
A report comparing those working in a union versus those in 
a non-union environment based on findings in the Financial Services 
Working Conditions Survey of 2019.
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The Financial Services Union is the leading trade union representing staff 
in the financial services sector. It has members just like you located across 
the financial services sector. Our people are busy, committed and right 
at the nerve centre of the economy. They are spread out across financial 
services, in banking, the fintech sector, asset management and specialist 
support firms everywhere.
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Executive Summary
In 2019 the FSU conducted an online survey of workers in banking, 
financial and technology services in Ireland. The survey was part of a 
move by the FSU to open up a conversation among banking and financial 
services workers – irrespective of company or union membership – about 
work and life in the industry.

Unsurprisingly, there were many similarities in issues facing workers in 
the industry. But even a cursory reading of the results showed that there 
were significant differences also – and that these differences reflected the 
effect of the presence, or the absence, of a recognised trade union on pay 
and pay setting, employment conditions, and management behaviour.

This report looks at some findings in four key areas: 

• Pay and how it is set
• Pressure of work on individuals
• Pension provision and funding
• Life beyond the workplace
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• Union recognition is closely associated with the receipt of regular pay 
rises.

• Fully 36% of workers in the non-union sample received no pay 
enhancement of any form (salary or bonus) in the previous year.

• Overall, a lack of transparency in pay setting is associated with the 
absence of union recognition.

• Overall, incentive pay arrangements operate less favourably in the 
non-union sector than in the union sector, and appears to discriminate 
against women in particular.

• For most women employees a union presence is associated with more 
equality in pay distribution.

Pay & How It Is Set1
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• There is widespread concern over employers demanding unpaid work 
outside of contracted hours.

• In general, pressure to be available by phone or email outside work 
is common in the industry, but this is especially true in non-union 
settings.

• There is widespread concern among staff in both retail banking and 
financial services about under payment when acting up for absent 
colleagues.

• Work pressure is accompanied by a widespread belief that employers 
do not listen well to employees’ concerns. 

• Notably, however, workers felt more secure in getting a fair response 
from employers where a recognised union was present.

Pressure Of Work 
On Individuals

2
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• The presence of a recognised union is strongly associated with the 
availability of an occupational pension, and, still, with better quality 
defined benefit schemes

• Overall, the presence of a recognised union is associated with higher 
employer contributions to defined contribution schemes.

• Overall, women seem disadvantaged in terms of employer 
contributions, but union presence is associated with more equal 
outcomes.

Pensions3
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• Housing costs, whether rent or mortgage, are a major call on net 
incomes in the banking and financial services sector.

• Workers in the sector face long commutes to work each day in 
comparison to the national average.

• Workers in the Irish banking and financial services sector experience 
below average satisfaction with work-life balance.

Life Beyond The 
Workplace

4
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Retail banking employs a number 
of full- and part-time counter 
staff, mostly women, with no 
occupational counterparts in the 
financial services sector. This is 
reflected in the higher proportion 
of women employees in lower-
paid jobs in retail banking than in 
financial services. 

Leaving those features aside, pay 
dispersal is closely aligned, but 
with some important differences 
between men and women – and 
between the different sectors.
In the non-union sample the bulk 
of women earn between 25-60k, 
while the bulk of men earn between 
45-80k. In the unionised sector the 
bulk of women also earn between 
25-60k, while for men the range is 
lower, at 35-80k. 

Within salary scales the proportion 
of women to men is instructive: 
women in financial services are 
substantially over-represented in 
the 23-35k scale (39% of all women) 
compared to those in the unionised 

sector, and are under-represented 
in the 45-60k scale. For most 
women employees then, a union 
presence is associated with more 
equality in pay distribution.

For many how pay is set is as much 
of an issue as the level of pay itself. 
Performance related pay and bonus 
payments (incentive pay, in other 
words) are a feature of the industry, 
and this gives rise to issues of 
fairness and transparency in pay 
setting. 

Unfairness in policy is cited by 
50% or more in both samples. 49% 
in both samples think policy is 
fair to some degree, but few think 
it very fair. There is little gender 
difference: women tend to report 
unfair more often than men, but 
men to report very unfair more 
often than women. 

Large majorities in both samples 
think pay policy is not transparent, 
most markedly where a union is 
not present. There is little gender 

Pay & How It Is Set1



50%

in unionised
WORKPLACES

in non-union
WORKPLACES

The bulk of men earn between 
45-80k.

The bulk of women earn between 25-60k.

Unfairness in policy is cited by 50% or 
more in both samples.

77%
In unionised settings 77% of workers 
reported getting a pay rise in the previous 
12 months.

Only 51% of workers reported getting a pay 
rise in the previous 12 months in non-union 
settings. 

51%
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difference, but women are slightly 
more sceptical about transparency 
where there is no union present.  
Overall, a lack of transparency in 
pay setting is associated with the 
absence of union recognition.

In unionised settings performance 
related pay (91%) is more common 
than the use of bonus payments 
(only 14% eligible), but the opposite 
is true in non-union settings – 68% 
and 57% respectively. 

However, where workers in non-
union settings were eligible for 
a bonus 25% did not receive one. 
Further, more than half of women 
workers in non-union settings – 55% 
– were not eligible for a bonus of 
any kind. 

Overall, incentive pay arrangements 
operate less favourably in the non-
union sector than in the union 
sector, and appears to discriminate 
against women in particular.

The effects of these different 
practices are most visible in 
the award of actual pay rises. In 
unionised settings 77% of workers 
reported getting a pay rise in the 
previous 12 months, but only 51% 
did so in non-union settings. Union 
recognition is closely associated 

with the receipt of regular pay rises.

However, results show that some 
who reported not receiving a pay 
rise did report receiving a bonus. Is 
the bonus system a proxy for a pay 
rise amongst this sample? The short 
answer is no. 

Of those who reported no pay rise 
in the last year more than half had 
no eligibility for a bonus payment. 
Of those who had no pay rise, but 
were eligible to receive a bonus, 
61% did so, and just under 40% did 
not. Fully 36% of workers in the 
non-union sample received no pay 
enhancement of any form (salary or 
bonus) in the previous year.

Whether with or without a union, 
pay reviews are universally seen 
as frustrating, reflecting the 
management of pay by employers 
through performance measures 
or bonuses, and the consequent 
degradation of collective bargaining 
and the rate for the job. 
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For most 
women 
employees then, 
a union presence 
is associated 
with more 
equality in pay 
distribution.
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Analysts commonly describe pay 
setting as the ‘pay effort bargain’. 
Employers use a variety of policies 
to encourage effort and to control 
effort levels and quality of work. 
These are the principal aims of the 
incentive pay policies described 
above. But what actually happens 
in this bargain, day to day in the 
workplace? This is not an easy thing 
to measure, but the survey gives 
some insight into how workers in 
the industry view the way their 
effort levels are managed.

A key measure here is how far, 
workers feel pressured to work 
more than the hours for which 
they are paid – hours that attract 
neither premium pay nor time 
off in lieu. Nearly 60% of workers 
in both union and non-union 
settings reported pressure of 
this kind happening on a regular 
basis – although in this case 

women reported less of this kind 
of pressure. There is widespread 
concern over employers demanding 
unpaid work outside of contracted 
hours.

Research has shown that pressure 
exists in this industry for workers 
to check emails or answer calls 
outside of working hours. This is 
another form of unpaid work, but 
one that intrudes directly into the 
workers’ home life. A substantial 
minority of workers reported this 
form of pressure. In this case 
however there was a marked 
difference between union and 
non-union settings. 36% of workers 
in non-union settings reported 
this kind of pressure, against 26% 
in unionised settings. In general, 
pressure to be available by phone 
or email outside work is common in 
the industry, but this is especially 
true in non-union settings.

Pressure Of Work 
On Individuals

2
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One contentious issue is the 
practice of employers requiring 
workers to ‘act up’ beyond their 
grade or salary scale without 
adequate remuneration. The need 
for ‘acting up’ is commonplace 
and easily explained by hiring 
lags, sickness or parental leave, or 
other disruptions to normal work 
allocation. 

Around three quarters of 
respondents in both samples report 
people ‘acting up’ without reward, 
women in non-union workplaces 
being a marginal outlier with 
‘only’ 69% reporting this. There is 
widespread concern among staff in 
both retail banking and financial 
services about under payment when 
acting up for absent colleagues.

Work pressure and monitoring 
are closely related, and in the 
industry today technology plays an 
important part. 41% of all workers 

said employers used technology 
a lot to monitor their work, and 
36% said it was used somewhat. 
Only 8% said this didn’t happen. 
When divided into union and non-
union settings the overall results 
are similar, but technological 
monitoring was described as being 
used to a significant extent by 41% 
in non-union settings as against 
26%.  

For both sets, about 43% either 
disagree or strongly disagree with 
the proposition that employers 
take steps to prevent the overuse 
of technology at work. There is 
widespread concern over the use of 
technology to monitor what workers 
do, and the failure of employers to 
protect workers from the over use 
of technology.

When asked overall how well 
employers listened to the views of 
workers and their colleagues on 
workplace issues about 43% said 
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48%

43%
When asked overall how well employers listened 
to the views of workers and their colleagues 
on workplace issues about 43% said employers 
didn’t listen much, or at all.

48% of workers in a union setting  felt that they 
could not fairly appeal performance ratings or 
other matters relating to their work.

Around three quarters of respondents in 
both samples report people ‘acting up’ 
without reward.

41% of all workers said employers used 
technology a lot to monitor their work.

41%

57%
57% of workers in non-union settings 
felt that they could not fairly appeal 
performance ratings or other matters 
relating to their work.

36% of workers in non-union settings 
reported pressure to check emails or answer 
calls outside of working hours against 26%

in unionised settings. 

36% 26%
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employers didn’t listen much, or at 
all – results that apply to pay issues 
as well as technology.

However, 57% of workers in non-
union settings workers felt that they 
could not fairly appeal performance 
ratings or other matters relating to 
their work, against 48% in a union 
setting. 

Overall a picture emerges of high 
pressure at the workplace, involving 
technological monitoring and 
overload, unpaid work, unpaid 
‘acting up’, and out of office 
demands that are most common in 
non-union settings. This pressure is 
accompanied by a widespread belief 
that employers do not listen well to 
employees’ concerns. 

Notably, however, workers felt more 
secure in getting a fair response 
from employers where a recognised 
union was present.

Overall a picture 
emerges of high 
pressure at 
the workplace, 
involving 
technological 
monitoring and 
overload.

WHAT THEY SAID

“Time pressures where 
every piece of work you 
do is on a time clock. 
The time allocated is not 
always appropriate for 
the piece of work you are 
working on.”

26%
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Occupational pensions are a 
form of retirement savings in 
which costs are shared between 
employers and workers (with the 
exception of a relatively small 
number of personal pension 
schemes). In turn, these schemes 
may be defined benefit, or defined 
contribution schemes. Defined 
benefit schemes are generally more 
advantageous for workers, yielding 
predictable payments. Employers 
are progressively replacing these 
with defined contribution schemes 
in which often the burden of costs 
and risk are shouldered by workers. 
In Ireland in 2018 just over 53% of 
employed persons were covered 
by such schemes. Of those workers 
with a current occupational 
pension, 57.1% identified their 
pension as a defined contribution 
pension while 42.9% had a defined 
benefit pension. The move away 
from defined benefit schemes 
nationally is reflected in the age 
distribution of scheme type. Around 

30% of workers aged 25-44 are in 
a current occupational scheme are 
in defined benefit schemes, and 
70% are in defined contribution 
schemes. (All data from CSO).
Around 86% of workers in Financial, 
insurance and real estate activities 
were in schemes, second only to 
workers in public administration. 
However, within this broad category 
there are significant differences. 
In this survey, while 98% in 
unionised settings reported scheme 
membership this falls to 77% in 
non-union settings. 
While membership of a defined 
benefit scheme in unionised 
settings is below the national 
average at 31%, in non-union 
settings this figure falls to less 
than 10%. By contrast, 75% of 
workers in a non-union setting 
reported membership of a defined 
contribution scheme, against 54% 
of workers in a union setting. 

The presence of a recognised 

Pensions3



31%
31% of workers in unionised settings are part of 
defined benefit pensions, as opposed to 10% of 
non-union members.

98%
While 98% of union members reported being 
members of pensions schemes, this fell to 77% 
in non-union settings. 

77%

10%
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union is strongly associated with 
the availability of an occupational 
pension, and, still, with better 
quality defined benefit schemes.

Employers’ contributions (their 
share of pension scheme costs) can 
vary a great deal. In union settings 
about 19% of workers reported 
company contributions between 0 
and 4%, as against a figure of 15% in 
non-union settings. At the highest 
rates of contribution, between 11 
and 16%, the results are closer at 31 
and 33% respectively. 

Overall, workers in both settings 
reported that more than two thirds 
of employers contributed between 5 
and 15%. However, in the middle of 
this range, an employer contribution 
of between 8 and 10% was received 
by 27.5% of workers in a union 
setting as against 15% in non-union 
settings. 

Overall, those in union settings 
reported marginally lower numbers 
in the lower 0 to 7% contribution 
range at 44.8% as against 46.6% 
in non-union settings. Similarly, 
those in union settings reported 
marginally higher numbers in the 
higher 8 to 16% contribution range 
at 55.2% as against 53.4% in non-
union settings. Overall, the presence 

of a recognised union is associated 
with higher employer contributions 
to defined contribution schemes.

There are some differences between 
men and women reporting on 
employer contributions in defined 
contribution schemes. In the 
union setting women represented 
30.5% of those reporting employer 
contributions in the lower range, as 
against 22.6% in non-union settings. 

However, the position is reversed 
among those reporting the higher 
range: 26% were women in union 
settings, as against 18.6% in non-
union settings. The findings in 
respect of the lower range in union 
settings seems likely to reflect 
occupational differences between 
the two sets. Overall, women seem 
disadvantaged in terms of employer 
contributions, but union presence 
is associated with more equal 
outcomes.
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WHAT THEY SAID

“Promotion without pay 
is becoming a feature 
of the workplace.”

“I think the mental 
health and staff 
wellbeing is totally 
disrespected and 
disregarded. Business 
must come first at all 
costs. “

“There seems to be 
very little consideration 
given to other work/
life options such as 
reduced working hours, 
job sharing and so 
forth to accommodate 
and allow family life to 
flourish. “
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Workers work to live, not live to 
work as the saying is, and whatever 
satisfactions occupations may 
deliver the balance between life 
and work is an important factor 
in assessing employment in any 
sector. In this survey workers 
reported on three issues: the 
proportion of pay commanded by 
housing, travel distance to work, 
and overall satisfaction with ‘work/
life’ balance. 

Housing costs

Just over a third of respondents 
reported that housing costs 
accounted for over half of take-
home pay. 78% reported housing 
costs above 31% of salary. Only 22% 
reported housing costs taking a 
lower share of take-home pay. 

Nor is this just a ‘big city effect’. 
In Dublin and Cork 35 and 37% 

respectively reported housing costs 
in excess of 50% of take-home 
pay, but the figure for Limerick, for 
example, was 45%. Limerick also 
had a higher proportion of those 
reporting costs above 31%, at 88% 
to 83 and 80% for Dublin and Cork. 

Housing costs, whether rent or 
mortgage, are a major call on 
net incomes in the banking and 
financial services sector.
Travel to work

CSO data from 2016 shows that, 
on average, workers lived within 
15 Km of their place of work. This 
refers to the straight-line distance 
for persons at work between 
their place of residence and their 
workplace address. Whatever about 
commute time, travel to work takes 
much longer outside the big cities: 
the longest commutes were in 
Laois (25km) and Leitrim (23km). 

Life Beyond 
The Workplace

4
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In Dublin the average commute 
was just under 6km, while Galway 
City it was over 9.5 km. Out of 31 
towns and counties in the CSO 
data Tipperary was 22nd at 20 km.

The data here shows that over a 
third of workers in the industry 
faced a commute over 20 km, and 
a further 14% commuted between 
15 and 20 km. Only 15% commuted 
under 5 km. Workers in the sector 
face long commutes to work each 
day in comparison to the national 
average.

Work-life balance

In 2018 an Irish Times report 
on a Eurobar survey found 
that satisfaction with work-life 
balance in Ireland was above 
the European average. 84% of 
Irish workers said they were 
satisfied or fairly satisfied. 15% 
reported dissatisfaction. Taking 
the European findings overall 20% 
expressed dissatisfaction.

Findings from the survey of 
workers in the banking and 
financial services sector are 
more challenging. 55% said that 

they were happy with their work 
life balance in general - below 
the Irish average. 45% said they 
were not happy – above both the 
Irish and the European averages. 
Workers in non-union settings 
were slightly more inclined to 
express dissatisfaction at 48%. 

The European survey found 
women slightly less satisfied than 
men, and so did this survey, with 
54% of women and 56% of men 
expressing satisfaction. Workers 
in the Irish banking and financial 
services sector experience below 
average satisfaction with work-
life balance.
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Below: Percentage of workers spending more than 31% 
of their take-home pay on housing costs by city.

Dublin 35%

Belfast 35%

Cork 37% 

Limerick 45%

31%

Across: Percentage of 
workers spending more 
than 50% of their take-

home pay on housing 
costs by city.

50% 

Limerick 88% 

Dublin     83%

Cork         80%

Belfast     73%
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Dublin 35%

Belfast 35%

Limerick 45%

84%
84% of Irish workers 
in a Eurobar poll said 
they were satisfied or 
fairly satisfied with their 
work-life balance.  

55% of workers in the 
banking and financial 
services sector said they 
were happy with their 
work life balance. 

55%

1/3 of workers in the 
industry face a commute 
of over 20 km.

WHAT THEY SAID

“I’ve been working for 
nearly 13 years. Yet I’m 
still not earning enough 
to afford a house or 
rent to live by myself.”
 

“The levels of stress 
employees are put 
under is ridiculous 
there is no section on 
how to deal with stress 
in the banks health and 
safety training.”

“More focus on mental 
health and supporting 
staff. Culture of fear 
with regarding mental 
health and illness in 
workplace.” 
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This survey gives some valuable 
insights into the working lives of 
those in the banking and financial 
services sector, and supplements 
other research such as that 
conducted by the University of 
Limerick into the use of technology 
at work. 

But it does more than this. Despite 
many commonalities in skill levels, 
occupation, and pay management 
and work practices, banking is 
associated with a high level of 
union recognition, while this is 
virtually absent in the financial 
services sector more generally. 

Many factors other than union 
recognition impact on pay, 
conditions, and workplace 
management, including end 
user markets and regulatory 
frameworks. But within these 
limits it is possible to discern the 

differences attributable to union 
recognition. The differences do not 
have to be stark – labour market 
competition and management 
theory and practice will encourage 
some convergence, especially in an 
environment unfavourable to trade 
unions in the wake of the 2008 
crash. 

But the differences remain 
important.

The most obvious difference is 
to be found in pay setting and 
distribution. Here we see that the 
long-standing erosion of regular 
salary advances has been held in 
check by the presence of a union. 
In non-union settings in financial 
services management has much 
more freedom to set relative 
pay between cost of living rises, 
performance related pay and bonus 
payments. 

Conclusions: The 
Union Difference

4
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The result is far less predictability 
for workers, and large numbers 
may not receive any increase at 
all. For an industry with a large 
proportion of women workers it 
is also noticeable that women 
workers in non-union settings are 
at an extra disadvantage.

It is striking that workers in 
both settings think company 
pay policies are unfair and lack 
transparency. In union settings, 
however, workers are much more 
likely to report that challenges to 
management decisions will get a 
fair hearing. 

Lack of trust is also apparent in 
management practices day to day. 
Workers perceive that normal 
work pressures are exceeded 
by unpaid overtime, by being 
required to be available by phone 
or email outside work hours, 
and by being required to ‘act 
up’ for absent colleagues in a 
superior position without proper 
recompense. These concerns 
speak to what is often called 
the pay effort bargain. Whatever 
about pay levels as such, workers, 
and particularly women workers, 
benefit from the presence of a 
union in navigating these issues.

The same results are found in the 
case of pension arrangements. 
Despite a long-standing drift 
away from high quality defined 

benefit schemes in employment 
generally, the unionised banking 
sector still stands out for the 
availability of pensions, and high-
quality schemes in particular, 
compared to the non-union 
financial services sector. 

Each of the sections in this 
report tells its own story, but it is 
necessary to take an overview. It 
is noticeable that workers in the 
banking and financial services 
industry report below average 
work-life balance satisfaction. 
While this measure has many 
components, it is reasonable to 
assume it is impacted by lack of 
trust, lack of transparency, the 
perception of unfair pay policies 
and work pressures.

In all these matters the data 
shows that workers thrive better 
where an independent trade 
union has recognition to bargain 
over pay and conditions, and to 
represent grievances at work.
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