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Community Influences
on Attitudes Towards Unions

Harvey Krahn
and
Graham S. Lowe

This paper attempts to go beyond individual-level explana-
tions of attitudes towards unions by exploring the impact of com-
munity. It is argued that factors operating at the aggregate level of
the community help shape local industrial relations. A review of
industrial relations literature documents that community con-
stitutes a latent but nonetheless important variable.

The central focus of industrial relations research is on overt behavior,
whether manifested in union joining, grievance activity, collective bargain-
ing or strikes. Much less attention has been directed to the attitudinal basis
of this behavior.! Past inquiries into union attitudes have typically focused
on the determinants of union joining,? or member participation in unions.?
Results from these attitudinal studies have been rather fragmentary.* One
can detect, however, a predominant tendency to account for differing
beliefs about unions in terms of personal characteristics such as age, marital
status, type of work, and years of union membership.’ There also appears
to be a long-standing consensus in the literature that most workers support
unions for instrumental rather than ideological reasons.® A recent national
U.S. survey thus found that the predominant view of unions stressed in-
dividual gains through collective bargaining.’

»  KRAHN, Harvey, Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, University of
Alberta.
LOWE, Graham S., Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, University of Alberta.
= We would like to thank the Population Research Laboratory at the University of
Alberta and its Director, Professor L.W. Kennedy, for making available results of the 1981
Edmonton and Winnipeg Area Studies. Warren Baker’s research assistance, and the typing ser-

vices of Cheryl Robison and Val Caskey are appreciated. Morley Gunderson, Jed Fisher, Allen

Ponak and an anonymous reviewer for this journal provided helpful comments on an earlier
draft.

Relat. ind., vol. 39, no 1, 1984 © PUL ISSN 0034-379 X 0



94 RELATIONS INDUSTRIELLES, vOL. 39. No 1 (1984)

Our understanding of the determinants of attitudes towards unions —
be they supportive, indifferent, or negative — is thus still quite rudimen-
tary. Moreover, a number of major weaknesses have been identified in such
studies. For example, their scope has been restricted mainly to employees in
one organization or to union members. This has created a narrow empirical
base, a problem compounded by the lack of public-private sector com-
parisons.® In addition, the instrumentalism hypothesis suggests that
workers only support unions when they feel dissatisfied with the material
rewards of their job.? This ignores the possible role of organizational fac-
tors and the employee relations practices of management in predisposing
workers to collective bargaining. It has also been pointed out that studies of
unionization fail to recognize that workers’ union attitudes may vary accor-
ding to their motives for joining. ¢

In short, the prevailing view of the determinants of union attitudes is
based on the characteristics of individual workers, who are often union
members, and their degree of dissatisfaction with the work situation. A
more comprehensive understanding of union attitudes would result,
however, were this perspective broadened to encompass a) perceptions of
unions within the general public, and b) an emphasis on how such opinions
are shaped by large-scale social and economic structures. This paper
represents a first step in this direction, focusing on the impact of aggregate-
level community characteristics on residents’ attitudes regarding unions.

By drawing together scattered references in the literature, we document
that community characteristics are indeed considered formative in patterns
of industrial relations. Industrial relations scholars may intuitively agree
that public opinion influences community industrial relations in a variety of
ways — such as the propensity of worker to organize unions or go on strike,
the nature of public back-lashes during industrial disputes, and public
policy concerning unions. Yet to our knowledge this paper is the first at-
tempt to examine systematically how the characteristics of a community
shape residents’ views of unions. Using data from a 1981 survey conducted
in the western Canadian cities of Edmonton and Winnipeg, we address the
following research question: are the differences in attitudes towards unions
found in the populations of these two cities simply a result of variations in
residents’ individual characteristics, or do macro-level community at-
tributes also contribute to the formation of these attitudes?
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THE EFFECTS OF COMMUNITY ON INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS

For sociologists community is a basic unit of analysis in many in-
vestigations of the quality and structure of social relationships.!! We will
limit our discussion to local communities, although it is important to
recognize that the concept is of sufficient scope to incorporate any relation-
ship with «a high degree of personal intimacy, emotional depth, moral com-
mitment, social cohesion, and continuity in time».!? This comprehensive
definition illustrates how the notion of community forces the analyst to
adopt a more holistic view of individuals within their larger social context.

Despite its usefulness in social analysis, the notion of community has
received little attention from industrial relations scholars. A notable excep-
tion is a 1965 symposium published in Industrial Relations.'? In it Seidman
observes that the focus of industrial relations researchers on occupational,
industrial, or labour market factors has directed attention away from the
community where the enterprise is located and in which management and
workers reside.'* Yet Derber asserts that there is «a persuasive logic in the
hypothesis that union-management relations are significantly influenced by
community environment».'> Community thus provides a useful vantage
point for industrial relations research.

The classic statement of how industrial relations patterns reflect com-
munity characteristics is Kerr and Siegel’s cross-national analysis of the
inter-industry propensity to strike.'¢ Their thesis rests on the effects of
social isolation and integration, both of which define the character of social
relations within a community. Industries with a high strike propensity —
such as mining, maritime shipping and longshoring — are typified by a
large number of workers performing unpleasant jobs in isolated, socially
homogenous settings. In contrast, industries with a low strike propensity —
such as railroads, agriculture and trade — tend to employ workers who are
integrated into the social fabric of a larger and more industrially diverse
community. «The most general explanation of the inter-industry propensity
to strike», conclude Kerr and Siegel, «is the nature of the industrial environ-
ment and, particularly, its tendency to direct workers into isolated masses
or to integrate them into the general community».!” The wide variation in
levels of unionization and strike activity across regions in both Canada and
the U.S. seems to lend credence to the ‘isolated mass’ explanation. Ander-
son and Gunderson tentatively arrive at this conclusion after noting the high
incidence of strikes in construction, mining, transportation equipment, iron
and steel, and pulp and paper between 1966 and 1975 in Canada.'® The loca-
tion of many of these industries in single-industry towns further suggests
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that social and demographic factors which coalesce at the level of the com-
munity must play a more prominent role in the analysis of industrial
behaviour.

Stern’s research has advanced the furthest in this direction.!’ He at-
tempts to identify which community factors underlay varying levels of
strike activity in 243 U.S. metropolitan areas during 1968-1970. By utilizing
a cross-sectional model he is able to account for 59% of the variance in
inter-city strike rates in terms of city population size, level of unionization,
plant size, national bargaining, and economic vulnerability. Results show
that city size is the crucial factor. The economic position of the workers is of
secondary importance, while industrial structure exerts only a weak effect.
Stern suggests that high strike cities may differ along other socio-economic
dimensions, such as income inequality and quality of life. However, the im-
plications of these additional differences for industrial relations have yet to
be explored?.

It is also important to recognize that occupational characteristics, when
coterminous with local communities, may influence the industrial attitudes
and behaviour of workers. Indeed, a hallmark of the single industry town
with a tradition of labour militancy is the close connection between work
and community life. In short, the social bonds forged through close work
relations and common job experiences become rooted in the larger social
environment. This creates what is referred to as an ‘occupational communi-
ty’. We thus find, for example, that a major correlate of union participation
is a sense of community based upon recurrent interactions with other union
members on and off the job.?!

Similarly, the size of a community may help explain variations in in-
dustrial relations. Studies of white-collar unionism indicate that when such
workers live in smaller towns, their greater direct exposure to unions may
facilitate unionization.? The more personal social relations in smaller towns
may also provide unionizing employees with support in the face of Opposi-
tion from management.? However, there also is some evidence suggesting
that large U.S. cities are more highly unionized than smaller cities, indepen-
dent of key variables such as region, occupation or sex.? This hypothesis
has not been tested with current data, nor have the characteristics associated
with size been examined in order to account for this difference.

Studies of American auto workers have emphasized the centrality of
blue-collar community life in shaping workers’ union attitudes and
behaviour. One study found that the degree of union participation and
union orientation among Michigan auto workers was related to their degree
of integration in the plant, the local neighbourhood and the wider com-
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munity.? More specifically, the level of union participation was negatively
associated with the degree to which workers were integrated into the com-
munity through membership in voluntary organizations. Another study
found that United Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement
Workers of American International Union (U.A.W.) members living in
suburbs tended to withdraw from union affairs more so than their urban-
dwelling counterparts.? These suburban workers developed a more in-
dividualistic and conciliatory approach to solving work problems as they
strived to achieve the middle class ideals of their new environment. But on
the other hand, many blue-collar workers tend to remain in their traditional
working class communities. This low mobility fosters close neighbourhood
ties based on extended kin and friendship networks which, in turn, forge a
distinctive working class outlook.

In sum, a variety of studies suggest that community characteristics, in-
dependent of the attributes of individual residents, exert a formative in-
fluence in industrial relations. There is, however, recent evidence which ap-
pears to run counter to the general thrust of this argument. Getman’s study
of voting behaviour in National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) elections
downplays industrial and residential location, finding that workers’ pre-
campaign attitudes towards unions were a much better predictor of how
they voted.?” But we must also consider the possibility that workers’ at-
titudes towards unions are more complex than acknowledged by Getman
and other researchers. For example, the 1977 Quality of Employment
Survey found that U.S. workers generally agree that unions are large,
powerful institutions requiring government regulation. In contrast, in-
strumental beliefs regarding the economic benefits of unions varied along
the lines of education, region and union membership.?® This evidence of at-
titudinal multi-dimensionality suggests that only certain clusters of union-
related attitudes may exhibit inter-community differences. Beliefs that
unions are too powerful are frequently diffused through regional and na-
tional news media. Alternatively, beliefs that union members benefit from
their affiliation may vary across communities, depending on local histories
of industrial relations.

The preceeding literature review yields a simple working hypothesis
which will guide our analysis of survey data. After controlling for the ef-
fects of individual characteristics, we expect to find significant differences
in union attitudes between residents of the two cities from which we draw
our sample. An important corollary is that because we measure a range of
union attitudes, we also expect to find greater inter-city variation on some
dimensions than on others. Our choice of cities allows us to consider which
of the following community features exerts most influence on union at-
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titudes: industrial structure, general economic climate, community social
relations, and the historical nature of trade unionism and class relations. In-
deed, Winnipeg and Edmonton are a study in contrast in terms of their
socio-economic and labour history.

DATE AND MEASUREMENT

The 1981 Edmonton Area Study was the fifth survey in an annual series
administered and supported by the Population Research Laboratory and
the Department of Sociology at the University of Alberta. A Winnipeg Area
Study was simultaneously undertaken by members of the Sociology Depart-
ments of the Universities of Manitoba and Winnipeg. The two studies used
identical questionnaires in one-hour long structured interviews with
residents of these cities in February of 1981. In both communities, up-to-
date municipal records were used to generate simple random samples of
household addresses. One adult (18 years of age or older) was to be inter-
viewed in each household. The final samples of 400 in Edmonton and 336 in
Winnipeg represented response rates of 75% and 74% respectively.? Com-
parisons with census data showed the samples to be representative of the
cities from which they were taken in important demographic aspects.3®

A set of 14 Likert-style attitudinal statements about unions in general,
the benefits they provide for workers, their role in contemporary society,
and the amount of power they wield were administered by interviewers to
sample members. Respondents answered using a 7-points «strongly disagree
— strongly agree» response scale. Eleven of the items were selected from the
Uphoff and Dunnette unionism in general scale; three were taken from the
survey instrument used in the 1977 York University «Social Change in
Canada» study.’' Minor wording changes were made in some of the
Uphoff-Dunnette items to more accurately reflect contemporary Canadian
industrial relations and to make the items applicable to the general popula-
tion, not just to blue-collar industrial workers.

FINDINGS

The attitude statements and the average responses to each for both
cities and the two cities combined are displayed in Table 1, ranked by level
of agreement. It is interesting to note, first of all, that respondents in these
two cities share certain beliefs about unions. Nine of the 14 attitude
statements do not differentiate between the two cities. In addition, sample
members agree more strongly with statements about workers’ right to refuse
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unsafe jobs, about the power of big unions, and about the benefits of union
membership than they do with statements about the necessity for all
employees in a unionized workplace to join the union. The moderate level
of agreement with borh the ideas that unions are too powerful and, on the
other hand, that they benefit their members may seem contradictory. But
our literature review would lead us to anticipate this outcome., In other
words, it is possible for individuals to have positive as well as negative at-
titudes toward unions, depending on which component of the union’s func-
tion and role in society is being considered. This observation is even more
noteworthy given the virtually identical findings of the U.S. 1977 Quality of
Employment Survey.3?

More important for this paper, however, are the statistically significant
differences between cities in responses to five of the items. Edmonton
residents were more likely to agree that «workers should have the right to
refuse to work in conditions which they consider to be unsafe», although
both cities showed very high levels of agreement with this statement. Win-
nipeg residents were significantly more likely to agree that unions provide
better wages and working conditions, that they are necessary for dealing
with selfish employers, and that the growth of unions has strengthened
democracy. In sum, Winnipeg residents are more likely to believe that union
membership is beneficial to workers. Similar city differences do not appear
for the items about powerful unions or for those regarding union member-
ship rights.

In order to answer our research questions, we conducted factor
analyses (for the two cities combined and for each separately) to reduce the
fourteen attitudinal items into a smaller number of reliable attitude
indices. ¥ Examination of the results (not shown) suggested that two distinct
and interpretable scales could be constructed. The first, labelled «big
labour» (Alpha = .76), is composed of the average of responses to the four
statements about overly powerful unions, their negative effects, and the
need for government control of unions (the average of items 3, 4, 7 and 10
in Table 1). The second scale, labelled «business unionism» (Alpha = .68),
taps the instrumental «bread and butter» assessment of unions as providing
material benefits for members (the average of items 5, 6 and 9 in Table 1).34
These two scales are remarkably similar in content to two of the union at-
titude factors identified in Kochan’s analysis of the 1977 U.S. Quality of
Employment Survey.® In that national study the two scales were weakly
negatively correlated (r = -.19), as they also are in our two-city study (r =
-.26). In both our samples, respondents who agreed that unions provided
economic benefits for their members also tended to disagree with the «big
labour» sentiments, and vice versa.
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TABLE 1

Attitudes Toward Unions: Edmonton and Winnipeg, 1981

average scoresa

Edmonton Winnipeg Tortalt
1. Workers should have the right to refuse to
work in conditions which they consider 10
be unsafe. 6.58 6.27¢ 6.44
2. Employees should have representatives on
the board of directors of the organization
for which they work. 5.48 5.39 5.44
3. The high wage demands of unions con-
tribute directly to inflation. 5.06 5.20 5.12
4. We need more laws to limit the power of
unions. 4.88 4.8] 4.85
5. Employees of an organization have better
wages and working conditions when all of
them belong to a union. 4.56 5.18¢ 4.84
6.A non-union employer generally pays
lower wages than a unionized employer. 4.47 5.12¢ 4.76
7. Unions impose too many restrictions on
employers. 4.66 4.66 4.66
8. During a strike, management should be
prohibited by law from hiring workers to
take the place of strikers. 4.66 4.60 4.64
9.The selfishness of employers can be
fought only by strong unions. 4.15 4.67¢ 4.39
10. Labour unions should be regulated to a
greater extent by the government. 4.37 4.40 4.38
11.The growth of unions has made our
democracy stronger. 3.90 4.28¢ 4.07

12. If the majority of workers in a workplace
vote to have a union, the others should be
required 10 join. 3.61 3.62 3.61

13.Most unions gain their membership by
forcing workers to join through threats
and intimidation. 3.50 3.38 3.44

14. Workers should have to join a union in
order to hold a job. 2.20 2.34 2.26

a Average of the «strongly disagree (1) - (7) strongly agree» numeric responses given to each
question.

b N = 400 for Edmonton and N = 336 for Winnipeg. About 5% to 8% of the sample did not
respond to most of the items with about 10% non-response for items 6, 7 and 10, and 16%
non-response for item 13.

¢ Statistically significant differences between cities (p < .05).
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TABLE 2

Attitudes Toward Unions: «Big Labour» and «Business Unionism»
Scales by City, Union Membership, Employment Status and Sex

Independent variable average scores®

Big Labourb Business unionisme¢

City:
Edmonton 4.75 (378)d 4.41 (372)
Winnipeg 4.77 (314) 4,98 (308)¢
Union Membership:
Yes 4.11 (176) 5.25 (179)
No 4.98 (516)¢ 4.46 (501)¢
Employment Status:
Employed full-time 4.63 (376) 4.66 (376)
Not employed full-time 4,91 (316) 4.68 (304)
Gender:
Male 4.58 (325) 4.69 (323)
Female 4.91 (367)¢ 4.65 (357)

a Average of the «strongly disagree (1) - (7) strongly agree» answers.
b Average of items 3, 4, 7, and 10 in Table 1.

¢ Average of items 5, 6, and 9 in Table 1.

d Parentheses contain sub-sample sizes.

e Statistically significant differences (p < .05).

Average scale scores are compared across categories of several indepen-
dent variables in Table 2. As expected, after examining the individual at-
titude items in Table 1 we find a statistically significant difference between
cities on the «business unionism» scale. Residents of Winnipeg are more
likely to agree that unions improve the economic situation and working con-
ditions of their members. City of residence does not have a significant effect
on the «big labour» scale, but the opposite is the case for the other three in-
dependent variables. Union members, those who were employed full-time,
and men were less likely to agree with the idea that unions are too powerful
and should be regulated. These zero-order differences show that the two
scales can differentiate between population sub-groups. Further, they also
demonstrate the need for a multi-variate analysis. Table 2 does not reveal
whether it is union membership status, employment status, or gender which
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most affects perceptions of unions as big and too powerful, since a higher
proportion of males are employed full-time and belong to unions. Similarly,
we cannot tell whether it is city of residence, union membership, or a com-
bination of both which determines the strength of «instrumental» attitudes
toward unions.

Multiple regression analysis of the two attitude scales combined
gender, employment status, union membership status, and city of residence
with a wide array of other independent variables. The extra demographic
variables were age and marital status (married/not married). Additional
social status variables were total 1980 household income (measured in 47
categories), years of education, home ownership (yes/no), and occupation
(binary variables for managers, professionals, clerical/sales/services, and
blue collar occupations, with at home/retired/student as the residual
category). Other work-related measures were the number of months of full-
time employment in the year previous to the interview and the total number
of full-time jobs ever held. Binary variables for whether the respondent’s
spouse was a union member and for whether the respondent’s father had
been working in a blue-collar job when the respondent was 16 years of age
were also included as indirect measures of contact with union ideas. 3¢ Final-
ly, several other attitudinal measures were included as independent
variables. One was a Likert-style measure of overall life satisfaction,
another asked the respondent to compare his/her present financial state to
that of a year previous; and a third was contructed from two
«powerlessness» items.?’

The step-wise multiple regression analyses identified several key ex-
planatory variables for each of the two attitude scales. The addition of fur-
ther independent variables to the equations failed to appreciably increase
the amount of explained variance. Nor did it significantly alter the effects of
the key predictor variables. Hence, the analyses were re-run using only the
independent variables identified as important in the earlier broader ex-
amination. These reduced-form multiple regression equations are presented
in Table 3.3

City of residence did not have an important net effect on the «big
labour» scale responses and is retained in the equation to demonstrate that
fact. Thus, for some beliefs, namely that unions are too powerful and need
to be controlled by government, city of residence matters little. Much as ex-
pected, however, union membership exerts a strong negative effect on this
dimension of union attitudes. We also find that those in clerical/sales/ser-
vice occupations were more in agreement with «big labour» sentiments, as
were home owners and those who evaluated their financial position as im-
proving.
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TABLE 3

Attitudes Toward Unions: Reduced-form* Multiple Regression
Equations for the «Big Labour» and «Business Unionism» Scales

A. dependent variable = «big labour»

Independent variable Beta b st error F r
City (Edmonton = 1) -.029 -.075 .096 0.62 -.008
Union member -.290 -.874 110 63.18 -.289
Clerical/sales/services .098 267 .098 7.36 113
Home owner .090 .241 .097 6.13 .093
Financially better off than one year ago .066 130 072 3.28 .040
Constant 4.467

N = 692 Adjusted R2 = .101

B. dependent variable = «business unionism»

City (Edmonton = 1) -.157 -.457 113 16.50 -.207
Union member 223 716 125 33.05 .254
Managerial occupation -.116 -.641 214 8.97 -.165
Spouse union member 129 .541 162 11.12 .140
Total household income (1980) -.095 -.010 .004 5.57 -.114
Age .068 .006 .004 3.09 .073
Constant 4.659

N = 603 Adjusted R2 = .133

a The other independent variables used in the regression equations, and then dropped from the
analysis, are discussed in the text.

The second reduced-form equation in Table 3 demonstrates an
aggregate-level impact of city of residence on attitudes toward unions, thus
supporting our hypothesis. Controlling on other important variables, Ed-
monton residents were significantly less likely to agree that unions provide
economic benefits and improvements in working conditions for their
members (Beta = -.157). Significant positive effects were also found for
union membership of both respondent (Beta = .223) and spouse (Beta =
.129). Managers as well as individuals with higher 1980 household incomes
were less likely to agree that unions served the immediate interests of their
membership. After controlling on as many relevant individual-level
variables as the data permitted, we still find that city of residence exerts a
significant effect on instrumental attitudes toward unions.*
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DISCUSSION

To summarize, we have not found a «community» effect on in-
dividuals’ agreement with the «big labour» image of unions. As we sug-
gested earlier when commenting on a somewhat similar U.S. finding, the
pervasiveness of this belief may be a function of its frequent repetition in
regional and national news media. At the same time there exist inter-city
differences in the «business unionism» type of attitudes which cannot be ac-
counted for by variations in the personal characteristics of the residents of
these cities. In the remainder of the paper we will explore four possible
macro-level explanations of why Winnipeg residents believe more strongly
than do their Edmonton counterparts that unions provide members with
tangible benefits. An examination of the differences in industrial structure,
general economic climate, social relations, and union character of these two
cities may yield useful generalizations about the role of community
characteristics in shaping public perceptions of unions.

Differences in the industrial structures of the two cities do not appear
of a sufficient magnitude to explain the differences in attitudes. The
distribution of the Edmonton and Winnipeg survey samples, respectively, in
major industrial categories is as follows: 8.7% and 10.1% in manufactur-
ing, 8.2% and 5.1% in construction, 7.7% and 11% in transportation and
communications, 14.5% and 13.7% in trade, 3.7% and 6.3% in
finance/real estate/insurance, 35.5% and 35.1% in service industries, 9%
and 11% in public administration and defence, and 6% and 0.6% in oil and
gas. In brief, Winnipeg has a more developed manufacturing, transporta-
tion, and financial base; Edmonton has greater employment concentration
in oil and construction. What diminishes the possible impact of these con-
trasting industrial structures on industrial relations is the prevalence of
blue-collar workers in four of these five sectors. Furthermore, the presence
of oil/mining and transportation in such industrially diversified urban set-
tings would not likely produce the divergent industrial relations patterns
which Kerr and Siegel attribute to these two industries. One should thus
look beyond basic industrial profiles for community factors underlying city
differences in union attitudes.

Edmonton’s relatively large oil and construction sectors reflect the
city’s central position in Alberta’s energy-induced economic boom during
the 1970s. Manitoba’s economy during the same period is most aptly
described as stagnant. Consequently unemployment was higher, incomes
were lower, and there were generally fewer economic opportunities for
workers in Manitoba than in Alberta. During February of 1981, when the
surveys were conducted, the seasonally unadjusted unemployment rate in
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Manitoba was 6.3% compared to 4.4% in Alberta.* The average weekly in-
come (in firms of more than 20 employees) in the same month was $301 in-
Manitoba and $377 in Alberta.*! While these differences in the economic
climate are not as pronounced as others found inter-regionally in Canada,
they clearly document that economic opportunities were more limited in
Winnipeg than Edmonton in 1981.

Resident’s subjective assessments of their city round out this objective
picture. Respondents were asked to rate their city on the semantic differen-
tial dimensions of «poor economic climate — good economic climate» and
«poor chance to get ahead — good chance to get ahead». On a scale of 0 to
100, Edmonton residents had average responses of 72 and 78 respectively
for these two items. Winnipeg residents, in contrast, were much less positive
about their city’s economy, with average scores of 45 and 60 respectively.

The less favourable economic climate in Winnipeg may therefore partly
account for why its residents believe that unions serve as a means of improv-
ing wages and working conditions. The more buoyant Alberta economy,
conversely, is likely to engender an individualism which leads workers to
shun unions in the hope of ‘making it’ on their own. Using Hirschman’s
distinction between the ‘exit’ and ‘voice’ options for expressing discontent,
it appears that workers in a boom economy like Alberta’s can more easily
rely on ‘exit’ as a mechanism for achieving what they desire in a job because
opportunities are plentiful. On the other hand, Manitoba workers may
more readily seek a ‘voice’ option in the form of trade unions due to the
relative immobility which pervades the labour market.#

Another factor associated with Alberta’s expanding resource economy
which may affect industrial relations is rapid population growth. During the
1970s Edmonton was widely known as a ‘boom town’. Between 1976 and
1981 the city’s population grew 18.1%, compared with a 1.2% increase in
Winnipeg’s population. Indeed, Alberta’s major urban centers of Edmon-
ton and Calgary were among Canada’s most rapidly expanding cities during
the 1970s. Population growth meant a faster pace of social change. One
significant result was a relatively unstable and mobile workforce. In the
energy and construction sectors this characteristic combined with the tem-
porary nature of many work sites to make it easier for employers to ward
-off unionization. The absence of stability and social cohesion within the
workforce, as Lucas found in his study of single-industry towns during their
recruitment phase, tends to make union activities difficult.

Another plausible macro-level explanation focuses on the quality of
social relations. Rapid population growth in a city may be associated with
weak personal ties among residents. This might reduce social cohesion, as
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well as residents’ sense of identification with and commitment to the com-
munity. Accordingly, Winnipegers are likely to share a stronger feeling of
community: 26.2% of the Winnipeg sample had always lived in that city,
compared to only 13% of Edmonton respondents. Insights relevant to Ed-
monton’s situation may be derived from the Affluent Worker Studies con-
ducted in the British auto manufacturing town of Luton.* The researchers
concluded that the residents’ high rate of geographic mobility constituted
an important demographic characteristic of Luton «as a community»“. The
workers’ orientations towards their jobs, in addition to being related to
their reasons for moving to Luton, were reinforced by the rapid growth of
the town: «Because Luton is, as it were, a town of migrants, even those in-
habitants who have not themselves been geographically mobile are
nonetheless significantly affected by the mobility of others».#” This puts
succinctly the impact a'community can have on the activities and attitudes
of its workforce. Although the Luton workers were unionized, they could
be distinguished from other workers by their strong instrumental orienta-
tion to work and a privatized life-style, as evidenced by a lack of kinship or
neighbourhood ties. At the risk of stretching the parallels between the
character of the Edmonton and Luton communities too far, it can be sug-
gested that the process of rapid population growth contributes to how Ed-
montonians view unions.

But to what extent can perceptions of unions also be a product of the
local industrial relations scene? A comparison of unionization levels and
strike activity reveals that Edmonton and Winnipeg have more in common
than one might expect in light of the above discussion. In 1975, when the
cities were of similar size, Winnipeg had only several thousand more union
members than did Edmonton.*® This fact must be considered within the
context of more rapid union growth in the province of Alberta than in
Manitoba during the 1962 to 1977 period, again an outcome of the former’s
expanding economy.® In terms of industrial conflict, both provinces
recorded about one-third the number of person-days lost per paid worker
due to strikes and lockouts as did the country as a whole between 1975 and
1979.% The Alberta rate was only .03 person-days less than the Manitoba
rate, hardly a noteworthy difference. The major contrast, then, is between
the relatively low level of industrial conflict in these two provinces and the
much higher national average. A finer breakdown of strike data reveals that
in 1980, the year directly preceeding the survey, the city of Edmonton ex-
perienced substantially more industrial conflict than did Winnipeg.®!

While these recent data on union membership and strikes portray
something of the distinctive character of a community’s pattern of in-
dustrial relations, it is useful to probe more deeply into the historical
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record. Each community has its own tradition of unionism which largely
mirrors its organization of social classes and their degree of consciousness.
This historical line of inquiry offers compelling hypotheses for future
research, despite the difficulty in empirically measuring exactly how a tradi-
tion of unionism rooted in the past affects contemporary industrial rela-
tions.

In 1919 Winnipeg was the site of one of the most powerful demonstra-
tions of working class militancy in North America labour history.? The
Winnipeg General Strike — in which the city’s growing industrial labour
force struggled to gain collective bargaining rights — ended in failure but
the legacy of the event lived on. For our purposes the interesting question is
how the strike, as a manifestation of strong working class organization in
the city, left a permanent mark on the collective conscience of the Winnipeg
population. We have documented the fairly high degree of stability among
the city’s residents. This helps sustain the proposition that the succeeding
generation of workers inherited the under-currents of class identification
and conflict which surfaced in the 1919 strike.

Bercuson’s analysis of the general strike supports this somewhat
speculative argument. He claims that the class divisions accentuated by the
strike still remain, finding geographical expression in the form of a solid
working class community in the north end of the city. To elaborate: «Fifty
years after the general strike there were still bitter debates over its causes
and meaning... The Winnipeg general strike has been the key event in the
collective memories of both groups who fought it. The strike provided the
original mythology and martyrology that strengthened division within the
community... generations grew to maturity who continued to re-fight the
battle in 1919 in almost every arena of social conflict, from school sports to
the street battles of excitement-seeking juveniles to civic and provincial
politics.»** Bercuson thus detects a continuity between the 1919 strike and
the election of a social democratic provincial government fifty years later.
There can be little doubt that early working class experiences in a communi-
ty help cast an ideological framework within which future politics and in-
dustrial relations are played out. It is in this respect that Winnipeg’s labour
history may have influenced the perceptions of its current residents towards
unions.

CONCLUSION
This paper has argued that while individual characteristics are impor-

tant in accounting for differences in attitudes towards unions, they alone
cannot account for attitudinal differences across communities. Sociology
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has long recognized the importance of community for explaining the actions
and beliefs of individuals. Some industrial relations scholars have also
pointed out the centrality of social integration and cohesion, group
homogeneity, and value systems — all rooted within the local community —
in patterns of industrial relations. Our analysis of survey data from two
western Canadian cities provides some empirical support for such a thesis.

The most significant finding to emerge from our comparison of Win-
nipeg and Edmonton is that while residents of both cities shared a «big
labour» set of beliefs, they differed significantly in responses to the
«business unionism» scale. In probing the community-related factors which
might underly this divergence in attitudes, we examined industrial structure,
general economic climate, social relations, and union tradition. In our opi-
nion, differences in the local industrial structures are less likely than the
other three factors to have produced the different union attitudes, but the
speculative nature of the analysis cautions against any overly-broad
generalizations.

Despite this, we would argue that future research into attitudes towards
unions would profit from paying careful attention to the community-level
factors we have identified. Future research could also usefully address the
question of why «big labour» beliefs are more pervasive than are «business
unionismy attitudes, which we have found to differ considerably between
communities. Finally, this paper also raises some further questions about
individual differences in union attitudes. Why are people in lower white-
collar occupations more likely to maintain a big «labour» perspective about
unions? Similarly, why do those with a middle-class standard of living
(home owners and those who feel that their financial position has improved)
perceive unions as overly-powerful? These questions which link class posi-
tion and union attitudes present interesting directions for future inquiry.

Returning to our concern with community differences, we note in con-
clusion that of the four macro explanations we explored, the historical pat-
tern of class relations and unionism is the most difficult to test. The city of
Edmonton is now (1983) experiencing the full weight of the economic reces-
sion, with high unemployment and little population growth. This sets the
stage for a follow-up study, which we would like to conduct in the
mid-1980’s, to measure the impact of a recession on residents’ union at-
titudes. In light of our present analysis, we would hypothesize a con-
vergence in attitudes between the populations of the two cities as their
economic circumstances become more alike. However, if this is not the case
then perhaps the historical traditions of unionism will be elevated to a more
prominent role as an explanation of community differences in attitudes
toward unions.
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L’influence de la collectivité locale sur les attitudes
envers les syndicats

Dans I’étude des attitudes du public a ’endroit des syndicats, les chercheurs en
relations professionnelles ont généralement retenu comme facteurs explicatifs des
caractéristiques individuelles telles le sexe, 1’age, le statut matrimonial et la durée de
I’adhésion syndicale. Cet article vise 3 aller au-dela de ces explications d’ordre indivi-
duel en explorant I’influence de la collectivité locale sur ’attitude de la population
envers les syndicats. Une étude approfondie des relations professionnelles confirme
Popinion selon laquelle la collectivité locale constitue une variable latente, mais
cependant importante, qui laisse percevoir que le nombre de variables communau-
taires peuvent influencer les relations professionnelles au niveau local.

On a utilisé des données recueillies 3 Edmonton et & Winnipeg pour vérifier ou
tester cette proposition générale. L’analyse des réponses a une série de questions de
type Likert, portant sur I’opinion des répondants envers le syndicalisme, permet de
dégager deux attitudes prédominantes: celle du «syndicat musclé» décrivant celui-ci
comme une organisation trop puissante, qui cause ’inflation et exige un fort con-
trole gouvernemental; celle du «syndicat d’affaires», laquelle estime que celui-ci pro-
cure & ses membres de meilleurs revenus. On a ensuite introduit des analyses régres-
sives multiples dans lesquelles la ville de résidence constituait une variable indépen-
dante binaire et qui comprenaient comme variables additionnelles des variables indi-
viduelles (4ge, sexe, statut matrimonial, revenus, adhésion syndicale, etc.). On n’a
découvert aucune différence significative entre les deux villes pour ce qui est de ’atti-
tude dite du «syndicat musclé». En ce qui concerne ’attitude dite du «syndicat d’af-
faires», on a identifié des divergences entre les deux villes qui ne peuvent s’expliquer
par les caractéristiques personnelles des répondants. Les répondants de Winnipeg
étaient d’une fagon significative plus enclins qu’a Edmonton a étre d’accord avec
P’opinion que les syndicats procuraient a leurs membres des revenus plus intéres-
sants.

On a utilisé des éléments additionnels observés au niveau de la communauté
locale pour approfondir davantage cette constatation générale. La diversité dans la
structure industrielle et les effectifs syndicaux entre les deux villes semble trop peu
marquée pour expliquer cette différence dans le comportement de leurs habitants a
I’endroit des syndicats. Mais les divergences dans le climat économique et social en-
tre les deux villes et, en particulier, leurs traditions syndicales contraires peuvent
avoir un effet trés fort sur la perception qu’a du syndicalisme la population actuelle.
En 1981, I’économie locale 8 Edmonton était beaucoup plus a Poptimisme qu’a
Winnipeg. Voila un facteur qui peut expliquer la différence de comportement envers
les syndicats dans I’une et 1’autre villes. D’autre part, les attitudes plus positives des
habitants de Winnipeg a ’endroit des syndicats peuvent découler de la longue his-
toire de I’activité syndicale dans cette derniére ville, histoire qui remonte a la gréve
générale de 1919. Les auteurs ont I’intention de reprendre cette étude du milieu de la
décennie 1980, alors que I’économie d’Edmonton ressemblera davantage a celle de
Winnipeg en vue de vérifier ces explications. Si I’on constate les mémes divergences
entre les deux villes a I’endroit du comportement de leurs habitants envers le syndica-
lisme, on pourra en attribuer I’explication a ’histoire du syndicalisme dans les deux
villes.



