
HAL Id: hal-02020996
https://hal.science/hal-02020996

Submitted on 19 Feb 2019

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Is employability detrimental to unions ? An empirical
assessment of the relation between self-perceived

employability and voice behaviours
Rémi Bourguignon, Florent Noël, Géraldine Schmidt

To cite this version:
Rémi Bourguignon, Florent Noël, Géraldine Schmidt. Is employability detrimental to unions ? An
empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours. Revue
de Gestion des Ressources Humaines, 2015, 98 (4), pp.3. �10.3917/grhu.098.0003�. �hal-02020996�

https://hal.science/hal-02020996
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


© Éditions ESKA, 2015

challenged by the worst economic down-
turn experienced in its history, resulting
in unemployment records, the european

union recently developed an employment strat-
egy aiming at promoting “policy and institu-
tional setups focused on providing stronger
employment security over working life, rather
than in a single job” (european commission,
2015, p. 12). for a decade, member states have
been invited to generalize so-called “flexicurity”
measures, combining both a deregulation of the
labour market, and intensive investment in
human capital and transferable skills at the in-
dividual level (rogowski, 2008). as production
flexibility is supposed to become a major feature
of competition between firms, employers can no
longer provide workers with job security.
rather, in order to cope with uncertainty, em-
ployers and employees are urged to focus on in-
dividual employability (clarke, 2008; hallier,
2009), i.e. the ability ‘to keep the job one has or

to get the job one desires’ (rothwell and arnold,
2007, p. 25). 

both the recent renewal of liberal ideologies
and the individualization of hrm practices in-
duced by employability-development practices
are challenging the industrial relations para-
digms, which might explain some unions’ scep-
ticism. talking about flexicurity can be
interpreted as a way of supporting workforce ad-
justment and accepting the collapse of enduring
employment relations. the term ‘employability’
is much criticized by unions for being easily ma-
nipulated by employers, and implicitly transfer-
ring responsibilities from employers to
employees (Grimault, 2008). even in the
netherlands, where industrial relations (Ir) are
supposed to be more integrative, employers opt
for a conception of employability that empha-
sizes ‘usability, mobility and flexibility’ rather
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than investment in skills and worker empower-
ment (pruijt and dérogée, 2010).

these debates at the macro-economic level
have consequences at the micro and managerial
level: an emerging literature emphasizes various
effects of self-perceived employability on
worker behaviour towards trade unions and
unionisation. the present paper aims at con-
tributing to this subject which remains empiri-
cally underexplored and still leads to
contradictory conjectures. deriving from
hirschman (1970)’s seminal ‘exit, voice and
loyalty’ model, it has been argued that exit
would be more likely when workers perceive
their employability as high, either because at-
tractive alternative jobs are available on the mar-
ket (withey and cooper, 1989) or because
individuals have marketable skills (bernston et
al., 2010). this phenomenon, if ever empirically
confirmed, would be detrimental to unions as
their role is precisely to organise voice and spare
dissatisfied workers from quitting, implicitly
considered to be a costly decision. It would also
be detrimental to employers as voice is a more
constructive strategy: it both signals and gives
information about dissatisfaction, while exit sig-
nals only the existence of a problem without giv-
ing any track for improvement (freeman and
medoff, 1984; hirschman, 1970).

however consistent it may be, the same the-
oretical framework can lead to the opposite re-
sult: self-perceived employability could also
lead to more claims and protest actions, while
both hirschman (1970) and withey and cooper
(1989), for instance, suggest that voice exposes
workers to retaliation. the likelihood of retalia-
tion is balanced by the extent to which individ-
uals are valuable to management where the cost
of retaliation is all the lower in that voicing em-
ployees can end up leaving the company if
things go bad. In other words, employability can
be a resource that workers may use when taking
the risk of discussing organisational failures. as
marsden (2013) states, exit and voice are not
substitutes, but complementary. nevertheless, it
remains unclear whether workers who consider
themselves employable would take part in col-
lective claims organised by unions or prefer di-
rect, individualized interaction with
management to address their issue. lastly, the
likelihood of retaliation is probably largely de-
termined by the quality of the industrial-rela-
tions climate and management’s propensity to

tolerate (or even promote) union activity and
worker participation.

as far as we can tell, the literature offers no
decisive results about the relation between self-
perceived employability and voice behaviours,
and remains unclear as to the effects of employ-
ability enhancement practices over the unions’
constituents. In this paper, we propose to exam-
ine this set of relations more deeply by introduc-
ing a distinction between direct voice and
representative, union-mediated voice. based on
a review of the academic literature (1.), we draw
up a set of hypotheses that introduce the risk and
cost of retaliation by considering the difference
between internal employability (i.e. the likeli-
hood of retaining one’s employment) and exter-
nal employability (i.e. the likelihood of getting
a comparable job in another company). In order
to test these hypotheses, we collected data
through a 2011 survey administered in a french
retail bank. the methodological choices are de-
scribed (2.), and the empirical results presented
in detail (3.), before being discussed in the con-
cluding part of the paper (4.).

1. LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESES

our theoretical framework is grounded on
the argument that voice behaviours can be — at
least partially — explained by employees’ per-
ception of their own employability. the core ar-
guments we develop are based on the idea that
employability would determine the costs and
benefits workers associate with voice strategies
when facing dissatisfaction. 

The ‘Exit-Voice-Loyalty’ model 

hirschman originally conceived his ‘exit-
voice-loyalty’ (evl) model as a typology of
possible customer reactions to decreasing prod-
uct or service quality and, more generally, or-
ganisational decline (hirschman 1970): either
they stop buying the product or service (the eco-
nomic option, or exit), or they complain about it
(the political option, or voice), hoping to trigger
improvement on the part of the organisation.
further, loyalty is an explanatory or arbitrational
factor between exit or voice strategies, where
‘the likelihood of voice increases with the de-
gree of loyalty’ (hirschman 1970, p.77). at the
root of his model, hirschman observed that the

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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poor performance of railways in nigeria did not
lead to any reform, despite complaints from cus-
tomers, because most customers could easily de-
fect to private competitors, such as trucks or
buses. In short, hirschman stands against ‘the
mechanism of the market, i.e. ‘exit’, as the only
possible efficient social coordination mecha-
nism’ (christiansen, 2010, p. 21). since then,
numerous scholars have suggested ways to
broaden the scope of hirschman’s model, given
that it could constitute a meaningful middle-
range theory for understanding the mechanisms
of any kind of ‘market’, ‘organisation’, or even
relationships such as ‘romantic involvements’
(rusbult et al., 1982). 

the model has been widely applied in order
to better understand employment relationships,
analyzing employees’ behaviour in response to
adverse work conditions and job dissatisfaction.
the model was also progressively refined: far-
rell (1983) for instance extended the original
evl model with a fourth category of employee
responses to job dissatisfaction, ‘neglect’, refer-
ring to earlier work by rusbult et al. (1982). al-
though different, passive and potentially
destructive responses to problems (farrell,
1983) – such as absenteeism, errors in perform-
ance and unpunctuality (neglect), or quietly get-
ting on with the job and hoping the problem will
solve itself (loyalty) – appear very similar strate-
gies. conversely, while exit strategies (i.e. leav-
ing the company or being transferred to another
department) can be considered active although
destructive, voice is both active and construc-
tive. more recently, ‘organisational cynicism’
was included in the evln model as yet another
additional response, thus mirroring the changing
workplace characterised by negative affect and
more critical behaviours towards the organisa-
tion as a ‘form of self-defense to cope with un-
pleasant thoughts and feelings of
disappointment’ (naus et al., 2007, p. 689). In
our research, however, more than additional di-
mensions of the model, we need to get a precise
definition of the concept of ‘voice’ which is cen-
tral to our approach.

Direct and representative voice

freeman and medoff (1984) assert that ‘a
trade union is the vehicle for collective voice,
providing workers as a group with a means of
communicating with management’  (freeman

and medoff, 1984, p. 8). In other words, union-
ism, as a voice mechanism, can benefit both em-
ployees and employers, as it is expected to
reduce voluntary departures, absenteeism and
other types of exit behaviour, which in turn will
‘reduce labor turnover and training costs, and in-
crease firm-specific investments in human cap-
ital and possibly have efficiency gains’
(freeman, 1976, p. 365). but the notion of voice
requires more precision because, despite the in-
creasing body of research devoted to it, the lit-
erature still contains a number of different
conceptualizations as to what it is, and we also
lack an ‘overarching theory to explain how it is
operationalized’ (mowbray et al., 2015, p. 396). 

one of the debates among scholars is
whether voice is conceived as being only con-
structive, or destructive as well: based on an em-
pirical, qualitative and longitudinal study, the
typology suggested by Glaymann and Grima
(2012) outlines both forms of voice, constructive
and destructive, whereas other scholars argue,
in line with hirschman’s seminal model, that
voice has to be understood as a constructive re-
sponse to dissatisfaction or, at least, a response
whose intention is to improve the current situa-
tion or solve an existing problem (bashshur and
oc, 2015). another debate refers to the different
types of voice, and several scholars distinguish
between individual and collective voice (brew-
ster et al. 2007; marsden, 2013), or direct and
representative voice (luchak, 2003). luchak de-
fines direct voice as the ‘efforts by employees
to bring about change through two-way commu-
nication with another member of the organisa-
tion’ (supervisor or team member), while
representative voice ‘refers to efforts to commu-
nicate indirectly through a third-party represen-
tative or process (union steward or filing a
grievance)’ (luchak, 2003, p. 118). for brew-
ster et al., voice is either collective or individual:
collective voice refers to employee-based col-
lective mechanisms (‘encompasses but is more
than a synonym for trade unions and Joint con-
sultative committees or works councils’),
whereas individual voice may be expressed
through different, more or less informal devices
– problem-solving teams, regular meetings with
managers, written and electronic communica-
tion, suggestion plans, etc. (brewster et al.
2007). Klaas et al. (2012) go further, since they
identify three dimensions of voice: level of for-
mality (informal or formal voice processes),
focus (process efficiency-oriented or justice-ori-
ented voice) and degree of identifiability (iden-

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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tifiable or anonymous voice). the different
forms of voice associated with these three di-
mensions are expected to have specific determi-
nants and outcomes on individual behaviours
and attitudes, as well as on the organisation
(Klaas et al., 2012).

the literature on individual/collective voice
is largely framed within the anglo-american Ir
system (marsden, 2013) and does not take the
specific institutional characteristics of continen-
tal european countries such as france into ac-
count. In france, particularly, there are several
mechanisms to ensure representative voice.
while trade-unions and work councils are con-
cerned with workplace issues, staff representa-
tives take charge of individual employees’
problems. In other words, when an employee
faces an individual problem, he can choose be-
tween a direct voice through a management-led
channel or a representative voice through a
statutory staff-representative channel. In an em-
pirical study performed at Ibm france, a com-
pany with an ‘open-door’ policy, le flanchec
and rojot (2009) argue that employees may be
reluctant to open themselves up to their man-
agers for the fear and anxiety about possible re-
taliation it triggers. staff representatives can
then be perceived as a means to secure voice for
vulnerable or unemployable employees. further,
since elected staff representatives tend to be
union members (Gumbrell-mccormick and
hyman, 2006) it is quite a challenge for unions
to remain an effective channel for representing
individual employees by their intermediary.

Different forms of employability

broadly, employability refers to a worker’s
ability ‘to keep the job one has or to get the job
one desires’, on the internal as well as external
labour market (rothwell and arnold, 2007, p.
25). employability being central to current po-
litical, economic, social and managerial debates
encourages us to question it from an academic
viewpoint and better grasp the underlying deter-

minants and consequences of perceived employ-
ability.

first, from the exit point of view, the notion
of employability focuses more on the feeling of
having the ability to quit than on the decision to
quit: the exit option is also a ‘psychological
propensity to leave’ (naus, Iterson and roe
2007, p. 688), and the notion of ‘self-perceived
employability’ finely encapsulates this dimen-
sion1. second, it is interesting to differentiate be-
tween internal and external dimensions of
employability, responding to the quit/transfer
distinction made by farrell (1983). some schol-
ars promote a dynamic view of employability:
forrier and sells (2003), for instance, provide a
process-oriented model of employability, where
professional transitions result from a complex
process involving labour market conditions,
ability to relocate, career expectations, organi-
sational context and external events. finally, de
Grip et al. (2004) provide an integrative defini-
tion of employability: ‘the capacity and willing-
ness of workers to remain attractive for the labor
market (supply factors), by reacting to and an-
ticipating changes in tasks and work environ-
ment (demand factors), facilitated by the human
resource development instruments available to
them (institutions)’ (p. 216). this approach
refers to labour market skills as well as individ-
ual disposition (fugate and Kinicki, 2008). It
also suggests a basis from which to explore ca-
reers and professional mobility in a way that em-
phasizes individual decisions and the skills
required to perform ‘boundaryless trajectories’
(arthur and rousseau, 1996). 

Employability, exit, and voice behaviours

hirschman assumed that voice is weaker
when exit is facilitated by organisations or is
simply easy for employees. but he also stated
that, to be effective, voice needs the possibility
of exit: exit and voice co-exist as a kind of ‘see-
saw’, even if their outcomes remain distinct
(hirschman, 1970). In other words, as
hirschman himself admits, it remains unclear

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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1 In this paper we analyze individuals’ attitudes and potential behaviours based on the extent to which they consider
themselves as being employable. therefore, our arguments are grounded more on the concept of self-perceived em-
ployability than that of employability. sometimes however, for the sake of conciseness, we use the word employability
in place of ‘self-perceived employability’.
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whether exit and voice function as substitutes or
as complements (hirschman, 1993). this kind
of a process model of employability responds to
the demand for a more dynamic view of the
exit/voice framework (withey and cooper,
1989). withey and cooper (1989) assume indi-
viduals’ behaviour results from a kind of balance
between the presumed direct and indirect costs
of their response and its expected efficacy, de-
pending on prior satisfaction and the perceived
possibility of future improvement. yet, in an or-
ganisational setting where employability, rather
than employment, is increasingly taken as the
key element of implicit social contracts, in a no-
longer relational but much more transactional
employment relationship, it may be hypothe-
sized that the cost/advantage balance of exit or
voice options has evolved significantly in the 25
years or so since withey and cooper published
their work. hence our intention to gather some
insights into the way external or internal self-
perceived employability is associated with voice
behaviours: if self-perceived employability can
be conceived as a ‘natural’ potential prerequisite
of exit behaviours (the greater an individual’s
belief in their employability, the greater their
ability to quit or transfer), the employability-
voice association remains less intuitive. 

one may assume that employability is asso-
ciated with a lower tendency to use voice, since
the exit option is easier or less costly – exit and
voice substitute for one another (bernston et al.,
2010; pfeffer, 1998). the empirical analysis per-
formed by bernston et al. underscores the mod-
erating role of employability on the association
between job insecurity and evl behaviours.
highly employable people demonstrate a strong
positive tendency to exit in a situation of job in-
security, whereas less employable people (or
those who perceive themselves as such) remain
loyal. and in terms of voice, highly employable
individuals are less inclined to use the voice op-
tion, even in situations of job insecurity (bern-
ston et al., 2010). nevertheless, bernston et al.
do not distinguish between internal and external
employability, or between direct and represen-
tative voice, which could moderate their results
slightly. 

alternatively, employability can be seen as a
resource for voice, since complaining is less
risky and costly for employable individuals – in
this case, exit and voice are complements to one
another (rusbult et al., 1988; marsden, 2013).
rusbult et al. (p. 604) implicitly test the employ-

ability variable when they hypothesize that the
existence of ‘good alternatives […] provide a
source of power for bringing about change [exit
or voice], because the employee has acceptable
options if the job declines further or ends’. con-
versely, if there are no good alternatives, the op-
tions are to remain loyal or to engage in neglect.
marsden’s conclusions converge: he argues that
marketable and transferable skills (employabil-
ity) strengthen an individual’s bargaining power
and, consequently, make the individual voice
option more secure. comparing france to Great
britain, he demonstrates that in a ‘right-based
[french] model’, collective and individual voice
complement each other (marsden, 2013). how-
ever, he focuses on objective indicators of em-
ployability, excluding employees’ perceptions of
employability. 

Research hypotheses

there is thus a certain tension in the litera-
ture: on the one hand, self-perceived employa-
bility tends to lower the cost of the exit option
and is consequently detrimental to voice; on the
other hand, self-perceived employability can act
as a resource in a power struggle and, because it
can be conceived as a potential prerequisite of
exit, it makes the voice option less risky or
costly. further, it is a matter of debate whether
union constituency would be deteriorated by
employability-enhancing policies.

we propose to deepen the debate and address
the issue of the nature of employability. the dis-
tinction between internal and external employ-
ability, and the focus on self-perceived
employability have barely been touched upon
theoretically or tested empirically in relation to
voice behaviours. we may assume that, for peo-
ple who perceive themselves as internally em-
ployable, and believe they have a future in their
organisation, the voice option could be useful in
terms of improving a given situation, or even
getting a new job within the same organisation.
Internally employable people are also presumed
to be more engaged with their company, hence
a stronger tendency to use voice; and they ap-
pear more desirable by their employers. con-
versely, for people who perceive themselves as
externally employable, the voice option appears
less risky, but at the same time is potentially less
useful (since the exit option is strong): the rela-
tionship between external employability and

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours

N° 98 - OCTOBRE - NOVEMBRE - DÉCEMBRE 2015
7

3-17 Bourguignon_projet  12/01/16  11:10  Page7

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

D
oc

um
en

t t
él

éc
ha

rg
é 

de
pu

is
 w

w
w

.c
ai

rn
.in

fo
 -

 U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 P

ar
is

 1
 -

 S
or

bo
nn

e 
- 

  -
 1

93
.5

5.
96

.1
19

 -
 1

5/
02

/2
01

6 
12

h5
0.

 ©
 E

S
K

A
                         D

ocum
ent téléchargé depuis w

w
w

.cairn.info - U
niversité P

aris 1 - S
orbonne -   - 193.55.96.119 - 15/02/2016 12h50. ©

 E
S

K
A

 



voice is more ambiguous. hence our first hy-
pothesis:
H1: Self-perceived internal employability is

more positively associated with a propensity to
direct and representative voice than self-per-
ceived external employability.

the literature also exhorts differentiating di-
rect from representative voice: the direct/repre-
sentative distinction suggested by luchak
(2003) appears to be particularly relevant for our
purpose and for examining the respective costs
and advantages of both, in association with self-
perceived employability. It is helpful to under-
stand to what extent representative voice is more
protective, or risky, than direct voice, and the
link between voice and employability. here
again, we rely on withey and cooper’s (1989)
argument according to which the choice be-
tween strategies depends on the risk taken by the
individual and the expected benefits. more pre-
cisely, one may assume that employable people
do prefer individualized relationships and nego-
tiation, which can help them benefit in their in-
dividual power struggle; whereas representative
voice may appear to be risky for employability.
hence our second hypothesis:
H2: Direct voice is more positively associ-

ated with self-perceived internal and external
employability than representative voice.

In a recently published review of the aca-
demic literature devoted to the impact of em-
ployee voice, it is suggested that ‘there is a need
for deeper consideration of the context in which
voice takes place’, especially in terms of climate
and culture (bashshur and oc, 2015, p. 1549):
whereas these studies focus on the concept of
‘voice climate’, we focus rather on the ‘Ir cli-
mate’ (i.e. the characteristics of industrial rela-
tions —  respectful, trustful, constructive…),
hypothesized to have an influence on voice be-
haviours, direct or representative. for example,
one may assume that manifesting one’s proxim-
ity to unions may increase the risk of retaliation
and discourage internal professional opportuni-
ties; and the risks are probably lower when in-
dustrial relations are constructive and based on
respect between management and unions. hence
our third hypothesis: 

H3: The IR climate moderates the associa-
tion between self-perceived employability and
voice behaviours

In order to test and inform those three hy-
potheses, we carried out an empirical quantita-
tive study whose methodological choices are
detailed below. 

2. EMPIRICAL CHOICES AND RESULTS

2.1. Methodological settings

Survey and Sample

the research was conducted in partnership
between our research unit and a major french
retail bank union. this partnership covered sev-
eral separate research projects aimed at explor-
ing the attitudes of workers towards unions and
union representatives. the french banking sec-
tor is characterised by specific employment re-
lations, traditionally organised via strong
internal labour markets (baubeau et al., 2009).
In this context, careers used to be stable and fol-
low a predictable trend. because the model is
now changing and employability has become an
important issue, it is particularly apt for a study
of employability and voice behaviour.

data for study were obtained from a survey
administered to the bank employees in 2011.
unions handed the paper survey to bank em-
ployees directly and, to ensure confidentiality,
respondents could return the completed survey
to the research team directly via dedicated urns
at the place of work or by scanning and return-
ing by email. the outbound distribution mode
was selected because unions are not allowed to
use email addresses to contact employees col-
lectively. It was thus a means of enlarging the
target where there was a risk of over-represent-
ing employees in the more unionised part of the
company. effectively, unionised workers repre-
sented 40% of respondents, while we estimate
they represent less than 20% of the company.
957 surveys were collected and input into elec-
tronic form. at the end of the day, 827 surveys
were usable2. In terms of age and gender, the

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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2 the company had 20,719 employees at this time but some union teams did not distribute the survey and, in some
areas, the union was not present.
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final sample, described in table 1, is relatively
close to the characteristics of the company em-
ployees. women represent 57.9% of the entire
respondent sample, while they account for 60%
of the entire company. people under 35 represent
39.2% in the sample (34.15% in the company),
35-49 year-olds represent 33.5% (31.5%), and
employees over 50 years old 27.3% (34.35%).
the sample was thus reasonably representative
and exploitable.
Variables

the survey was administered in french. the
scales extracted from international academic lit-
erature were translated by researchers who are
native french speakers, then double-checked by
a native english translator. the survey was pre-
tested among a number of union representatives
and bank employees.

(a) Control variables. our analyses control
for a wide range of individual and workplace-
related characteristics such as gender (0 =

women; 1= men), age, education, company
tenure and unionisation (1 for union members,
0 for non-members). we also control for com-
pany position in terms of back or front office.
this is quite an important distinction in the
banking sector because employment relation-
ships differ in both categories (Korczynski,
2002). customer-facing staff (front office) usu-
ally work in small units where they have imme-
diate access to management and limited access
to unions. back-office staff, on the other hand,
tend to be more unionised. It therefore seemed
advisable to control for this aspect when trying
to measure voice behaviour within a bank. we
use a dummy variable distinguishing front-of-
fice jobs (=0) from back-office jobs (=1). re-
spondent characteristics for these variables are
provided in table 1.

(b) Self-perceived employability. several
scales are available in the literature for measur-
ing employability. In this survey, the measure-
ment of employability is adapted from that

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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Table 1. Sample Characteristics 

n %

Gender
female 479 57.9
male 348 42.1
total 827 100

age

under 35 324 39.2
35–49 277 33.5
50 plus 226 27.3
total 827 100

Éducation

secondary-school diploma 152 18.4
bachelor’s degree 581 70.3
master’s degree 94 11.4
total 827 100

position
front office 648 78.4
back office 179 21.6
total 827 100

company tenure

less than 8 years 262 31.7
8–15 years 178 21.5
16 years and over 387 46.8
total 827 100

unionisation
yes 331 40
no 496 60
total 827 100
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developed by rothwell and arnold (2007) dis-
tinguishing internal and external employability
on the one hand, and personal and occupational
attributes on the other. to focus our research on
self-perceived employability and the risks asso-
ciated with voice behaviours, we did not retain
items related to the perceived value of the posi-
tions (occupational attributes). rather, we fo-
cussed on individual characteristics and
behaviours. we therefore used all six personal
attribute items from the original scale (on a five-
point likert scale). the explanatory and confir-
matory factor analysis resulted in two
components, internal and external employability
each associated with three items. note that one
item (‘The skills I have gained in my present job
are transferable to other occupations outside
this organisation’) was simultaneously associ-
ated with internal and external employability in
rothwell and arnold’s original scale but, in our
sample, was clearly associated with external em-
ployability (correlation of 0.837 versus 0.084).
finally, the fit indices for factors fall within an
acceptable range (cfI = 0.988, rmsea =
0.048). for internal employability, cronbach
alpha is 0.666 and for external employability
0.811 (see table 2 for details). 

(c) Voice. as identified above, the literature
is quite ambiguous about the concept of voice.
the distinction between collective and individ-
ual voice covers not only a difference of channel
but also a difference of issue. In line with the
‘anglo-american’ model of industrial relations,
collective voice traditionally refers to unions and
workplace issues. for example, luchak (2003)
uses two dummy variables for representative
voice and two three-item scales for direct voice,
but does not make explicit whether voice is ex-
pressing organisational issues or personal con-
cerns. bernston et al. (2010) do not distinguish
representative from direct voice and use a two-
item index reflecting the organisation’s rather
than employees’ behaviours. marsden (2013),
for his part, clearly investigates voice to defend
employees’ own interests, but he measures the
instrumentality of individual voice more than
the ability of individuals to voice. finally, in
order to a use a measure of voice consistent with
the french double-channel system, we decided
to construct our own measures. two symmetric
single-item measures were developed to provide
an indication for voice. to estimate their propen-
sity to direct voice, respondents were asked to
rate their agreement with the statement ‘Were I
to face a problem, I would refer to my manager’

on a five-point scale from 1 = not agree and 5 =
totally agree. symmetrically, propensity to rep-
resentative voice was measured by agreement
with the statement ‘Were I to face a problem, I
would refer to a staff representative’. adopting
a symmetric formulation ensured that we meas-
ure voice behaviour without variation about the
types of issues. here, we deal with individual,
job-related issues. data indicate close and high
scores for each measurement of voice. on a five-
point scale, the means were 3.50 for direct voice
and 3.71 for representative voice. note that di-
rect and representative voices are unrelated (see
table 3), thus indicating a heterogeneity in in-
dividual strategies. there is no strict substitution
or complementary effect. while some people
facing a problem might refer to both a manager
and to a union representative, others might refer
to only one.

(d) IR Climate. dastmalchian et al. (1989)
propose a measure of the Ir climate with 26
items representing 5 components. unfortunately,
this scale is too heavy to be integrated in a sur-
vey without damaging the response rate; for this
reason, some researchers have rationalized the
scale, mainly by concentrating on its ten-item
‘harmony’ dimension (deery et al., 1999). more
recently, Kougiannou et al. (2015) proposed a
modified scale with seven of these ten items.
after pre-testing our questionnaire in french, it
appeared that three items were perceived as ex-
cessively redundant, or too remote from em-
ployees, and were deleted (“There is a great deal
of concern for the other party’s point of view in
the union-management relationship”; “In this
organisation, negotiations take place in an at-
mosphere of good faith”; “A sense of fairness is
associated with union-management dealings in
this place”). respondents expressed difficulties
answering one of the four remaining items
(“The parties in this organisation keep their
word”), which was split into two items, one for
management and the other for unions. the ex-
planatory and confirmatory factor analysis con-
sistently resulted in one component, and fit
indices fell within an acceptable range (cfI =
0.926). cronbach alpha for Ir climate is 0.779.
(see table 2 for details)

Data Analysis

we ran statistical analyses in two steps. to
test the direct relationship between internal/ex-

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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Table 2. Variables and measurement scales

Self-Perceived Internal employability scale 
1. even if there were downsizing in this organisation I am confident that I would be retained.
2. my personal networks in this organisation help me in my career.
3. I am aware of the opportunities arising in this organisation even if they are different to what I do now.
cronbach alpha = 0.666
Self-Perceived External employability scale
1. the skills I have gained in my present job are transferable to other occupations outside this organisation. 
2. I could easily retrain to make myself more employable elsewhere.
3. I have a good knowledge of opportunities for me outside this organisation even if they are quite different to what
I do now.
cronbach alpha = 0.811
Direct voice scale (single item scale)
1. were I to face a problem, I would refer to my manager.
Representative voice scale (single item scale)
1. were I to face a problem, I would refer to a staff representative.
IR Climate scale
1. unions and management work together to make this organisation a better place to work.
2. In this organisation, management keeps its word.
3. In this organisation, unions keep their word.
4. unions and management have respect for each other’s goals.
5. In this organisation, joint union-management committees achieve definite results.
cronbach alpha = 0.779

Table 3. Correlation Matrix

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11.
1. Gender -
2. age 0.137** -
3. education 0.015 -0.509** -
4. back office 0.153** 0.346** -0.106** -
5. company
tenure 0.135** 0.588** -0.470** 0.325 -

6. unionisation -0.001 0.163** -0.086* -0.076* -0.001 -
7. Internal
employability 0.051 -0.216** 0.129** -0.051 -0.123** -0.125** -

8. external
employability -0.096** -0.455** 0.269** -0.231** -0.281** -0.075* 0.000 -

9. Ir climate -0.097** -0.088* -0.039 -0.018 -0.027 0.014 0.277** 0.103** -
10. direct voice 0.031 -0.030 0.009 0.033 0.069* -0.084* 0.306** 0.019 0.197** -
11. representative
voice -0.027 0.136** -0.157** -0.057 0.084* 0.348** -0.165** -0.089* 0.152** -0.058 -

n= 827; *p < .05; **p < .01

N= 827. Each item scored on a five-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree
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ternal employability and direct/representative
voice (h1 and h2), we conducted ols regres-
sions (see table 4). the differences in intensity
of associations between different kinds of voice
and different kinds of employability are meas-
ured through a comparison of standardised beta
coefficient of the regression models. this pro-
cedure is relevant since models are computed on
the same sample.

to test the moderating effect of the Ir cli-
mate on the relationship between employability
and voice behaviours (h3), we ran hierarchical
regression analyses as suggested by aiken and
west (1991) and baron and Kenny (1986). sev-
eral statistical methods are available to test a
moderation effect: when the moderator variable
is categorical, it is recommended to construct
sub-samples based on the moderator, and to test
the direct statistical association between inde-
pendent and dependent variables; when the
moderator is continuous, as it is the case in our
study, it is suggested to test the linear hypothesis
by introducing an interaction term. this method
presupposes the creation of new variables (the
interaction terms) by calculating the product of
independent terms (perceived internal/external
employability) and moderator (Ir climate). to
reduce potential co-linearity between the inter-

action terms and their components, it is neces-
sary to centre and reduce the variables before
calculating the interaction terms.

the statistical procedure comprised three
steps. for each model, we first introduced con-
trol variables only. secondly, we introduced the
independent variable (direct/representative
voice) and the variable supposed to be modera-
tor (Ir climate), to measure their main effects.
lastly, we introduced the interaction term. In our
cases, four models were run (table 5.). the im-
provement or stability of the adjusted r² after
each step is a key indicator. In the third step, an
improvement of adjusted r² associated with a
statistically significant coefficient for interaction
terms led us to conclude upon an interaction ef-
fect, since it meant that the interaction term had
a significant association with the dependent
variable apart from the direct association of its
components.

2.2. Empirical results

Employability and Voice: direct relationships
table 4 summarizes the results of the regres-

sion analysis relative to the statistical relation-

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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Table 4. Associations between employability and voice

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Direct voice Representative voice

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Gender 0.025 0.000 0.025 -0.026 -0.017 -0.027

age -0.094* -0.032 -0.090 0.033 0.012 0.019

education 0.014 0.009 0.013 -0.098* -0.097* -0.096*

back office 0.019 0.017 0.020 -0.064 -0.064 -0.068

company tenure 0.121** 0.124** 0.120** 0.043 0.042 0.044

unionisation -0.066 -0.038 -0.066 0.329*** 0.319*** 0.329***

Internal employability 0.310*** -0.108***

external employability 0.010 -0.036

f 2.542* 14.203*** 2.186* 22.963*** 21.178*** 19.589***

adjusted r² 0.011 0.108 0.010 0.136 0.146 0.136

n 827 827 827 827 827 827
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ship between self-perceived employability and
voice. as far as workers’ propensity to direct
voice was concerned, control variables had no
explanatory power. there were no differences in
propensity to direct voice according to gender,
age, back-office position and education. com-
pany tenure was associated with a higher
propensity to direct voice. model (4) indicates a
negative correlation between education and rep-
resentative voice. this implies that better-edu-
cated workers would have a weaker propensity
to representative voice than less well educated.
not surprisingly, unionisation was positively
correlated to representative voice.

as far as self-perceived employability is con-
cerned, regression models deliver interesting ob-
servations confirming the relevance of
distinguishing different types of employability
and different types of voice. models (3) and (6)
indicate that external employability was unre-
lated to voice whether direct or representative.
on the other hand, as evidenced by models (2)

and (5), internal employability was strongly and
positively associated with direct voice. how-
ever, it was negatively correlated to representa-
tive voice, indicating that employees with high
internal employability do not need unions to ac-
tivate their voice. If there is a substitution effect
associated with internal employability, it is less
between voice and exit than between direct and
representative voice. 

Employability and IR climate: moderating ef-
fects

table 5 reports the statistical results relative
to any moderating effect of the Ir climate on the
employability-voice association. as mentioned
above, we used hierarchical regression analyses
as recommended by aiken and west (1991). 

statistical results outline that Ir climate was
positively associated with both direct and repre-

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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Table 5. Moderating effects of IR climate on employability/voice relationships

n= 827  *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Direct voice Representative voice
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Step 1
Gender -0.025 -0.025 -0.026 -0.026
age -0.094* -0.094* 0.033 0.033
education 0.014 0.014 -0.098* -0.098*
back office 0.019 0.019 -0.064 -0.064
company tenure 0.121*** 0.121*** 0.043 0.043
unionisation -0.066 -0.066 0.329*** 0.329***

R² 0.011 0.011 0.136 0.136
f 2.542* 2.542* 22.693*** 22.693***

Step 2
Internal employability 0.274*** -0.163***
external employability -0.007 -0.049
Ir climate 0.126*** 0.202*** 0.193*** 0.151***

ΔR² 0.103 0.038 0.043 0.021
f 14.270*** 6.270*** 23.672*** 20.298***

Step 3
Int. empl × Ir climate 0.058 -0.057
ext. empl. × Ir climate -0.042 0.093**

ΔR² 0.002 0.000 0.002 0.008
adj r² 0.116 0.049 0.181 0.165
f 13.062*** 5.742*** 21.287*** 19.125***
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sentative voice. this observation corroborates
the idea that a good climate is beneficial for
voice. 

both internal employability and Ir climate
have a positive effect on direct voice. model (1)
and (3) in table 5 indicate that there were no in-
teraction effects between internal employability
and Ir climate since Δr² is not statistically sig-
nificant in step three. In other words, the positive
internal employability/direct voice relationship
and the negative internal employability/represen-
tative voice relationship were independent from
the characteristics or quality of the Ir climate.

conversely, model (4) shows an interaction
effect of the Ir climate and external employa-
bility on representative voice. when the Ir cli-
mate was perceived as deteriorated, a negative
relation between external employability and rep-
resentative voice appeared. In this case, exter-
nally employable employees turn away from
unions which are not considered a credible re-
source for voice, probably in favour of exit strat-
egy. conversely, when the Ir climate seemed
cooperative, employable workers may consider
the voice option as being more worthwhile.

3. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

In this concluding section, we first summa-
rize and interpret our findings in relation to our
initial research questions and hypotheses. we
then discuss some of the research limitations and
develop some implications for unions.

Findings
throughout the paper, we developed and

tested hypotheses that try to make connections
between self-perceived employability and voice
behaviour. our aim was to discuss whether self-
perceived employability should be considered
as deteriorating unions’ positions within firms.
Grounded on hirschman’s typology of exit,
voice and loyalty strategies and subsequent lit-
erature, our first intention was to clarify whether
employability would turn workers away from
unions as vehicles for voice. we also considered
the opposite assumption according to which em-
ployability would be used as a resource enabling
them to lower the risks and costs associated with
participating in union activity.

our theoretical discussion led us to formulate
three hypotheses extending the existing litera-

ture, by considering differences between external
and internal employability on the one hand, and
between direct voice and representative voice on
the other. we first assumed that people consider-
ing themselves as being able to find another sat-
isfying job in another organisation would be less
disposed to express dissatisfaction than those
who are confident in their ability to stay at a de-
sirable position within the current organisation
(h1). second, we assumed that self-perceived
employability (external or not) would be more
favourable to direct expression of problems or
dissatisfaction to management, and less through
representative union-mediated processes (h2).
last, we tried to examine the moderating effect
of the Ir climate assuming that when industrial
relations are cooperative in nature, voice behav-
iours would be easier as the risk of retaliation
would probably be perceived as lower (h3).
taken together, our core argument is that em-
ployability would probably be detrimental to
unions as it allows workers to make their own
way — in or out of the organisation — without
union support. our statistical results provide par-
tial support to these hypotheses. 

Employability and voice. external employa-
bility is associated with no specific voice behav-
iour, while internal employability would favour
direct expression to management. this would sup-
port h1 if internal employability were not at the
same time negatively associated with representa-
tive voice behaviours. however, this negative as-
sociation brings support to h2 according to which
employability favours direct voice more than rep-
resentative voice. these could suggest that inter-
nal employability and unions are alternative
mechanisms for securing voice: people express
their difficulties if they are secured either by their
high employability or by the mediation of union
representatives. but the neutral effect of external
employability on voice calls for a refinement of
the analysis. why does external employability not
appear as a reassuring resource for voice? we pro-
pose to interpret this observation as the result of
the competing predictions about the relationship
between both variables: employees who think they
can leave the company may complain when dis-
satisfied, but they also have less incentive to do
so. perhaps we need to distinguish between two
possible meanings of resource for voice here: a re-
source is presupposed to secure voice when it pro-
vides employees with an alternative option, such
as another job, or when it minimizes the risk of re-
taliation. from this second perspective, while ex-
ternal employability offers the possibility of

Is employability detrimental to unions? An empirical assessment of the relation between self-perceived employability and voice behaviours
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leaving the company, this is still an unpleasant and
costly event especially for those who can leave but
would be ‘happy to stay’. from that perspective,
reintroducing the items measuring to what extent
workers value current and potential positions in
the employability scales might bring clearer re-
sults. furthermore, the results confirm the need
for more attention being paid to the internal vs ex-
ternal nature of employability (rothwell and
arnold, 2007; de Grip et al., 2004): the ability to
leave does not have the same effect as the ability
to stay.

The moderating effect of the quality of in-
dustrial relations. external employability pres-
ents no association with any kind of voice, except
when the Ir climate is cooperative. this supports
h3, but the same kind of moderating effect cannot
be observed for internal employability. It is par-
ticularly interesting to note that the relationship
between management and unions has a direct im-
pact on employee behaviour. bryson (2001), hol-
land et al. (2012) and, from a more macro
perspective, humborstad (2013) have already re-
vealed such a phenomenon: a cooperative relation
between management and unions reinforces trust
in management. here, a cooperative Ir climate
strengthens the propensity of employees to voice,
through unions or directly to management. how-
ever, internally employable workers would tend
to steer clear of unions, regardless of the quality
of industrial relations.

Limitations and perspectives for future re-
search. we conducted this research in a large
french retail bank. on the one hand, a single,
case-based study permits controlling for organi-
sational disparities; on the other, this case is typ-
ical of the french type of closed, internal labour
markets (piore, 1978; baubeau et al., 2009). the
context is probably not the best-suited to an
analysis of exit-voice tradeoff, since the exit op-
tion lacks credibility, at least for workers of high
seniority, which was verified in our sample. as
pointed out by scholars (see for example ferrary,
2002; contrepois and Jefferys, 2004) as well as
professionals (see for example laffond, 2014),
mobility within the french retail banking indus-
try remains organised internally, especially for
back-office workers. moreover, this is one of the
most unionised industries in france, and its
hrm is known to be particularly codified. this
fact reduces the risk of retaliation, and closeness
with unions would probably not be a problem.
Incidentally, the single-case sample and over-
representation of unionised respondents consti-

tute one of our research limitations, and results
should be confirmed on a wider and more diverse
set of organisational and national contexts.

besides, as shown, workers who are internally
employable may be inclined to open discussions
with their managers but tend to avoid unions. this
result complements le flanchec and rojot
(2009)’s statements about “open door” policies.
these authors indicate that open-door policies may
cause anxiety among workers afraid of being
slowed down in the pace of their career. our results
suggest that internal employability may relieve this
anxiety. this comment challenges the theoretical
groundings of the very concept of employability.
future research should pay attention to this point
and elaborate on the connections between self-per-
ceived internal employability and other constructs
such as interpersonal proximity with supervisors.

Implications for IR protagonists. to get
back to our initial question — is employability
detrimental to unions? — we evidence that self-
perceived internal employability tends to foster
direct instead of representative voice. workers
are more likely to use individual voice strategies,
i.e. discussing suggestions, problems or difficul-
ties directly with their supervisors, when they
perceive they are internally employable. In addi-
tion, internal employability decreases the
propensity to use union representatives as an in-
termediary. this confirms some of the arguments
that present the decline of unions as the result of
renewed managerial practices that foster individ-
ual empowerment, skill development and wage
setting (Kochan et al. 1986; Guest, 1995;
bryson, 2000). however, the result does not
allow us to conclude once and for all that em-
ployability is detrimental to unions: indeed, one
could claim a change in the union’s role, more
devoted to enhancing individual strengths than
acting as the “vehicle of collective voice”. hum-
borstad (2013) for example demonstrates that the
presence of unions creates a social environment
that favours empowerment practices and fosters
job satisfaction. In other words, it is not neces-
sarily through their bargaining power and oppo-
sitional activities that unions are most effective
in improving workers’ positions. rather, man-
agement and unions may cooperate to establish
trusting relations between individuals and the or-
ganisations they are working for (holland et al.
2012), which in france is a particular challenge.

such a cooperative attitude could be consid-
ered a drastic shift in the Ir paradigm. since the
seminal work of freeman and medoff (1984), it
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is well accepted that unions play a key role as
mediating organisations between management
and workers: for the former, they provide useful
feedback and workforce organisation; to the lat-
ter, they furnish a collective voice and a repre-
sentation in the decision-making sphere. to
survive, unions pay particular attention to simul-
taneously delivering both services, and we un-
derstand, in this respect, the efforts they have
deployed to have a monopolistic position in
workers’ representation. french-people will re-
member union scepticism towards the introduc-
tion of “direct workers’ expression” with
auroux’s law in 1982. they feared being passed
over and marginalized: if internal employability
fosters direct voice to the detriment of represen-
tative voice, unions may well fear being made
redundant for both management and workers,
losing influence on managerial policies, and a
deterioration in recruitment of new militants.
these challenges draw the outlines of an agenda
for research as well as for unions.
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