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ABSTRACT

The present study examines the potential moderating role of union support in the relationship between job
insecurity and work-related attitudes and well-being of unionised employees. Survey data collected among union
members from three European countries (The Netherlands, Italy and Sweden) indicate that job insecurity is
associated with reduced levels of job satisfaction, well-being and organisational commitment. Contrary to
expectations, union support moderated neither the effect of job insecurity on job satisfaction nor its effect on well-
being. However, in two countries a moderating effect of union support on relation between the job insecurity and
organisational commitment was found.

OPSOMMING

Die huidige studie ondersoek die potensiéle modererende rol van vakbond ondersteuning in die verhouding tussen
werksonsekerheid en werksverwante houdings en welstand van werknemers wat aan 'n, vakbond behoort. Opname
data wat ingesamel is tussen vakbond lede van drie Europese lande (Nederland, Itali¢ en Swede) toon dat
werksonsekerheid geassosieer word met verlaagde vlakke van werkstevredenheid, welstand en
organisasieverbondenheid. Teen verwagting, het vakbond ondersteuning nie die effek van werksonsekerheid op
wekstevredenheid of welstand gemodereer nie. Daar is egter in twee lande 'n, moderende effek van vakbond
ondersteuning op die verwantskap tussen werksonsekerheid en organisasie gebondenheid gevind.

The past decades have witnessed a growth of the number of
employees who are confronted with (periods of) job insecurity.
The 1980s saw many large scale reorganisations and downsizing
efforts that meant mass layoffs in many firms in the
industrialized countries. In the 1990s the need for more
(internal) flexibility of firms resulted in a growth of temporary
or contingent contracts (e.g. Purcell & Purcell, 1998). Job
insecurity, often defined as the perceived threat of job loss or the
loss of valued aspects of a job, is generally viewed as a highly
stressful experience for employees (Hartley, Jacobson,
Klandermans & Van Vuuren, 1991).
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Research shows that job insecurity has detrimental effects for
both employees and (the productivity and efficiency of)
organisations (see also Sverke, Hellgren & Naswall, 2002 for a
review). Job insecurity is, first of all, related to several work
related attitudes and behaviours of employees. Relationships
have been found between job insecurity and reduced job
satisfaction (Ashford, Lee & Bobko, 1989; De Witte & Naswall,
2003; Hellgren, Sverke & Isaksson, 1999; Kerkhof, Winder,
Tamis, Te Brake & Klandermans, 2000; Lim, 1996; Van Vuuren,
Klandermans, Jacobson & Hartley, 1991; Van Vuuren, Van
Gastel & Klandermans, 1988), reduced organisational
commitment (Ashford et al., 1989; Chirumbolo & Hellgren,
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2003; Rosenblatt & Ruvio, 1996; Rosenblatt, Talmud & Ruvio,
1999;), reduced organisational trust (Ashford et al., 1989;
Kerkhof et al., 2000), the intention to leave the organisation
(Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995; Hellgren et al., 1999; Sverke &
Goslinga, 2003), and pro-active job search and non-
cooperative behaviour at work (Lim, 1996). Furthermore, job
insecurity is negatively related to employees’ well-being and
health (De Witte, 1999). Several studies show that job insecure
employees report lower levels of psychological well-being
than secure employees (Burchell, 1994; Bussing, 1999; De
Witte, 1999; Hellgren et al., 1999; Lim, 1996; Roskies & Louis-
Guerin, 1990; Van Vuuren et al., 1991). Feelings of mental,
emotional and physical exhaustion (burnout) have also been
found to be related to job insecurity (Dekker & Schaufeli,
1995; Kinnunen, Mauno, Natti & Happonen, 1999;
Landsbergis, 1988) and a number of studies indicate that
employees who are insecure about their job report physical
health complaints more often than employees who feel secure
about the future of their job (Burchell, 1994; Heaney, Israel &
House, 1994; Hellgren et al., 1999). Most of the research on the
relationship between job insecurity and its outcomes is
correlational or cross-sectional. However, all longitudinal
studies that have been conducted so far, although limited in
number, provide support for the causal direction between job
insecurity and the work and health related variables (Burchell,
1994; Hellgren & Sverke, 2003; Van Vuuren, 1990).

Research has also focussed on the ways in which employees
cope with job insecurity and on factors that possibly protect or
buffer against the negative consequences of job insecurity. The
studies aimed at identifying moderators in the relationship
between job insecurity and its consequences are still relatively
scarce, especially given the number of studies in which the
detrimental effects of job insecurity have been demonstrated.
Three factors distinguished by Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt
(1984) have guided this line of research. The first moderator
Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) put forward was individual
differences. The idea here is that certain personal or
personality characteristics determine whether, or how
effectively, people cope with job insecurity. However, the
studies in which attention has explicitly been devoted to the
influence of these characteristics on the way people cope with
job insecurity show far from unequivocal results (Hellgren et
al., 1999; Roskies, Louis-Guerin & Fournier, 1993).

The second moderator suggested by Greenhalgh and
Rosenblatt (1984) is the extent to which people perceive
themselves to be dependent on their job for the fulfilment of
important needs. The reasoning here is that the (anticipated)
loss of a job or certain job features will have more severe
effects when there is more at stake. Several factors are
deemed important in this respect, such as the proportion of
the family income provided by the job and the available
alternatives on the job market. One study that indirectly
investigated this question, however, provided no support for
the assumption that available alternatives on the job market
mitigate the negative effects of job insecurity. That is, no
significant interaction effect of perceived alternatives on the
job market and job insecurity on employee behaviour was
found (Kerkhof et al., 2000).

The third factor Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) expected to
have a moderating effect is the support from others in the
social environment. The literature on other sources of stress at
work (for example role conflict and role ambiguity) provides
evidence of a moderating effect of social support on the
relation between stress and stress reactions. Based on this,
Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) hypothesized a buffering
effect of social support on the relation between job insecurity
and the negative consequences for individual employees. In
line with this, Lim (1996) found evidence for moderating
effects of both work-based social support (support from
colleagues and supervisors) and non work-based social support

(support from family and friends) on the relationship between
job insecurity and several outcome variables. Lim’s (1996)
study shows that support provided by others at work
contributes to buffering insecure employees against job
dissatisfaction, proactive job search and noncompliant
behaviours at work. Additionally, support derived from family
and friends can buffer insecure employees against negative
effects such as life dissatisfaction. Bussing (1999) reports
similar results. His study shows that support from friends has
a (stronger) moderating effect on indicators of well-being and
health, while support from supervisor and colleagues has a
moderating effect on job (dis-)satisfaction. Thus, support
seems to provide a powerful moderator of the associations
between job insecurity and different outcome variables.

Like previous research, the present study also examines the
role of support in the relation between job insecurity and
negative outcomes for employees. The researchers will
investigate whether support from one’s labour union has an
effect on the relationship between job insecurity and two
work-related attitudes (job satisfaction and organisational
commitment), and well-being. The researchers are not aware of
any studies examining the role labour unions play or might
play for employees who have to cope with job insecurity.
Attention has been given to the impact of job insecurity on the
process of joining a labour union (Bender & Sloane, 1999) and
to the effect of job insecurity on union members’ contacts and
experiences with the union and participation in union
activities (Goslinga, 2000; Van Vuuren et al., 1991).

Potentially, the researchers believe, labour unions could be an
important source of information and support for members (and
perhaps for employees in general) who are faced with job
insecurity. A first reason is that unions are not responsible for the
threat of job loss but are usually informed about developments
and (planned) changes in organisations and often involved in
organisational change processes. Research on information search
behaviours of employees in firms that undergo restructuring or
downsizing suggests that workers tend to avoid parties
responsible for the caused anxieties. Rather, they seek out reliable
third parties for information, because interaction with colleagues
and supervisors may in itself be stressful (Casey, Miller &
Johnson, 1997). Labour unions might function as a third party
that members can approach when they are confronted with job
insecurity and in need of reliable information and support.
Secondly, labour unions have the resources and knowledge to
actually help their members, for instance, by providing
information about and assistance with legal matters.

The present study utilises a measure of union support that was
developed by Shore, Tetrick, Sinclair & Newton (1994). Their
work, in turn, was based on Eisenberger, Huntington,
Hutchinson and Sowa’s (1986) theory of perceived
organisational support. This conceptualisation of support is
somewhat different from social support as used in previous
job insecurity studies. The idea of perceived organisational
support is based on social exchange theory. Perceived
organisational support reflects employees’ general beliefs
concerning the extent to which the organisation values the
employees’ contributions and cares about their well-being.
Similarly, perceived union support reflects the member’s
perception that the union is supportive and committed to its
members. The purpose of the present study is to examine
whether perceived union support moderates the relationship
between job insecurity and its outcomes.

To sum up, the hypotheses for the present study are: 1)
job insecurity has a negative effect on job satisfaction,
organisational commitment, and well-being; 2) perceived
support from the union buffers or moderates the
relationship between job insecurity and job satisfaction,
organisational commitment, and well-being. In other
words, job insecurity will have less detrimental effects for
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job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and well-being
when perceived support from the union is high. These
hypotheses will be tested in three samples of union members
from three different countries (The Netherlands, Italy and
Sweden). The researchers do not specify hypotheses regarding
differences between countries. Rather, the reasearchers expect
similar results in the different countries.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Participants and procedures

The dataset used in this study was composed for a
broader European project focusing on the role of labour
unions in the new flexible labour market (see Sverke,
Hellgren, Naswall, Chirumbolo, De Witte & Goslinga,
2001). Questionnaire data were collected either before
(The Netherlands) or after (Italy, Sweden) initiation of the
project. Effort was made to obtain comparable data
from all countries. However, the fact that not all data
collections were specifically tailored for the project explains
why there are small differences in operationalisations
between countries.

The Netherlands

For this study the researchers used data collected within a
longitudinal panel-survey among members of the largest
trade unions affiliated with the National Christian Trade
Union Federation, the CNV. Among these unions are six
public sector unions and three private sector unions. Data
came from one wave of the panel survey, and were collected
in the summer of 1999. Members were interviewed by
telephone. The response rate was 50%. The sample was limited
to members with a paid job (N = 611). The majority of the
respondents were male (72,5%). The mean age was 42,8 years,
ranging between 16 and 79 years, and the average length of
union membership 14,3 years, ranging between 0 and 50
years. Most members had a full-time job (79,7%) and 10,5%
were temporary workers.

Italy

For this study data were collected from May to July 2000.
Questionnaires were administered to 476 workers, mainly in
small groups and at their workplace. For the present study the
sample was limited to union members (N = 296). The majority
of respondents were males (68,7%), and their age ranged
rom 22 to 59 years (M = 40,6). The majority had a full time
job (93,5%) and 7,5% had a temporary job. On average,
participants had their current job for 14,9 years (ranging from
less than a year to 37 years).

Sweden

Data were taken from a national sample of blue-collar
workers from the Swedish Municipal Workers Union (SKAF)
affiliated with the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO).
The sample was randomly selected from a total population of
370,590 members. Questionnaires were sent out to 2,564
workers, and a total of 1,923 usable questionnaires were
returned (a response rate of 75%). Cases with one or more
missing values in the dataset were excluded, resulting in a
sample size of 1829 union members. The mean age of the
respondents was 45 years, ranging between 19 and 75 years.
Average length of membership in the union ranged from 1 to
45 years (M = 16,4). The majority of the sample were female
(78,0%). All respondents had a paid job. Half of them were
employed full time (46,9%) and 7,3% were temporary
workers. Organisational tenure ranged from 1 to 45 years
M = 14,3).

Measures

Job insecurity

Job insecurity was assessed with five items in all three data sets.
Three of these items were based on the measurement scale used

by Ashford et al. (1989), and two further items were developed
by De Witte (2000) (e.g., “I am afraid I will get fired”, “I think I
might get fired in the near future”). The response alternatives
ranged from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree). A high score on any of the
items indicates high perceived job insecurity.

Perceived Union Support

This variable was measured using a five-item scale in all
samples, which is adapted from Shore et al. (1994) (e.g., “1
can always call upon my union with questions or problems”,
“My union appreciates my opinion”). Response alternatives
range from 1 (disagree) to S (agree), so that a high score
indicates high perceived union support. Previous research
with this measure in The Netherlands yielded a good
reliability for the scale (Goslinga, 1996; 2004). In Sweden,
union support was measured with four of the five items used
in Italy and the Netherlands.

Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction was measured using various numbers of items
in the different data sets. Five items were used in Italy and
three of these were used in the Swedish and Dutch data sets
(e.g., “I am satisfied with my job”, “I enjoy being at my job”).
Three of the five items were developed by Hellgren, Sjoberg &
Sverke (1997), based on Brayfield and Roth (1951); the
remaining two were developed by De Witte (2000). There
were five response alternatives ranging from 1 (disagree) to 5
(agree), and a high score on any item represents satisfaction
with the job.

Organisational Commitment

The same five items were used in all three data sets, reflecting
affective organisational commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990;
Meyer, Allen & Smith, 1993) (e.g., “I feel a strong sense of
belonging to my organisation”, “This organisation has a great
deal of personal meaning to me”). The response scale ranged
from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree).

TABLE 1
MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS AND INTERCORRELATIONS

M S.D. « Correlations

The Netherlands (N = 611) 1 2 3 4
1. Job insecurity 1,85 0,70 0,91
2. Job satisfaction 3,79 0,64 0,67 -0,23***

3. Organisational 3,52 0,65 0,78 -0,17*** 0,65%**
commitment

4. Well-being 1,62 042 0,82 0,14** 0,33*** -0,17***

5. Perceived union 3,67 0,47 0,71 -0,03 0,13** 0,13** -0,08
support -

Italy (N = 290)

1. Job insecurity 2,63 0,92 0,78

2. Job satisfaction 3,50 0,95 0,87 -0,25%***

3. Organisational 3,09 1,05 0,88 -0,16** 0,71%**
commitment

4. Well-being 2,09 037 0,73 0,32*** -0,33***-0,24***
S. Perceived union 3,39 0,74 0,60 -0,19** 0,18** 0,05 -0,16**
support

Sweden (N = 1829)
1. Job insecurity 2,08 1,06 0,89
2. Job satisfaction 3,68 0,88 0,82 -0,11***

3. Organisational 2,53 093 0,86 0,05 0,41%**
commitment

4. Well-being 1,98 046 0,84 0,20*** -0,35%** --0,12***

5. Perceived union 3,19 0,82 0,71 -0,05 0,18*** 0,29*** -0,12***
support

¥ <0,05; ** p<0,01; *** p < 0,001
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Well-being
The 12-item version of the General Health Questionnaire
(GHQ; Goldberg, 1979) was used in all three countries. Answers
were scored on 4-point scales and a higher score indicates lower
well-being.

Scale reliabilities

Scale reliabilities were acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha above
0,70) in almost all cases (Table 1). Exceptions were the job
satisfaction measure in The Netherlands and the perceived
union support measure in Italy. However, in both cases scale
reliabilities did not improve when one or more items were
removed from the scale. For that reason, as well as in order to
secure comparability between the different samples, the scales
were not changed.

RESULTS

The pattern of correlations was similar for the three samples
(Table 1). In line with our first hypothesis, we found that job
insecurity was negatively related to job satisfaction and well-
being in all three countries. In both the Dutch and Italian
samples, job insecurity was also negatively related to
organisational commitment. In the Swedish sample however,
the relationship between job insecurity and organisational
commitment failed to reach significance. For the Italian
sample job insecurity was also negatively related to perceived
union support, indicating that higher levels of perceived
union support were associated with lower levels of job
insecurity. The correlation between perceived union support
and job insecurity was not significant in the Dutch and
Swedish samples.

Correlations between job satisfaction and organisational
commitment were significant in all three samples, ranging
from 0,41 (Sweden) to 0,71 (Italy) (p < 0,001). In each sample
both job satisfaction and organisational commitment were
significantly related to well-being, indicating that higher
levels of job satisfaction and organisational commitment
were associated with higher well-being. The correlations
between job satisfaction and well-being were very consistent,
as they ranged between -0,33 (The Netherlands and Italy) and
-0,35 (Sweden) (p < 0,001); while the correlations between
organisational commitment and well-being ranged between -
0,12 (Sweden) and -0,24 (Italy) (p < 0,001). Perceived union
support was positively related to both job satisfaction and
organisational commitment in the Dutch and Swedish
samples. In other words, when members perceived more
support from the union, higher levels of job satisfaction and
organisational commitment were reported. In the Italian
sample results were slightly different: perceived union
support was positively related to job satisfaction, but not to
organisational commitment. The correlations between
perceived union support and well-being were significant in
the Italian as well as the Swedish sample, indicating that
more support from the union was associated with higher
levels of well-being. However, this relationship was absent in
the Dutch sample (Table 1).

In order to examine the expected moderating effect of
perceived union support on the relationship between job
insecurity and the three outcome variables, hierarchical
regression analyses were performed. The variables were entered
in three steps: first, job insecurity was entered, then perceived
union support was added to the equations and, finally, the
interaction between perceived union support and job insecurity
was entered. Before conducting the analyses, both job

RESULTS OF HIERARCHICAL REGRESSION ANALYSES OF JOB SATISFACTION, ORGANIATIONAL COMMITMENT AND WELL BEING ON ANTECEDENTS
(STANDARDISED REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS)

Job satisfaction Organisational commitment Well-being
The Netherlands
I -0,23*** -0,22%** -0,22%** -0,17*** -0,17*** -0,17*** 0,014** 0,14** 0,13**
PU 0,13** 0,14* 0,12** 0,13** -0,07 -0,08
JI*PU 0,08 0,01 -0,04
F 33,29%** 22,09*** 16,00* ** 18,77*** 14,43 *** 9,65*** 12,19** 7,70*** 5,46**
d.f. 1,609 2,608 3,607 1,609 2,608 3,607 1,609 2,608 3,607
R2 0,05 0,07 0,07 0,03 0,05 0,05 0,02 0,03 0,03
Italy
JI -0,25*** -0,23*** -0,23*** -0,16** -0,16** -0,16** 0,32%** 0,30*** 0,30***
PU 0,14* 0,14* 0,02 0,01 -0,11 -0,11
JI * PU -0,06 -0,14* -0,02
F 19,87*** 12,95%** 9,07*** 7,68%* 3,86* 4,44* 31,97%** 17,90%** 11,96* **
d.f. 1,287 2,286 3,285 1,287 2,286 3,285 1,287 2,286 3,285
R2 0,06 0,08 0,09 0,03 0,03 0,04 0,10 0,11 0,11
Sweden
JI -0,11%** -0,10*** -0,10%*** 0,05* 0,06** 0,06** 0,20*** 0,20*** 0,19***
PU 0,18*** 0,18*** 0,29*** 0,29*** -0,11%** -0,11%**
JI*PU 0,04 0,05* -0,03
F 21,99*** 41,15%** 28,20%** 4,27* 87,49* 60,04 *** 75,52** 49,64*** 33,86%**
d.f. 1,1806 2,1805 3,1804 1,1806 2,1805 3,1804 *1,1806 2,1805 3,1804
R2 0,01 0,04 0,05 0,00 0,09 0,09 0,04 0,05 0,05

*p <0,05 ** p<0,01; *** p <0,001
JI =Job insecurity PU = Perceived union support
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insecurity and perceived union support were first centred (that
is, the mean was set to zero without affecting the standard
deviation). Next, the two centred predictor variables were
multiplied to form the interaction term (see Aiken & West, 1991,
for more information on this procedure). This was done
separately for each sample (Table 2).

In the first step, a significant main effect of job insecurity on all
three outcome variables in all three samples was found. As
expected, an increase in job insecurity predicted reduced levels
of job satisfaction, reduced levels of organisational
commitment, and reduced levels of well-being. However, in the
Swedish sample the effect of job insecurity on organisational
commitment was positive, indicating that an increase in job
insecurity predicted higher levels of organisational
commitment. Adding perceived union support to the regression
equations showed significant main effects of perceived union
support on both job satisfaction and organisational
commitment in the Dutch as well as the Swedish sample. For the
Italian sample, we found a significant main effect of perceived
union support on job satisfaction, but not on organisational
commitment. Only in the Swedish sample a significant main
effect of perceived union support on well-being emerged (Table
2). In all cases, the main effect of job insecurity on the
dependent variables was unaffected after inclusion of perceived
union support in the regression equations.

Next, the cross-product term representing the interaction
between job insecurity and perceived union support was entered
in the regression equations. The interaction term had no
significant beta-weight in the models predicting job satisfaction
nor the models predicting well-being in any of the samples.
Thus, contrary to our expectations, the effect of job insecurity
on job satisfaction and on well-being was not moderated by
perceived union support. The interaction term was significant in
both the Italian and Swedish sample in the model predicting
differences in organisational commitment, but failed to reach
significance in the Dutch sample. Thus, the effect of job
insecurity on organisational commitment was moderated by
perceived union support in the Italian and Swedish samples.

To examine the nature of the interaction effects, predicted values
for participants who scored one standard deviation above or
below the mean on each variable were calculated. Figure 1 depicts
the results for the Italian sample and Figure 2 for the Swedish
sample. We expected that increased feelings of job insecurity
would only negatively affect organisational commitment for
union members whose perceived union support was low, whereas
for union members who experienced high support from their
union, increased feelings of job insecurity would not affect
organisational commitment (i.e., the union’s support would have
a buffering effect). Contrary to our expectations, however, a
different pattern emerged in both countries.

S5
=l Support high
- Support low

Organisational commitment
w
1

0,92 0,92

Job insecurity
Figure 1: Organisational commitment as a function of
perceived union support and job insecurity for the
Italian sample

=l Support high
—@ Support low

Organisational commitment
w
1

0,92 0,92

Job insecurity
Figure 2: Organisational commitment as a function of
perceived union support and job insecurity for the
Swedish sample.

For both the Italian and Swedish sample, we found that levels of
organisational commitment were stable when job insecurity
increased for participants who perceived low support from their
union. In the Italian sample, organisational commitment
decreased when job insecurity increased among participants
who perceived high union support (Figure 1). In contrast, in the
Swedish sample, organisational commitment increased when job
insecurity increased among participants who perceived high
union support (Figure 2).

DISCUSSION

The results of this study first of all replicate previous research
and confirm job insecurity to be an important source of stress
for employees (cf. Hartley et al., 1991). In our data, union
members who experienced high levels of job insecurity
reported reduced levels of job satisfaction, organisational
commitment (except for the Swedish sample), and well-being.
Given that job insecurity appears to have detrimental
consequences, the major purpose of this study was to
investigate whether the support union members perceive to
get from their union has a moderating effect on the
relationships between job insecurity on the one hand and job
satisfaction, organisational commitment and well-being on
the other hand. Previous research found that personal work-
based social support (support from colleagues or supervisor)
moderates the relationship between job insecurity and job
satisfaction, and that non work-based social support (support
from family and friends) moderates the relationship between
job insecurity and indicators of well-being (cf. Lim, 1996). The
question whether social support also moderates the
relationship between job insecurity and organisational
commitment had not been addressed previously. However,
Lim (1996) reports a moderating effect of work-based social
support on the relationship between job insecurity and pro-
active job search. Since organisational commitment and
organisational turnover intentions are closely related
(Mathieu & Zajac, 1990), a moderating effect of social support
on the association between job insecurity and organisational
commitment might be expected.

However, in the present study, no buffering effects of
perceived union support were found; neither on the
relationship between job insecurity and job satisfaction, nor
on the relationship between job insecurity and well-being.
This held true for all three samples. While the researchers
obtained small moderating effects of perceived union
support on the relationship between job insecurity and
organisational commitment in two of the samples (Italy and
Sweden), nothing was found in the third sample (The
Netherlands). Closer examination of the interaction effects,
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however, revealed that the effects do not support the expected
buffering effect. Rather, in both the Italian and Swedish
samples, organisational commitment was relatively stable
when job insecurity increased and support from the union
was low, when a decrease in commitment levels was expected.
Moreover, in the Italian sample, organisational commitment
decreased, while in the Swedish sample organisational
commitment increased, when job insecurity was higher
among those members who perceived high support from the
union. Perhaps these results reflect differences in industrial
relations systems and the meaning of labour unions and
labour union membership between countries. Italy is a
country with a fairly low union density rate compared to
other European countries, with approximately 39% union
members in the labour force. Moreover, Italian industrial
relations are, more than the other two countries in this study,
characterized by conflicts and disputes (Regalia & Regini,
1998). Faced with the threat of losing jobs, supported union
members might psychologically withdraw from the
organisation, which could explain the decrease in
organisational commitment. If the union opposes the
decisions made by the organisation’s management and is in
conflict with management, reduced commitment to the
organisation is what we would expect from committed union
members (Angle & Perry, 1986). According to the social
exchange perspective, union commitment is reflected in the
level of perceived union support (Shore et al., 1994). In
contrast, in Sweden wunion density is very high
(approximately 83% in 1995) and industrial relations in
Sweden often serve as an example of successful cooperative
industrial relations (Kjellberg, 1998). Being a committed
union member faced with the threat of job loss appears to
result in increased organisational commitment. This might
be reflective of increased effort to help the organisation to
overcome difficult times.

The fact that the reseachers did not find the expected
buffering effect of perceived union support might be
attributed to the type of support we assessed with the
measure used in our study. Perceived union support, like
perceived organisational support, taps a general feeling of
support provided by the organisation. This measure does not
directly concern personal support from other individuals,
such as other union members, union officials or union
representatives. Cohen and Wills (1985) concluded after
reviewing the literature on the role of support in the relation
between stress and well-being, that with more general
measures of support generally no moderating effects are
obtained, rather, main effects are. That is, a general feeling
that one is supported or integrated in a large social network
appears to have a positive main effect on well-being, but does
not reduce the negative effects of stress. Evidence for a
buffering effect is typically obtained when the support
measure captures interpersonal resources that are responsive
to the needs elicited by the stressful event (Cohen & Wills,
1985). Previous studies on the role of support in the relation
between job insecurity and its outcomes used the latter type
of measures. In these studies, evidence for a buffering effect
of social support was found (Lim, 1996). In addition, feeling
supported by a union shop steward appears to have a
buffering effect on the relation between other stressors (role
conflict and role ambiguity) and strains (Fried & Tiegs, 1993).
Thus, a question that deserves further attention is whether
support provided by individual union representatives or shop
stewards has a buffering effect on the relation between job-
insecurity and its outcomes.

Taken together, evidence suggests that integration in a union,
as a supportive social network, has a positive effect on work-
related attitudes and well-being of employees. In our data,
general feelings of union support had positive main effects on
job satisfaction in all three samples, on organisational
commitment in two samples, and on well-being in one sample.

These results stress the importance of labour unions as a
supportive social network for union members. In previous
studies beneficial consequences of union presence have also
been observed. That is, union members were found to report
higher levels of organisational commitment and work intensity
and were less prone to leave the organisation than non-
members (cf. Sverke & Hellgren, 2001). The present study
expands these findings by showing that not only mere
integration in the union has positive effects on work-related
attitudes, but that the level of integration also matters.

To conclude, the results obtained in this study reveal that
general feelings of union support do not function as a buffer
between job insecurity and work-related and health-related
outcomes. These results are congruent with a study that
compared union members with non-members and found that
union membership itself does not buffer employees against
the negative outcomes of job insecurity for employee well-
being (Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995). Nevertheless, these results
add to our understanding of the role of the union by showing
that more general support from the union does have
beneficial effects, although it does not function as a buffer
against the negative consequences of job insecurity. Clearly, in
order to fully understand the role of the union for union
members faced with job insecurity more research is needed.
Further examination of the type and content of the support
employees need and value could yield information that might
help unions and management to design and provide a
supportive environment for employees in firms that undergo
restructuring or downsizing, or are otherwise confronted with
feelings of job insecurity.
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