berlin) as the number of immigrants in the East German subsample of the SOEP 

is very small. We exclude managers from the analysis as managers are usually not union 

members. We also exclude those public sector employees who are civil servants. Only 

German citizens can become civil servants. 

 
3.2 Variables 

Table 1 provides definitions and descriptive statistics of the variables. The dependent 

variable is a dummy equal to one if the employee is a union member. In the main part of 

the empirical analysis, we compare first-generation immigrants and natives to examine the 

gap in unionization. Thus, our key explanatory variable is a dummy equal to one if the 

employee is a first-generation immigrant.1 It equals zero if the employee is a native. As a 

matter of comparison, we will also provide estimates comparing second-generation 

immigrants and natives. In that case, we use a dummy equal to one if the employee is a 

second-generation immigrant. The dummy equals zero if the employee is a native. 

 Our theoretical considerations suggest that the relationship between immigrants and 

union membership is heterogeneous and depends on immigrants’ integration into society 

and the workplace. We include a variable for the number of years an immigrant resides in 

Germany. This variable takes into account that immigrants differ in their experience with 

the host country. As the variable specifically refers to immigrants, it is set equal to zero if 

the employee is a native. 
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 Furthermore, we include an ordered variable of whether a migrant visited Germans 

in their home or was visited by Germans during the last year: 0 = the migrant did not visit 

Germans and was not visited by Germans; 1 = the migrant either visited Germans or was 

visited by Germans; 2 = the migrant visited Germans and was visited by Germans. The 

variable takes into account that immigrants can differ in their contacts with natives and, 

hence, in their integration into society. As this variable specifically accounts for 

heterogeneity among immigrants, we set it equal to zero if the employee is a native. 

 Nonunion worker representation is captured by a dummy equal to one if a works 

council is present in the firm the employee works for. As stressed in Section 2.1, works 

councils are not present in all eligible firms. This allows comparing employees in firms 

with and without a works council. Importantly, we also include an interaction variable for 

immigrants and works council presence to account for heterogeneity in workplace 

integration among immigrants. As suggested by our theoretical considerations, immigrants 

should be to a larger extent integrated into the workplace if a works council is present. 

 In a robustness check, we will also take into account that immigrants can differ in 

the experience they had with unions in their countries of origin. This experience may 

influence the propensity to unionize in the host country (Cools et al. 2021, Kranendonk and 

de Ber 2016). Thus, we will use information from Visser’s (2019b) ICTWSS database and 

additionally include a variable for the unionization rate in the migrant’s country of origin; 

the variable is set equal to zero if the employee is a native.2 However, the influence of this 

variable is ambiguous from a theoretical viewpoint. On the one hand, higher unionization 

in the origin country may positively influence the propensity to become a union member 

in the host country if migrants trust unions to represent their interests. On the other hand, 
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specifically, unions in autocratic and less developed countries are often either a mere shell 

for the state or a repressed organization that it is dangerous to be associated with (Cooke 

and Wood 2021, Horwitz and Cooke 2020). Such negative experience may imply a 

negative influence of origin country unionization on union membership in the host country. 

 The dataset allows including a rich set of standard control variables. Variables for 

full-time employment, actual working hours, tenure, income, firm size, occupation, 

industry, and public versus private sector employment capture work-related characteristics. 

Variable for the years of unemployment experience and the years of work experience take 

into account the person’s work history. Furthermore, we include variables for years of 

schooling, age, gender, marital status, and party preferences to control for the socio-

demographic background. Dummy variables for the federal state and the year of 

observation are also included. 

 
4. Results 

4.1 Initial Estimates 

Table 2 shows the initial regression results. The determinants of trade union membership 

are estimated by using a random effects logit model.3 The random effects logit accounts 

for cross-period correlation of employee-specific error terms. Furthermore, we cluster the 

standard errors at the employee level. The initial regressions aim at identifying the average 

immigrant-native unionization gap conditioning on the control variables. In this initial step, 

we do not consider moderating factors and, hence, possible heterogeneity of the 

unionization gap across immigrants. 

 Column (1) shows a regression with the combined sample of first-generation 

immigrants and natives. Many of the controls take significant coefficients of the expected 
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sign. The presence of a works council is a positive determinant of union membership. This 

confirms that works councils play an important role in recruiting union members. Tenure, 

firm size, and income are also positive determinants. Furthermore, men are more likely to 

be union members. Preferences for the social democratic party are positively and 

preferences for a conservative party are negatively associated with union membership. The 

relationship between education and union membership is inverse U-shaped. Employees 

with about 11 years of education have the highest probability of being union members. 

Finally, having a full-time job is a positive determinant whereas the number of actual 

working hours emerges as a negative determinant. 

 Most salient to our topic, first-generation immigrants are significantly less likely to 

be union members than natives. This finding provides support for Hypothesis 1. An 

immigrant has an almost 11 percentage point lower probability of being a union member 

than a native. Taking into account that 18 percent of employees in our sample are union 

members, this gap between first-generation immigrants and natives is quantitatively quite 

substantial. 

 Column (2) shows a regression with the combined sample of second-generation 

immigrants and natives. The regression largely repeats the pattern of results on the control 

variables. Importantly, the variable for second-generation immigrants does not emerge as 

a significant determinant of union membership. Thus, our analysis provides evidence of a 

unionization gap for first-generation immigrants, but not for second-generation 

immigrants. These findings for Germany fit those provided by Cools et al. (2021) for 

Norway. 



17 
 

 In what follows we focus on the unionization gap of first-generation immigrants 

and analyze this gap in more detail. The gap we have identified so far should be interpreted 

as an average gap between first-generation immigrants and natives. The gap can depend on 

moderating circumstances and, hence, is very likely to be heterogeneous. As suggested by 

our theoretical considerations, an immigrant’s integration into society and the workplace 

should influence the extent of the unionization gap. 

 
4.2 Integration into Society and Workplace 

Using the combined sample of first-generation immigrants and natives, Table 3 shows 

regressions that additionally include variables for the years in Germany, for contacts with 

natives, and the interaction of immigrants and works councils. Control variables are 

included, but are suppressed to save space.  

 Regression (1) does not account for the unionization rate in the country of origin. 

By contrast, as a check of robustness, regression (2) includes a variable for this unionization 

rate. The variable takes a significantly negative coefficient. This finding conforms to the 

Norwegian experience (Cools et al. 2021). Most importantly, controlling for the 

unionization rate in the immigrant’s country of origin does not change our key results.  

 The variable for first-generation immigrants continues to take a significantly 

negative coefficient. Compared to our initial regression, the magnitude of the coefficient 

has roughly quadrupled. The coefficient can be interpreted as reflecting the base gap in 

unionization. This base gap is moderated by an immigrant’s integration into society and 

the workplace. Indeed, all three moderating variables for an immigrant’s integration take 

significant coefficients of the expected sign and, hence, provide support for the hypothesis 
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that integration makes the mechanisms for overcoming the collective action problem more 

effective. 

 The variable for the years in Germany emerges with a significantly positive 

coefficient. Thus, the years in Germany mitigate the negative base effect that is given by 

the coefficient of the immigrant variable. Or put differently, the immigrant-native gap in 

unionization is decreasing in the years an immigrant has lived in Germany. This finding 

supports Hypothesis 2a. The longer an immigrant has lived in the host country the higher 

the likelihood that he or she is informed about the services unions provide. The immigrant 

may also show a stronger host country identification and, hence, may be more responsive 

to the normative influences (peer pressure or social recognition) of natives. Altogether the 

moderating role of the years since arrival in Germany confirms that integration into the 

host country often takes time. 

 Nonetheless, it is important to note that the years since arrival in the host country 

are only an imperfect indicator of integration. Some immigrants may be integrated into 

society within a relatively short time. Others may not be integrated even after living for a 

long time in the host country. Thus, additional indicators which can capture integration 

more directly should also play a moderating role in the unionization gap. 

 Indeed, the variable for social contacts with natives takes a significantly positive 

coefficient. Thus, contacts with natives mitigate the negative base effects that are given by 

the coefficient of the immigrant variable. Put somewhat differently, the immigrant-native 

gap in unionization is smaller for immigrants who have contacts with Germans. The finding 

supports Hypothesis 2b and, hence, suggests that the integration of immigrants into society 

reduces the unionization gap. Contacts with Germans mean that an immigrant is to a larger 
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extent inside the social networks of the host society. This implies that the immigrant has 

better access to information, receives more normative influences from natives, and is likely 

to be more responsive to these influences. 

 Finally, both the works council variable and the variable for the interaction of 

immigrants and works councils emerge with significantly positive coefficients. Thus, while 

the presence of a works council increases the likelihood of union membership for both 

natives and immigrants, the influence of a works council presence on union membership is 

stronger for immigrants than for natives. This implies that the presence of a works council 

reduces the immigrant-native unionization gap and, hence, supports Hypothesis 2c. Works 

councils not only help unions recruit members. They also foster notions of solidarity and 

fairness within the workplace. Solidarity and fairness contribute to a greater workplace 

integration of immigrants. Greater workplace integration can explain why the influence of 

works council presence on union membership is particularly strong for immigrants. 

 Let us use the marginal effects of regression (2) for a quantitative evaluation of the 

influences. In order to illustrate the sole influence of the years in Germany, we first consider 

immigrants who have no visits with Germans and work for a firm where no works council 

is present. A relatively fresh immigrant with 5 years since arrival in Germany has a 38 

percentage point lower likelihood of unionization than a native (-0.404 + 0.004 x 5 + 0.074 

x 0 + 0.188 x 0 = -0.384). An immigrant with 15 years since arrival has a 34 percentage 

point lower and an immigrant with 25 years since arrival has a 30 percentage point lower 

likelihood of being a union member. Thus, while the unionization gap is decreasing in the 

years since arrival, it remains large even after many years in Germany when there are no 

visits with Germans and no works council is present in the workplace. This again shows 
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that years since arrival are only a very imperfect indicator of integration. By contrast, the 

other two indicators of integration into society and the workplace play a quantitatively quite 

important role. If an immigrant with 25 years since arrival visits Germans and is visited by 

Germans, the unionization gap amounts to less than 16 percentage points (-0.404 + 0.004 

x 25 + 0.074 x 2 + 0.188 x 0 = -0.156). If the immigrant instead works in a firm with a 

works council, the gap is less than 12 percentage points (-0.404 + 0.004 x 25 + 0.074 x 0 

+ 0.188 x 1 = -0.116). Thus, integration into society and the workplace substantially reduce 

the unionization gap. If an immigrant both has visits with Germans and works in a firm 

with a works council, he or she has with 3 percentage points an even slightly higher 

likelihood of unionization than a native. 

 
5. Conclusions 

In many countries, concerns about the insufficient integration of immigrants play a 

prominent role in the political discussion. Our study sheds light on an aspect that has 

received little attention so far. Insufficient integration of immigrants can also affect the 

industrial relations system of a country. Our theoretical consideration suggests that the 

incomplete integration of immigrants makes the usual mechanisms for overcoming the 

collective action problem of workers less effective. Incomplete integration implies that 

immigrants have less information about the selective services provided by unions and are 

less influenced by social pressure or recognition from natives. As a consequence, 

immigrants should be less likely to join a union than natives. Clearly, immigrants can differ 

in the extent they are integrated into the host country. Thus, the unionization gap should be 

greater for immigrants who are less integrated and smaller for immigrants who are more 

integrated into society and the workplace. Our empirical analysis confirms a unionization 
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gap for first-generation immigrants in Germany and shows that the magnitude of the gap 

indeed depends on an immigrant’s integration into society and the workplace. The gap is 

smaller if an immigrant has lived for a longer time in Germany, has contacts with Germans, 

and works for a firm where a works council is present. 

 Altogether, our study suggests that improving the integration of immigrants can 

contribute to the stability of the industrial relations system of a host country. This has to be 

seen particularly against the background that industrial relations systems in many countries 

face a series of challenges and unionization is often in decline (OECD 2017). Thus, the 

factors that influence the integration of immigrants are important from an industrial 

relations perspective. A widely held view is that some immigrants have insufficient 

willingness to integrate into the host country. To the extent such a view corresponds to 

facts, a more targeted migration policy would be required. Such migration policy should 

aim at attracting immigrants who are willing and able to integrate into the host country. 

However, discrimination by natives is also a factor hampering the integration of 

immigrants. This calls for measures that help overcome prejudices and foster equal 

treatment. Our results indicate that works councils play an important role in the workplace 

integration of immigrants by promoting solidarity and fairness among employees. 

However, our results on the influence of social contacts with Germans also show that not 

only workplace integration but also integration into society as a whole plays a role in the 

unionization gap of immigrants. Future research could fruitfully expand the analysis and 

examine if factors such as residential segregation and discrimination in the housing market 

affect immigrants’ unionization. 
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Table 1: Variable Definitions and Descriptive Statistics 
 

 
Variable 

 
Definition (Mean, Standard Deviation) 

 
Mean, SD 

Union member Dummy equals 1 if the employee is a member of a trade union. 0.180, 0.384 
First-generation 
migrant 

Dummy equals 1 if the employee is a first-generation immigrant. The 
dummy equals 0 if the employee is a native. 

0.132, 0.338 

Second-generation 
migrant 

Dummy equals 1 if the employee is a second-generation immigrant. The 
dummy equals 0 if the person is a native. 

0.076, 0.264 

Years in Germany The number of years an immigrant resides in Germany. The variable is 
set equal to 0 if the employee is a native. 

2.863, 8.416 

Contacts with natives Ordered variable for visits during the last year: 0 = The migrant did not 
visit Germans in their home and was not visited by Germans; 1 = The 
migrant either visited Germans in their home or was visited by Germans; 
2 = The migrant visited Germans in their home and was visited by 
Germans. The variable is set equal to 0 if the employee is a native. 

0.230, 0.630 

Works council Dummy equals 1 if a works council is present in the firm the employee 
works for. 

0.597, 0.491 

Full-time employee Dummy equals 1 if the employee is a full-time employee. 0.723, 0.4474 
Working hours Number of weekly hours the employee actually works including 

possible overtime. 
24.85, 19.05 

Tenure The employee’s tenure with the firm in years. 11.42, 10.30 
Log of income Log of gross income (in Euro) received last month. 7.745, 0,636 
Public sector Dummy equals 1 if the employee works in the public sector. 0.226, 0.418 
Firm size 20–199 Dummy equals 1 if the employee works in a firm with 20–199 

employees. 
0.270, 0.444 

Firm size 200–1999 Dummy equals 1 if the employee works in a firm with 200–1999 
employees. 

0.244, 0.430 

Firm size > 2000 Dummy equals 1 if the employee works in a firm with 2000 or more 
employees. 

0.279, 0.449 

Work experience The employee’s years of full-time and part-time work experience. 20.11, 11.07 
Unemployment 
experience 

The employee’s total unemployment experience in years. 0.525, 1.577 

Years of schooling The employee’s years of schooling. 12.40, 2.567 
Age The age of the employee. 43.91, 10.69 
Male employee Dummy equals 1 if the employee is a man. 0.511, 0.499 
Married Dummy equals 1 if the employee is married. 0.647, 0.478 
Social democratic 
party 

Dummy equals 1 if the employee leans toward the social democratic 
party (SPD). 

0.149, 0.356 

Conservative party Dummy equals 1 if the employee leans toward a conservative party 
(CDU/CSU). 

0.130, 0.336 

Origin country 
unionization 

Union density of the workforce in the migrant’s country of origin (in %). 
The variable is set equal to 0 if the employee is a native. 

6.806, 21.219 

Occupation dummies Eight two-digit occupation dummies. ----- 
Industry dummies Seventeen two-digit industry dummies. ----- 
State dummies Eleven federal state dummies. ----- 
Wave dummies Two dummy variables for the year of observation. ----- 

Number of observations = 16,234. For the variable for second-generation immigrants, the number of observations is 15,248. 
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Table 2: Initial Estimates 
 

 
Variable 

 

 
(1) 

 
(2) 

First-generation migrant   -0.730*** 
[-0.108] 
(0.158) 

----- 

Second-generation 
migrant 

----- -0.0803 
[-0.012] 
(0.207) 

Full-time employee   0.403** 
[0.594] 
(0.169) 

  0.456*** 
[0.678] 
(0.176) 

Working hours -0.014* 
[-0.002] 
(0.008) 

-0.014* 
[-0.002] 
(0.008) 

Tenure   0.059*** 
[0.009] 
(0.015) 

   0.056*** 
[0.008] 
(0.015) 

Tenure squared -0.0003 
[-0.00005] 
(0.0004) 

-0.0002 
[-0.00003] 
(0.0004) 

Log of income  0.503*** 
[0.074] 
(0.147) 

  0.464*** 
[0.069] 
(0.151) 

Public sector  0.416*** 
[0.061] 
(0.149) 

0.366** 
[0.054] 
(0.153) 

Firm size 20–199 0.190 
[0.028] 
(0.184) 

0.169 
[0.025] 
(0.193) 

Firm size 200–1999   0.654*** 
[0.096] 
(0.207) 

   0.602*** 
[0.089] 
(0.215) 

Firm size > 2000 1.389*** 
[0.205] 
(0.215) 

1.434*** 
[0.213] 
(0.225) 

Works council 2.325*** 
[0.343] 
(0.171) 

   2.247*** 
[0.334] 
(0.177) 

Work experience 0.017 
[0.003] 
(0.012) 

0.006 
[0.001] 
(0.013) 

Unemployment 
experience  

-0.015 
[-0.002] 
(0.036) 

-0.024 
 [-0.004] 
(0.041) 

Years of schooling  0.434** 
[0.064] 
(0.208) 

0.499** 
[0.074] 
(0.236) 
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Years of schooling 
squared 

 -0.020*** 
[-0.003] 
(0.008) 

-0.023*** 
[-0.003] 
(0.009) 

Age 0.016 
[0.002] 
(0.036) 

0.052 
[0.008] 
(0.037) 

Age squared -0.0002 
[-0.00003] 
(0.0004) 

-0.0005 
[-0.00007] 
(0.0004) 

Male employee   0.384*** 
[0.057] 
(0.131) 

  0.412*** 
[0.061] 
(0.138) 

Married -0.063 
[-0.009] 
(0.111) 

-0.086 
[-0.013] 
(0.115) 

Social democratic party   1.037*** 
[0.173] 
(0.132) 

  1.082*** 
[0.161] 
(0.138) 

Conservative party   -0.740*** 
[-0.109] 
(0.154) 

  -0.844*** 
[-0.126] 
(0.162) 

Occupation dummies Included Included 
Industry dummies Included Included 
State dummies Included Included 
Wave dummies Included Included 
Pseudo R2 0.158 0.151 
Rho     0.746***  

(0.022) 
      0.760*** 

  (0.021) 
Number of observations 16,234 15,248 
Number of employees 13,089 12,130 
Dependent variable: Union member. Method: Random effects logit. Regression (1) is based on the combined 
sample of first-generation immigrants and natives. Regression (2) is based on the combined sample of second-
generation immigrants and natives. The table shows the estimated coefficients. Standard errors in parentheses 
are clustered at the employee level. Marginal effects evaluated at the mean of the dependent variable are in 
square brackets. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. 
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Table 3: The Moderating Role of Integration into Society and Workplace 
 

 
Variable 

 

 
(1) 

 
(2) 

First-generation migrant -3.341*** 
[-0.493] 
(0.633) 

 -2.744*** 
[-0.404] 
(0.679) 

Years in Germany   0.035*** 
[0.005] 
(0.013) 

 0.028** 
[0.004] 
(0.013) 

Contacts with natives 0.438** 
[0.065] 
(0.220) 

0.502** 
[0.074] 
(0.225) 

Works council   2.185*** 
[0.322] 
(0.174) 

  2.184*** 
[0.322] 
(0.174) 

First-generation migrant x 
Works council 

 1.249*** 
[0.184] 
(0.398) 

 1.277*** 
[0.188] 
(0.400) 

Origin country unionization ----- -0.012** 
[-0.002] 

Control variables Included Included 
Pseudo R2 0.160 0.160 
Rho     0.748***   

(0.022) 
    0.748***  

 (0.022) 
Number of observations 16,234 16,234 
Number of employees 13,089 13,089 

Dependent variable: Union member. Method: Random effects logit. The regressions are based on the combined 
sample of first-generation immigrants and natives. The table shows the estimated coefficients. Standard errors 
in parentheses are clustered at the employee level. Marginal effects evaluated at the mean of the dependent 
variable are in square brackets. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05. 
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Endnotes 
 

1 We consider first-generation immigrants who have lived for at least one year in Germany. 

2 Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the combined sample of first-generation immigrants 

and natives. If we only consider first-generation immigrants, the average unionization rate in the 

country of origin is 51.66%, the average years in Germany are 21.72 years, and the average of the 

contact variable is 1.746. 

3 The logit model provides a straightforward way to calculate marginal effects at the mean 𝑦 of the 

dependent variable by multiplying the estimated coefficients with the scalar 𝑦(1 − 𝑦). Our 

subsequent regressions will include interactions of the explanatory variables. Calculating marginal 

effects for interaction effects requires particular care in nonlinear models such as logit or probit. In 

nonlinear models, evaluating marginal effects of interaction variables can potentially result in 

artificial and atheoretical predictions if they are calculated at the means of the explanatory variables 

or as average marginal effects (Frant 1991, Greene 2010). The functional form of a nonlinear model 

implies that all explanatory variables have a nonlinear influence on the probability of interest. 

Hence, calculating the marginal effect for an interaction variable can produce interaction effects 

simply by distributional assumption. For example, the marginal effect may be nonzero even if the 

coefficient of the interaction variable is zero. One may even obtain marginal effects with signs 

reversed to those of the estimated coefficients. Evaluating marginal effects at the mean of the 

dependent variable avoids such spurious results as the coefficients are multiplied by a constant 

factor (e.g., Allen 2007, Bishop and Mane 2001, Dill and Jirjahn 2016). When interpreting our 

estimates, we follow Greene’s (2010) advice to put primary focus on the coefficients and to use 

marginal effects as quantitative illustrations. 


