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The decline in Trade Union Membership in Australia
The number of different labour unions members has been declining over the years; in 1976, the number of trade union members was 2.5 million. This number has been reducing over the years, and in 2016 the number of labour union members decreased to 1.5 million members (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020). The decline of the union members was estimated to be 38% from 1976 to 2016. Since then, it has reduced because the chances of the young employees joining trade unions are minimal compared to the old employees (Gilfillan and McGann, 2018). Trade unions focus on the pluralism perspective, which argues that to achieve better industrial relations, organisations must listen to the demands of different groups.
The power exercised by the trade unions focus on pluralism perspective; thus, trade unions represent various employees' interests in different organisations. They have played an essential role in establishing efficient working conditions for the workers, such as equal salary payment, improvement of health insurance, work safety, holiday time, and advanced training. That is why some trade unions have recorded a high number of employees over the years compared to other trade unions. For example, Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation had 136 347 members in 2003, which increased in 2017 to 250,959. Despite the contributions of the Australian trade unions on the welfare of workers, the fate of many trade unions has been declining over the years (Gilfillan and McGann, 2018).
The majority of the trade unions have lost many of their members, such as Shop, Distributive and Allied Employees Association (SDAEA) and Communications Electrical plumbing Union (CEPU), among other trade unions which lost almost 20% of their members. The theoretical perspective argument that makes many of the trade unions lose members is unitarism. The perspective argument focuses on the shared interest of the employees of the organisation. Many organisations in Australia believe that all employees have a common goal towards the company's achievement (Waddoups, 2005). Thus, they established a strong Human Resource Management (HRM) system that focuses on the employee's welfare, reducing various groups within the organisation that might join trade unions. For example, if the employees want a salary increase, they can complain to the human resource manager to help negotiate the salary increment instead of joining trade unions. The HRM system helps may employee to solve their work related problems; thus, many people do not see the need to join the trade unions since some of their grievances are taken care of.
An increase in the political representation and formation of Nation Labour Law in Australia contributed to the reduced need for trade unions by members. The laws made it easy for the members to establish an employer-employee relationship that trade unions did not efficiently offer. The HRM department of many organisations tries to implement such legislation, reducing the need for trade unions (Gilfillan and McGann, 2018, p.3). Unitarian perspective among some employers and other factors, have led to the decrease of the trade union members since the 1990s in Australia. The figure below illustrates how the union members have reduced since 1976 to 2016 in both genders done by Australian Parliamentary Library analysis
[image: Figure 1—trends in level of union membership and union density—1976 to 2016]
Source, Australian Parliamentary Library analysis of members of trade unions.
Reasons for the decline of members of trade unions in Australia
There are various reasons why members of the trade unions decline in Australia, affecting the trade unions' effectiveness. The main three reasons why members of trade unions are declining in Australia include; Political and legislative changes, new employer strategies, and structural change. Structural change in the Australian industry is one of the main reasons trade unions have been declining (Waddoups, 2005). Structural change involves changing the job industry structure that` heavily relied on the trade unions to the growth of the industry of self-employment or private organisation. Most of the government workers in Australia are still in the trade union because the government still supports the trade unions' structure where the organisations do not have strong HRM.That is the reason for the growth of the trade unions that have government employees, such as the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation. Many members of ANMF are from health centres for the government and not the private sector. However, the government level for employment has been reducing over the years, replacing the private industries and self-employment that does not support traditional trade unions. Over the years, the growth of self-employment and private organisations has led to the development of part-time and casual employment, which is not covered within the trade union perspective. The casual workers and causals increased from 12 % to 22% from 1996 to 2020 which is about 2.5 million casual and part-time jobs (OECD Data, 2020). Part-timers and casuals are not likely to join the trade unions because they do not cover their structural mode of employment (Barratt et al., 2020). Casuals and part-timers are not employed permanently by the organisations. Their working time depends on their agreement with their employer; thus, they cannot join trade unions since they are not permanent employed members of the organisations.
Trade unions have failed to accommodate the structural changes of Australian part-time and casual jobs, making them fall over the years (Campbell, 996). Political and legislative changes in Australia contributed to the trade unions' decline by making laws that encourage union members to leave trade unions. Some of the regulations, such as the National Labour Law, have provided a framework for the local governments to make labour laws that make it difficult for trade unions or labour unions to have more members (Prasad and Snell, 2004). The laws include removing compulsory union joining by the employees, which makes many not join. Political push over non-recognition of the labor unions in many local governments due to increased workers' strikes made most of the labour unions less effective in representing employees' rights, making many deregister and new employees not to join. Various laws were created to cover most of the functions of the trade unions making them less effective such as Workplace Relations Act 1996 (International Labour Organization, 2020). The act provides a framework for the employees to establish a better relationship with employers without using the trade unions. Thus, the government has also contributed to the trade unions decline through the laws that take the main responsibilities of the trade unions encouraging members to deregister. The government is encouraging unitarism perspective in which robust HRM systems are established to improve the worker's and employers' relations through the guidance of the laws provided by the local or federal government. For example, Australian Workplace Agreement (AWA) under the Workplace relation act helps the employees and employers through HRM negotiate if any other party is dissatisfied with the services or working conditions. It was the work of the trade unions to ensure such agreement takes place (Burgess, 2000).
New employer strategies such as the gig economy and unwillingness to join trade unions by some employees have contributed to the decline of trade unions. Many employers prefer employing workers on short contracts or casuals rather than permanent employment creating a labour market called gig economy. The size of the gig economy rose by $6.3 billion from 5015 to 2019, which illustrates that very many employers prefer short-term contact employees and casuals rather than permanent employees (International Labor Organization, 2020). The joint Senate committee explained that the gig economy goes against the National labour law since most employees are poorly paid and work within difficult working conditions, thus not covered by many trade unions (Ross and Bamber, 2009). Most of the workers in Australia do not register with the trade unions because of the reduced bargaining capability. Most employers prefer employees not in the trade unions because they believe in unitarism rather than pluralism. Australian labor unions are supposed to conform to the new employment strategies such as casual and short contract employees to gain many members.
The implication of the union decline
The lack of strong trade unions in Australia has led to inequality in the employees' payment and infringement of their rights. Most of the organizations prefer unitarism methodology of working with employees, which diminishes employee's voices. Thus, most HRM systems depend on the management decision and not the employees' rights which does not fully satisfy workers. (Barton and Fairbrother 2012). The lack of well-established trade unions led to the gig economy labour market in Australia. Although many have been employed through it, most of the employees' rights are not respected by the employers. Most employees, especially interns under the gig economy, are paid less for one or more years' contracts, thus employers take advantage of situation to pay less newly employed workers. There have been numerous discussions about the welfare of the workers under gig economy in Australia in the recent past due to Inequality in the payment which has risen over the years. Many employers who employ workers on their terms of agreement and ensures they are not within trade unions so that they can be paid less since there is no strong trade unions. (Gilfillan and McGann, 2018). The voices of most of the workers will continue not to be considered and most employers will look for more ways to employ workers and pay them less through poorly negotiated contracts.
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