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Introduction 
Industrial conflicts have been diminishing in the majority of Western coun-
tries since the 1980s, and trade unions have been weakened in terms of den-
sity and influence (Gall, 2013; Godard, 2011; Gumbrell-McCormick & Hy-
man, 2013). Meanwhile, increased flexibility and insecurity in the labor 
market and rising wage dispersion and income inequality has been observed 
during the same period of time, and evidence show that these trends are part-
ly related (Godard, 2011; Pontusson, 2013). Industrial conflicts such as 
strikes may be costly and are for that reason often considered a last resort of 
action, and the occurrence of conflict does not necessarily reflect the 
strength of the union movement. For instance, some scholars argue that the 
threat of conflict is more powerful than actual conflict (Gumbrell-
McCormick & Hyman, 2013). Nevertheless, the ability to strike is generally 
considered one of the most significant power resources of the union. Hence, 
many scholars argue that the perception of unions as weak may be altered by 
an increased strike frequency, and previous research indicate that high strike 
frequency is related to both union growth and high union density (Haslam & 
Veenstra, 2000; Kelly, 1998; Checchi & Visser, 2005; Western, 1997). 

Much research has been devoted to mapping union density trends and 
strike patterns in Western countries (Gumbrell-McCormick & Hyman, 2013; 
Kjellberg, 2001, 2010; Thörnqvist, 1994, 2007), and the individual strike 
propensity has been the subject of investigation in several (mainly Anglo-
Saxon) contexts. Still, the knowledge about what affects attitudes towards 
industrial action among employees is somewhat limited. Most previous stud-
ies focus on either actual strike behavior and/or attitudes among a limited 
sample of employees (i.e., case-studies) (Akkerman et al., 2013; Brown 
Johnson & Jarley, 2004; Martin, 1986; McClendon & Klaas, 1993). Since 
the willingness to take industrial action may affect power relations in the 
labor market, it is of interest to increase the knowledge about potential mobi-
lization among employees in general. Using a mixed-methods approach, 
including empirical data from a postal survey and in-depth interviews, the 
aim of this study is to investigate what factors influence different attitudes 
towards industrial action among Swedish employees. The main focus of the 
study is to gain a deeper understanding of the influence of social class and 
processes of social identification on the degree of militant attitudes, and thus 
to study what role material versus idealistic factors play for different atti-
tudes towards industrial action. 
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Theory 

Class, norms and social identification 
As stated by Korpi (1985), the power resources of employers and employees 
differ in numerous ways. The most significant difference is that employers’ 
resources are to a higher degree individual, whereas employees’ resources 
are primarily collective. This affects the possible alternative actions availa-
ble for employees and employers in pursuing and defending their interests. 
Consequently, the ability to take industrial action, particularly in the form of 
strikes, is of central significance for employees because their alternative 
options are limited (Korpi, 1985, p. 34; Brandl & Traxler, 2009, p. 522). 
However, empirical evidence indicates that the perceived need for collective 
action and the union in, for instance, wage bargaining with employers varies 
between different categories of employees. It is higher among blue-collar 
workers than white-collar workers (Berglund & Furåker, 2003; Bengtsson, 
2008). Depending on the scarcity of skills and expertise, which varies by 
class location, the ability to defend and promote one’s interests in relation to 
the employers individually differs (Korpi, 1985; Wright, 1997). My hypoth-
esis is that attitudes towards industrial action also vary between different 
class locations. I expect that positive attitudes towards industrial action are 
most frequent among categories of employees with low degree of control 
and skills/expertise (i.e. the working class; unskilled and skilled workers) 
and least frequent among categories with high degrees of control and exper-
tise (i.e. higher-level white collar).  

Attitudes towards and the willingness to participate in industrial action 
has primarily been analyzed in terms of instrumentality, job dissatisfaction, 
social support/norms and union commitment (see, for instance, Akkerman et 
al., 2013; Martin, 1986; McClendon & Klaas, 1993). Instrumentality refers 
to individual gains verses costs of participating in strikes, which may vary 
depending on the context. E.g., job security and whether or not the strike is 
legal may be of significance, as well as the perceived benefit(s) of the strike 
(i.e. the cause to strike). Job dissatisfaction is generally understood as a mo-
tive for participation, and refers to different aspects of the working life in-
cluding working conditions, the management, and wages (McClendon & 
Klaas, 1993). However, as stated by Brown Johnson & Jarley (2004), job 
(dis)satisfaction and instrumentality has shown mixed results in explaining 
both willingness to strike and union participation. The authors argue that job 
dissatisfaction may result in exit strategies rather than (industrial) conflicts 
depending on whether the reasons for dissatisfaction is attributed to the em-
ployer or not (Brown Johnson & Jarley 2004, p. 547). An alternative ap-
proach to explaining the occurrence or absence of collective mobilization is 
presented in mobilization theory (Kelly, 1998). In contrast to focusing on 
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power resources, instrumentality and job (dis)satisfaction, mobilization theo-
ry focus on the transformation of discontent into injustice, defined in terms 
of distribution of rewards, punishments and workloads, by processes of at-
tribution and social identification among subordinate groups with common 
interests (Kelly, 1998). Focus thus lies on processes that help explain varia-
tion in behavior and attitudes among individuals within similar class loca-
tions and with similar power resources, by focusing on how, when and why 
dissatisfaction leads to collective mobilization. The theory is based on the 
assumption that feelings of discontent and/or structures of opportunities are 
not enough to explain the occurrence (or absence) of collective organization 
or action. Feelings of discontent have to be transformed into collective 
grievances that are attributed to, and thought to be able to be resolved by, an 
opposing agent, i.e., the employer.1  This implicates a sense of injustice de-
rived from what might be termed morally unacceptable choices of action and 
behavior on the part of the employer (Brown Johnson & Jarley, 2004, p. 
547), and (in)justice should in this respect be understood as a relative con-
cept defined in relation to other groups such as the management, or other 
comparative groups/occupations in the labor market (Kelly, 1998). For col-
lective grievances and attribution to occur, a sense of group identity based on 
conflicting interests between ‘us and them’ has to emerge among individuals 
at the workplace, or in wider terms in the form of class identity. Kelly argues 
that (union or activist) leaders play a crucial role in the formation of group 
identity and the process of formation of collective interests and attribution, 
implicating that a strong union work-place organization is of significance for 
this process. However, the definition of collective interests, which is the base 
(although not sufficient) for collective action and organization, can also 
emerge from social and family networks, and the sense of grievances that the 
interests are based on may refer to situations and conditions within a specific 
workplace but also to conditions regarding distributional patterns within 
society. This implicates that class background, class identity and ideological 
approaches may also be significant. Since ideology is used to frame issues of 
injustice and the perception of the relationship between employees and em-
ployers, Kelly argues it plays a significant role in the process of understand-
ing the individual behavior and attitudes of workers towards employers 
(Kelly, 1997, 1998, p. 29, 126-127; Frege & Kelly, 2003).  

In support of mobilization theory, Brown Johnson and Jarley (2004) and 
Buttigieg et al. (2008) finds that perceptions of workplace injustice in terms 

                                                      
1 If the attribution for the perceived injustice is placed on “uncontrollable forces” such as 
unemployment rates (or processes of globalization or even immigrants) the chances for col-
lective mobilization or action to occur will decrease. It is, according to mobilization theory, 
vital that the attribution is put on an agent that may actually be affected by potential mobiliza-
tion and action, and who has the power to potentially change the conditions that has caused 
grievances (Kelly, 1998, pp. 29-30).  



 4 

of distributions and procedures have a stronger influence on workers’ will-
ingness to participate in industrial action than instrumentality. They further 
find that group identity in the workplace and attribution has a positive influ-
ence on the willingness to act (Brown Johnson & Jarley, 2004, p. 556; Butti-
gieg et al., 2008). These results thus suggest that the effects of instrumentali-
ty and job (dis)satisfaction may be mediated through group identity, percep-
tions of (in)justice and attribution. Hence, the issue of what shapes percep-
tions of (in)justice, attribution and identity becomes relevant. Social 
support/norms, in terms of social pressure and/or support of striking from 
co-workers, family and friends, has been found to affect strike propensity in 
previous studies (Akkerman et al., 2013; Martin, 1986; McClendon & Klaas, 
1993). However, it is difficult to clarify what mechanisms affect the occur-
rence of social support in previous studies. By focusing on class position, 
class identity and class background, this study investigates if and how social 
support is related to these aspects. The hypothesis is that class background 
and class identity may explain variation in social support, as well as different 
perceptions of (in)justice and attribution affecting attitudes towards industri-
al action.  

Context 
The context may also affect different attitudes towards industrial action. In 
contrast to the Anglo-Saxon contexts of most previous studies (see Brown 
Johnson & Jarley, 2004, p. 556; Buttigieg et al., 2008; Darlington, 2012), 
Sweden is characterized by a high degree of cooperation between the parties 
in the labor market. In the terms of Richard Hyman (2001), the Swedish 
trade union movement contains features of social integration, with focus on 
cooperation and mutual solutions rather than conflict (pp. 46-47). Although 
the relationship between strong labor market institutions and industrial peace 
should not be exaggerated, since the political influence of the labor move-
ment and the employers respectively is also central (Korpi, 1981), evidence 
suggest strong corporative systems in the labor market generate high degrees 
of industrial peace (Brandl & Traxler, 2009). Periods of high degrees of con-
flict in Sweden in the past have also coincided with weakened political in-
fluence of the labor movement, and/or growth of income inequalities (Kelly, 
1998; Korpi, 1981; Thörnqvist, 1994, 2007). However, this pattern has been 
weakened since the 1990s, since when Sweden has experienced increased 
income inequalities, particularly between classes, and significantly weaker 
political power of the labor movement while at the same time industrial con-
flicts have remained at relatively low levels (Bergholm & Bieler, 2013; 
Grape et al., 2007; Thörnqvist, 2007).2 Meanwhile, increased competition 
                                                      
2 Official statistics of strike activity in Sweden show a relatively stable pattern as of the 1970s 
and onward, with a few exceptions (mainly the general strike in 1980). However, if wild-cat 



 5 

and slimed production systems have made many companies increasingly 
vulnerable to industrial action, while at the same time threats of moving 
production has made trade unions more cautious to act (Thelen, 2001, p. 77). 
According to Bergholm and Bieler (2013), the increased internationalization 
of the capitalist economy has, in the Swedish context, mainly gained the 
employers due to actual increase of transnational production (p. 57). This 
may have affected the ability for trade unions to successfully use (threats of) 
industrial action. Since the perception of the power balance in the labor mar-
ket may differ between unions and its members/employees (Hyman, 2001), 
it is still unclear to what degree this development has affected employees’ 
attitudes towards industrial action.  

Methodology 
Aiming to better understand the complexity of the phenomenon at hand, this 
study uses a mixed-methods approach including quantitative and qualitative 
methods and data in the form of statistical analysis and in-depth interviews. 
Moran-Ellis et al. (2006) discuss the use of mixed-methods in terms of inte-
gration, arguing that the different methods/materials preferably should 
“stand on their own feet”, but at some point need to be integrated to answer 
the research question (pp. 51-52). Integration may occur in the collection of 
data, in the analysis or in theoretical interpretations. In this study, integration 
primarily occurs at the point of analysis and theoretical interpretation (Mo-
ran-Ellis et al., 2006, pp. 54-55). A technique that suites this purpose is pat-
tern matching (see Harding and Seefeldt, 2013). Pattern matching is used to 
examine if expected patterns, that is patterns that should exist if certain 
mechanisms are at work (among which some may have been found in the 
statistical analysis), exist in the data. Combined with analytical techniques of 
contrasting and comparing different cases, it is then possible to investigate 
how the processes of certain mechanisms work and to find unexpected 
mechanisms not detected in the statistical analysis (Harding & Seefeldt, 
2013, pp. 94ff). This approach seemed fruitful to use in this study to be able 
to compensate for unobservables in the quantitative data and to, with more 
in-depth information, better understand the processes at hand. Some con-
cepts of interest in this study, in particular social (class) identity, (in)justice 
and instrumentality verses ideology, may be difficult to fully grasp within 
the range of survey data, and the possibility to understand complex phenom-
ena generally increases by integrating different methods (Moran-Ellis et al., 
2006, p. 48). Because information on class identity, class background and 
ideology did not exist in the statistical material, the choice to use different 
                                                                                                                             
strikes are taken into consideration, Sweden experienced a conflict peak during the 1970 and 
80s. Since then, wild-cat strikes have been diminishing (Thörnqvist 1994, 2007). 
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methods was also pragmatic As argued by Patricia Fosh (1993), the concept 
of ideology verses instrumentality is not clear-cut, and many union mem-
bers’ display some amount of both of these often considered opposing orien-
tations towards the union and union activities, depending on the context 
(Fosh, 1993, pp. 579-580, see also Kjellberg, 2001, p. 198).  With qualitative 
data, such nuances are more easily detected. My assumption is that this is the 
case with social identity and (in)justice as well. For instance, identification 
may be strong or weak and it may come and go depending on the situation. 
Individuals may also possess more than one identity that is of significance 
for understanding the formation of attitudes, and grievances may be more or 
less collective and not simply either or (cf. Kelly, 1997, 1998).  

Quantitative data and operationalization 
The statistical data used in this study is taken from a postal survey conducted 
in conjunction with the Labor force survey of 2006, gathered by Statistics 
Sweden. It consists of 1851 respondents, with a response rate of approxi-
mately 52 percent out of everyone asked to participate. Out of those who 
agreed to participate, 72 percent responded. The population contains Swe-
dish employees aged 18-64, which is the population used in this study. The 
data is somewhat unevenly distributed in certain aspects. For instance, 55 
percent of the respondents are women and union density within the investi-
gated population exceeds the union density among Swedish employees at the 
time of the investigation. 83.5 percent of the investigated population stated 
that they were organized in a union, while the figure for union density 
among Swedish employees in general at the time (2006) was 78 percent 
(Bengtsson, 2008).  

The dependent variable measures attitudes towards industrial action on a 
scale from 1 to 5; 1 meaning the respondent does not agree trade unions 
should take industrial action more frequently than today and 5 meaning the 
respondent agrees to a very high degree that trade unions should take indus-
trial action more frequently than today.3 Independent variables included in 
the analysis are age, gender, union membership, sector of employment, em-
ployment rate, size of workplace and social class. Class is operationalized in 
accordance with SEI (socio-economic index), including five categories: un-
skilled workers (code 11+12), skilled workers (code 21+22), lower-level 
white collar (code 33+36), middle-level white collar (code 46) and higher-
level white collar (code 56+57). 

Three mediating variables – work influence, wage and perceived ability to 
find a new job - were also included in the analysis to examine possible mo-

                                                      
3 In the descriptive analysis the categories “Very high degree” and “High degree” and “Low 
degree” and “Very low degree/not at all” has been merged to the categories “High degree” 
and “Low degree,” respectively.  



 7 

tives for industrial action in accordance with the theoretical approaches. It is 
reasonable to assume that influence on several aspects regarding the work 
situation - including the wage and participation and control of job assign-
ments and working hours - varies between class locations (Bengtsson, 2008; 
Korpi, 1985; Wright, 1997). The assumption is not just that that low individ-
ual influence gives rise to a greater need for collective action and vice versa, 
but also that it may explain some of the variance between different class 
locations (i.e. an indirect effect). The degree of work influence is measured 
using a battery of questions transformed into a summarized index (al-
pha=0.86), where the high scores reflect high degree of influence and vice 
versa. Included measures regard the structure of the workday, work assign-
ments, weekly working hours etc. To measure the influence of wages, in-
formation about the respondents’ wages is used. The variable is divided into 
four categories: 5000-19999 SEK, 20000-24999 SEK, 25000-34999 SEK, 
35000 SEK or more. Correlation between class and income on the one hand, 
and income and attitudes towards industrial action on the other thus indicates 
whether or not the wage affects attitudes towards industrial action. The per-
ceived ability to find a new job is used as a proxy for security in the labor 
market. As observed by Narisada & Schieman (2016), job security and fi-
nancial security reduces job dissatisfaction related to unfair pay. According-
ly, the perceived ability to find a new job may affect the perceived need for 
collective action and thus also attitudes towards industrial action. The varia-
ble is measured using a battery of questions - where the respondents’ state to 
what degree they believe they could find another job equal to or better than 
their current one at the same or another employer - transformed into an in-
dex. The included variable is a scale where the higher scores reflect a high 
perceived ability to find a new job and lower scores reflects a low perceived 
ability (alpha=0.91). The data was analyzed using descriptive statistics and 
OLS regression.  

Qualitative data, selection and analytical strategy 
The qualitative material consists of ten in-depth interviews conducted at 
separate occasions during 2013-2014. A combination of random and purpos-
ive selection was used. It was random with regard to variation between and 
within certain categories such as class, gender, sector, age and size of work-
place, and purposive to the extent that certain characteristics (for instance 
being male, working class and working within the private sector) were of 
particular interest due to their possible significance for understanding the 
processes investigated (Harding & Seefeldt, 2013, pp. 102-103). I mainly 
used a so-called snowball selection strategy when finding respondents. The 
respondents vary in age between 26-60 years, and in occupation (factory 
workers, assistant nurse, social workers, finance/banking workers, kindergar-
ten teachers, nurses, and bus/taxi drivers), gender, class location, sector, size 
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of work-place and type of employment contract. All interviews were con-
ducted similarly: broad and open questions about industrial action, the union 
and class where asked in the style of semi-structured interviews.  

The analytical strategy used was thematic qualitative analysis (TQA), in 
which a second-ordered construction, in which the narratives of the respond-
ents are interpreted in the research context (Aspers, 2001), was created in a 
thematic order. This implicates that the focus of the analysis was on themes 
found in the material and further related to the theories rather than to person-
al narratives. This analytical strategy suited the aim of pattern matching 
(Harding & Seefeldt, 2013) and the purpose of trying to identify possible 
mechanisms rather than generalize well. 

Results 

Statistical analysis 
Table 1 and 2 reports distributions of different attitudes towards industrial 
action. The results in Table 1 show that the largest proportion of Swedish 
employees agrees with the statement that trade unions should take industrial 
action more frequently. 37 percent declare that the statement meets their 
opinion to a high degree, 30 percent state that it meets their opinion to nei-
ther a high nor low degree, and 33 percent states that it meets their opinion 
to a low degree. Although the opinions are evenly spread, the results indicate 
relatively strong support for industrial action among Swedish employees and 
a relatively high potential for mobilizing employees to take industrial action.  
 
 
Table 1. Opinion distribution among Swedish employees on frequency of trade 
union involvement in industrial action (percent).  
High degree 37 

Neither high nor low degree 30 

Low degree 33 

Total 100 

Total n 1,587 
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Table 2. Frequency of trade union involvement in industrial action. Opinion distri-
bution among Swedish employees by class, gender and sector (percent). 
 Unskilled 

workers 
Skilled workers Lower white-

collar 
Middle white-
collar 

Higher white-
collar 

Men Private Public Private Public Private Public Private Public Private Public 

High degree 47 35 38 46 32 53 26 40 15 26 

Neither 
high/low 

29 35 36 31 21 33 27 37 22 24 

Low degree 24 30 26 23 47 14 47 23 63 50 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Women Private Public Private Public Private Public Private Public Private Public 

High degree 51 55 59 61 32 43 26 40 17 22 

Neither 
high/low 

29 32 26 27 27 34 30 37 23 29 

Low degree 20 13 15 12 41 23 34 23 60 49 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 

The results in Table 2 indicate that class is associated with attitudes to-
wards industrial action. However, the results also suggest that class and gen-
der may interact. Female workers, both skilled and unskilled, consistently 
present more militant attitudes compared to male workers, both within the 
private and public sectors. The category presenting the highest degrees of 
militant attitudes is skilled female workers within the public sector, a catego-
ry dominated by low paid jobs such as assistant nurses. Among male work-
ers, the most militant category is unskilled workers in the private sector. 
Moreover, the results indicate that sector of employment influence attitudes 
towards industrial action. Employees within the public sector present higher 
degrees of militant attitudes in all categories except for unskilled male work-
ers, where the association is reverse. The category of unskilled male workers 
in the public sector is, however, very small and only contains 20 observa-
tions; thus this result should be interpreted with caution. Another category 
that stands out is men in the lower-level white- collar position who work in 
the public sector. Compared with women in the same position, and with men 
and women in the lower level white-collar category working in the private 
sector and men and women in the middle- and higher-level white collar posi-
tions working within both the private and the public sector - this category 
presents significantly higher degrees of militant attitudes. This particular 
category appears to be more comparable with both female and male skilled 
workers than other white-collar workers in terms of militant attitudes. 

Table 3 reports the results from the OLS regression in four different mod-
els. Model I includes social class and control variables. In Model II, III and 
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IV, the potentially mediating variables wage, work influence and perceived 
ability to find a new job are included. 

The findings in Model I suggest, in accordance with the hypothesis, that 
class location has a strong influence on attitudes towards industrial action. 
Unskilled workers show the highest degree of militant attitudes, followed by 
skilled workers, lower-level white collar, middle-level white collar and final-
ly higher-level white collar. Individuals organized in a union present a high-
er degree of militant attitudes compared with non-organized individuals. The 
same association is found among individuals working in the public sector 
compared with individuals working in the private sector and for individuals 
working in large workplaces compared with smaller ones. Age shows a 
small negative effect, indicating that younger individuals have more militant 
attitudes than older individuals. Gender and type of employment contract 
show no significant effects on attitudes towards industrial action.  

As indicated in the descriptive statistics, gender may interact with class. 
When controlled for, this interaction effect (not presented) does not show a 
statistically significant effect. In a bivariate analysis, gender presents signifi-
cant effect, indicating that women to higher degree present militant attitudes 
than men. When controlled for sector of employment this effect disappear, 
suggesting it is the strongly segregated Swedish labor market, where women 
to a higher degree than men work within low paid jobs in the public sector 
(Boye et al., 2014), that causes the impact of gender. 

Model II shows that wage, as predicted, has a strong influence on atti-
tudes towards industrial action. The lower the wage, the higher the probabil-
ity to agree that unions should take industrial action more frequently. Since 
the effect of class is quite strongly reduced by wage, the findings also sug-
gest that the wage partly explains variation in attitudes between different 
class locations. Although reduced, statistically significant differences with 
regard to class location are still shown in Model II, with the exception of the 
category lower-level white collar. The result for size of workplace and union 
membership is quite similar to Model I. However, concerning sector the 
effect is reduced when controlled for wage. This result indicates that some of 
the variation between sector and attitudes towards industrial action is ex-
plained by the differences in wages between the public and private sector.  

When the variable work influence is included in Model III, the effect of 
class is further reduced. This finding suggests that also work influence ex-
plains some of the variance in attitudes towards industrial action between 
different class locations. Another interesting result in Model III is that the 
effect of wage is also reduced when controlled for work influence. Although 
this result may not be very surprising per se, the individual effects of class 
location, wage and work influence, as well as how they affect each other, 
indicates a complex relationship of factors affecting militant attitudes. For 
example, the result indicates that poor working conditions may partly be 
compensated by wage.  
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Model IV shows that, in contrast to the hypothesis, the perceived ability 
to find a new job has no statistically significant effect on attitudes towards 
industrial action. The effects of class, wage and work influence are only 
marginally reduced in this model, suggesting that this variable does not ex-
plain much of the remaining variance between different class locations. 
 
Table 3. Probability to agree that Unions should be more involved in Industrial 
Action. OLS. 
 Model I Model II Model III Model IV 

Class (ref: Higher-level white-collar)     

Unskilled workers 1.06*** 0.55*** 0.43*** 0.43*** 

Skilled workers 0.92*** 0.46*** 0.37** 0.37*** 

Lower-level withe-collar 0.58*** 0.22 0.17 0.16 

Middle-level white-collar 0.47*** 0.27** 0.22* 0.22* 

Gender (ref: Men)     

Women 1.10 -0.03 -0.05 -0.06 

Union membership (ref: Non-org.)     

Organized 0.57*** 0.52*** 0.51*** 0.50*** 

Sector of empl. (ref: Private)     

Public 0.26*** 0.16* 0.17* 0.16* 

Type of empl. contract (ref: Temporary)     

Permanent -0.16 0.04 -0.03 -0.02 

Size of workplace (ref: 1-9)     

500 or more 0.23* 0.29** 0.21* 0.21 

100-499 0.10 0.12 0.05 0.04 

50-99 0.16 0.17 0.11 0.11 

10-49 0.08 0.08 0.03 0.04 

Age -0.01* -0.003 -0.003 -0.01 

Wage (ref: 35,000 or more)     

5 - 19,999  1.04*** 0.90*** 0.85*** 

20 - 24,999  0.75*** 0.66*** 0.63*** 

25 - 34,999  0.48*** 0.43*** 0.40** 

Work influence   -0.19*** -0.18*** 

Percieved substitutability    -0.07 

R2 (adjusted) 0.14 0.17 0.18 0.18 

Constant 2.14*** 1.55*** 2.33*** 2.70*** 

Total n 1482 1482 1482 1482 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
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Interview analysis 
The findings in the statistical analysis indicate that class location has a 
strong influence on different attitudes towards industrial action among Swe-
dish employees. The results further indicate that wage and work influence 
explain some of the variance between different class locations. However, 
some of the variance is still unexplained by these factors, and the aim is to 
try and identify further factors that may help explain this variance, and to 
develop a deeper understanding about when and how different factors or 
mechanisms come into play. 

The need for industrial action as collective means; when, how and why? 
The findings in the statistical analysis indicate that the support for industrial 
action is relatively strong among Swedish employees in general, independent 
of class position. In the qualitative study, all informants expressed somewhat 
positive attitudes towards industrial action, and they all expressed that indus-
trial action, primarily in the form of strikes or even the threat of strikes, is 
the most effective weapon (if not the only one) that employees have if they 
wish to influence their working life situation. This was argued with reference 
to differences in power balance between employees and employers, where 
employers’ resources were acknowledged as collective rather than individu-
al. As expressed by one of the informants: 
 
Woman (26, middle-level white collar): And then it is that you notice that the em-
ployer has a lot of power, and that you don’t have much to say on your own. For that 
reason, I think it is positive to have an organization behind me, where we can make 
things happen together. 
 

Some of the informants further discussed this issue in terms of a variety 
depending on occupation, education and class, arguing that the required level 
of skills and expertise affects the substitutability within an occupation, partly 
consistent with results from previous studies (Berglund & Furåker, 2003; 
Bengtsson, 2008). Others believed this type of collective action to be more 
or less equally important for all categories of employees. In this respect, 
different degrees of skills scarcity, partly varying by branches, was the main 
argument for (perceived or believed) different needs of industrial action. 
Nevertheless, personal skills with regard to negotiations were another factor 
that several informants believed might affect the need for collective action, 
particularly among more skilled workers/employees. As expressed by one 
informant: 
 
Man (31, higher-level white collar): Some individuals are capable of negotiating by 
themselves, and to be strong and manage to get through both one thing and another. 
Just to dare to stand up for one self. But some people don’t have that ability, and 
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maybe then it is nice to be included in a group, and that the union speaks for them. 
[…] (Particularly) In branches were the employees are more exposed, where… you 
earn a lot less, the employment terms are a lot worse… like night work and a lot of 
dangerous work activities. It’s not like that where I work. 
 

These aspects, particularly the individual ability to negotiate, were thus 
mainly related to the perceived personal benefits of collective action, that is 
instrumentality, rather than to collective benefits or solidarity.   

The informants were furthermore quite unanimous regarding for what is-
sues industrial action such as strikes is motivated to use. As was shown in 
the statistical analysis, wages and work influence appear to affect attitudes 
towards industrial action. In the qualitative material, the informants also 
highlighted wages, working conditions/environment and, in some cases, job 
maintenance. Especially among women working in the public sector, work-
ing conditions and staffing were highlighted as important issues. The issue 
among these informants seemed to be workloads and understaffing, and a 
few of them discussed overtime bans as potentially effective weapons. For 
these women, issues of workloads were sometimes more important than 
wages in terms of attitudes towards industrial action. As expressed by one 
informant: 
 
Woman (30, higher-level white collar): I think that the working environment many 
times… in many fields and within many occupations, it is overlooked in favour of 
wages. I imagine that the union… It is easier to discuss numbers, those issues are 
easier to pursue, than to discuss issues of understaffing and so on, I believe.  […] 
But… issues of staffing and working conditions and such… Maybe there is too little 
done about that. Too little action. Strike might be an option for that. 
 

Although this particular informant did not work within a highly paid oc-
cupation (social worker) compared to other occupations that demand a simi-
lar length of education and expertise, the wage was not considered the most 
important issue. She claimed that a relatively low wage was expected within 
the occupation, but that a functioning working life and environment was 
something she demanded from the employer. Thus, depending on individual 
expectations, but also actual material conditions, different issues might be 
considered to be of greater importance. When wages were discussed it be-
came clear that this issue is primarily seen in relative terms, rather than in 
absolute terms. Most of the informants believed industrial action to be a 
legitimate action to take with the aim of fighting for better wages if and 
when the wage in a particular occupation was considered low compared with 
similar occupations, or if the wage growth was low compared with the gen-
eral wage growth. Both wages and working conditions are thus discussed as 
motives for industrial action in terms of what is perceived as just.  
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The informants further differed somewhat with regard to what extent in-
dustrial action was perceived as legitimate. Some of the informants - mainly 
the ones belonging to middle- and higher-level white collar categories but 
also one informant in the (unskilled) working class category - expressed the 
need for cautious use of strikes due to a perceived shared responsibility be-
tween employees and employers for the wellbeing of the company or organi-
zation. Others discussed the need for caution with reference to the possible 
outcome, i.e., in strategic/instrumental terms. These two positions appear to 
be partly opposite. The strategic position was expressed in terms of choosing 
to fight for the most important issues, in terms of what would best engage 
the employees to take action, while the other position was expressed in terms 
of responsibility. In these discussions, partly different views of the relation-
ship between employers and employees became visible. Although all in-
formants perceived employers’ and employees’ interests as opposed to some 
degree, the informants who expressed some kind of shared responsibility 
also tended to tone down the opposition between the two parties. They tend-
ed to discuss both working conditions and wages from the perspective of the 
employer, in terms of what was perceived as beneficial for the employer 
rather than for the employees. Moreover, in discussions of potential con-
flicts, the employers’ perspective was taken into account in a much more 
obvious way. For example, one informant discussed (potential) conflicts 
within the export industries as follows: 
 
Man (31, higher-level white collar): In the export industries, there is an obvious 
responsibility for the union not to put the companies in a situation where they might 
lose competitiveness due to high costs leading to higher prices on their products, so 
that no one will buy them and… In those situations, the unions have to; somehow, 
accept the situation of the global competition. 
 

This may be related to Kelly’s discussion on the significance of attribu-
tion, and the “stereotyping of the management” (Kelly, 1997, p. 407) in the 
process of mobilizing employees to participate in industrial action. Although 
transnational competition may to some degree function as an obstacle for 
industrial action, the way individuals perceive this still partly depends on 
one’s world views. The informants who expressed this more understanding, 
and less opposing, position also lacked strong union representation/leaders, 
in their workplaces (and/or were not affiliated with a union themselves), a 
factor considered as important in the process of creating attribution.  

However, the link between strong workplace organization and attribution 
is not all that clear. Kelly discusses the role of the (union) leader as im-
portant for the process of attribution, and the creation of the management as 
the “out-group.” In some cases though, the informants who expressed per-
ceptions of attributing the management for (their) feelings of deprivation or 
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injustice also expressed dissatisfaction with both the local and central union 
leadership in this specific matter. As expressed by one informant: 
 
Man (60, skilled worker): It is also a problem that, when the union threaten with 
taking action, as they have lately… […] The demand that has been issued, and 
which they say they are prepared to fight for, it is so microscopic that it arouses no 
enthusiasm what so ever among the members. Rather, the members ask themselves, 
is this really worth striking for? We have more to lose from striking than winning if 
the demand is meat. […] So really, the union kills the will to fight among the mem-
bers by demanding so little. So that it is not worth the trouble. 
 

Although this quotation highlights the significance of the union leadership 
in the process of mobilizing members to take part in strikes, it also points to 
the fact that it may very well work both ways. Depending on how the union 
leader acts, he/she may be able to inspire the members or not, even in cases 
were the issue of group cohesion/identification and attribution are already 
met. This highlights the significance of choosing strategically what issues to 
fight for in the process of mobilization. It also points to the fact that there 
may exist a discrepancy between the union and its members (as well as po-
tential members) regarding the perception of its ultimate goals and function 
(cf. Hyman, 2001) that affects potential mobilization and attitudes. 

Senses of relative deprivation, injustice and social identification 
All the informants expressed that some kind of redistribution of wealth was 
for the good of society, and they all considered that too excessive wage dis-
crepancies were disadvantageous and partly unjust in general and a motive to 
take industrial action. They differed, however, in how they related to their 
co-workers and whether or not they ascribed themselves any group-
identities. The informants who expressed that industrial action should be 
used with caution with regard to the wellbeing of the employer did not ex-
press any strong sense of group-identification with either co-workers or 
class, in contrast to the opposite position where in most cases both identifica-
tion with the co-workers and class identification was expressed.  

The in-group identification with one’s co-workers became visible mainly 
if, how, and to what degree the informants discussed work-related problems 
such as wage and working conditions in terms of a collective issue. For ex-
ample, some informants regarded individually based wages as unjust, and 
highlighted the significance of equal pay for equal work within the work 
place as an important aspect. These informants who emphasized the wellbe-
ing of the group, and of all of their co-workers, also tended to express more 
positive attitudes towards industrial action. As mentioned previously, this 
was also related to a more clearly opposing position towards the employer. 
The problems identified, especially those regarding the working environment 
(such as work-loads and hiring principles) were attributed to the employer in 
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terms of responsibility, and for that reason they were also thought to be re-
solvable by the employer. Furthermore, if necessary, industrial action was 
perceived as a means that could be used for exerting pressure for change. 
The informants who did not express this sense of identification with ones co-
workers tended to express more accepting attitudes towards work-related 
problems and the employer, and discussed the issues on more individual 
levels. One informant discussed the topic of working-hours and wages in the 
following manner: 
 
Man (40, unskilled worker): I don’t know, I think maybe I am a quite accepting 
person somehow. Like, if there are certain conditions, then I think, well this is what 
it is. Then I can choose to work or not. […] Then I can rather choose another job. 
I’m not much for complaining. The way I see it, I chose this job. 
 

This informant expresses individual responsibility for his situation rather 
than attribute it to the employer. The solution is also expressed in individual 
terms; either you accept the situation as it is or you may choose to leave. 
According to Kelly (1998), the signing of an employment contract is often 
used by the employers as a means to legitimize certain conditions, including 
conditions that might be perceived as dissatisfactory. In these situations, 
Kelly argues that the need for a leader to transform the feelings of discontent 
into feelings of injustice and a (possible) will to act is important. This partic-
ular informant, however, was employed in an industry with low degrees of 
union affiliation, combined with high degrees of competition between work-
ers, which seems to have affected his position. Instead of collective action, 
he leans towards an exit-strategy. 

Regarding class, it seems that (perceptions of one’s) class background 
may be almost as important as current class position in the process of creat-
ing a class identity among the informants. Class background, particularly 
how the informants perceive it, also appears to have a strong influence on 
current attitudes towards industrial action. Although current class position 
matters in the sense that it affects the actual wages and working conditions, 
as shown in the results in the statistical analysis, class background, and (the 
occurrence or absence of) class identity, appears to have a stronger influence 
on perceptions of justice with regard to distributional patterns and wages 
among the informants, and accordingly also affects attitudes towards indus-
trial action. This was particularly evident among the informants who main-
tained they grew up in a working class environment, but currently obtained a 
position they themselves defined as middle-class. The identification with a 
social class, both in terms of background and/or current situation, further 
appears to be related to broader political and ideological views, which was in 
several cases derived from the childhood environment. This in turn affects 
attitudes towards industrial action. As expressed by one informant: 
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Woman (26, middle-level white collar): I think that, spontaneously, I have always 
felt that the labour movement is something nice. How it has evolved and… That 
workers have improved their rights and that they have fought together for that. I 
think that, it is because of my background that I feel positively for that.  
 

Growing up in an environment where political issues were discussed, par-
ticularly issues regarding the labor market and class, appears to have affect-
ed the informants’ current perceptions of justice, and their attitudes towards 
industrial action. This was also evident when it came to personal experiences 
of (the effects of) class society. Experiences of inequalities and deprivation, 
related to class background, or a lack of these experiences, appear to have 
influenced the informants’ worldviews and how they perceive the current 
society. One informant, for instance, discussed her experiences of growing 
up in an environment where “everyone’s parents worked in home care ser-
vices or in a factory” as constituting for why she felt it was important to fight 
for a more equal world, to which the use of industrial action was included. 
This was also related to later experiences of the informant, when relative 
deprivation became visible due to increased contact with more privileged 
groups in society. However, the informants who did not grow up in such an 
environment, and who had not experienced the contrasts between privileged 
and underprivileged groups during their youth, tended to present more nega-
tive attitudes towards industrial action, independent of current class position. 
As expressed by one informant, for instance: 
 
Man (40, unskilled worker): I grew up in the north. Then there were no big differ-
ences between rich and poor. And so I didn’t really think about those things. […] I 
thought that most people were on the same level. […] And, my parents, we never 
participated in any mayday demonstrations, they were not politically active. Had 
they been, maybe I would have thought of those things. But as a child I never did. 
We never discussed things like class, or things like that. 
 

Even though he maintained that he had later on learned that in other plac-
es in Sweden the differences between classes was more obvious, the child-
hood environment appear to have affected his current perception of society, 
as well as his current view on justice and industrial action.  

Discussion 
Five different variables present significant effect on attitudes towards indus-
trial action in the statistical analysis: class, union membership, sector of em-
ployment, size of workplace and age. Gender and type of employment con-
tract show no significant effect, and when controlled for wage the effect of 
age disappears. Out of the three mediating variables, wage and work influ-
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ence also show significant effects while perceived ability to find a new job 
does not.  

That union membership presents significant effect is not very surprising, 
since membership in a union in itself indicates positive attitudes towards 
collective mobilization and union activity. The result for sector of employ-
ment is more interesting. Although it is not very surprising that public sector 
employees have more positive attitudes towards industrial action than private 
sector employees considering the general wage gap between the two catego-
ries (Boye et al., 2014), it is interesting to find that statistically significant 
differences remain after controlling for both wage and work influence. Con-
sidering that the models also control for union membership and size of 
workplace, which is argued to generate higher union density in the public 
sector (Scheuer, 2011), the result becomes even more striking. One possible 
interpretation of this finding is that Swedish public sector employees to a 
higher degree than private sector employees belong to the ideological left 
(Berglund & Furåker, 2003; Svallfors, 2004). However, this interpretation 
cannot be controlled for in this analysis. The result for size of workplace is 
quite expected. Most previous studies present associations between size of 
workplace and union membership. Even if union membership is controlled 
for, it is likely that union activity in the workplace is more frequently occur-
ring in larger workplaces than in smaller ones. The ability for union activists 
and leaders to mobilize and affect the employees’ attitudes thus probably 
increases (cf. Kelly, 1998).  

Age is another interesting variable in this analysis. Although the effect of 
age disappears when controlled for wage, the original finding that younger 
individuals present more positive attitudes towards industrial action than 
older individuals is quite surprising. In most studies investigating union or-
ganization, younger individuals are found to have a lower propensity than 
older individuals to be organized (Scheuer, 2011; Kjellberg, 2001, 2010). In 
contrast, the result in this study indicates that young employees are more 
militant than older employees. Thus, it appears that young individuals do not 
necessarily present negative attitudes towards collective action and the union 
per se.  

As expected, the effect of class is strong. The categories unskilled and 
skilled workers present the most positive attitudes towards industrial action 
whereas the category higher-level white collar workers present the most 
negative attitudes. When controlled for wage and work influence, the effect 
of class is reduced. This indicates that material aspects of the working life 
affecting job (dis)satisfaction, which varies by class location, strongly affect 
attitudes towards industrial action. The results thus indicate that depending 
on class location, the (perceived) need to act collectively differs. However, 
not all of the variance between different class locations is explained by these 
factors. In the qualitative analysis, the results suggest that, among other as-
pects, perceptions and experiences of class background and class identifica-
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tion, affecting one’s perceptions of (in)justice, contribute to explain different 
attitudes towards industrial action as well. Particularly the perception of 
one’s class background appears to be important in terms of shaping one’s 
experiences and perceptions of inequalities and (in)justice, affecting the atti-
tudes towards industrial action. Although material factors such as working 
conditions and wages are also highlighted as important factors shaping dif-
ferent attitudes towards industrial action, it appears that different strategies 
may be preferred in terms of handling job dissatisfaction, depending on so-
cial identification, perceptions of (in)justice and ideology. Because these 
factors also affect the view on the relationship between the employees and 
the employer, it appears that those who identify with their co-workers and 
view the employer as a counterpart responsible for solving work-related 
issues present more militant attitudes than those who possess a weaker iden-
tification with the co-workers, and who are also less likely to attribute re-
sponsibility to the employer. These individuals may instead choose individu-
al strategies, such as individual negotiations or exit strategies instead of col-
lective mobilization and industrial conflict (cf. Brown Johnson & Jarley, 
2004). However, it may also be that union activity and presence at the work-
place affect these different attitudes and strategies. That union activity in the 
workplace affects collective mobilization in terms of both union density and 
actual strike activity has been observed in previous studies (Törnqvist, 1994; 
Kjellberg, 2001; Waddington, 2014), and as argued in mobilization theory 
the leaders ability to mobilize members for industrial action is crucial (Kelly, 
1998). The results in this study are ambiguous in this respect. Although it 
appears that individuals working in organizations where the union is more 
active present more positive attitudes towards industrial action and vice ver-
sa, none of the informants actually highlight the presence of union leaders as 
significant for their attitudes. In contrast, it seems that choosing strategically 
important issues to fight for has a stronger influence on the attitudes towards 
industrial action. Thus, instrumental reasons may be more significant in 
shaping individuals attitudes towards industrial action, along with social 
identification and ideological worldviews affecting perceptions of 
(in)justice.  

Conclusion 
If attitudes towards industrial action are considered a proxy for the willing-
ness to participate in industrial action, which in turn is an indication of the 
strength of a union movement, the results in this study indicate that the Swe-
dish trade union movement in general and the LO federations in particular 
have access to quite strong power resources among their members in terms 
of potential mobilization for action. The analytical results in this study fur-
ther indicate that class, both in terms of a material positions affecting power 
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relations between employees and employers and working conditions and 
influence, and in terms of social identification, play a central part in explain-
ing different attitudes towards industrial action. In line with previous re-
search (Brown Johnson & Jarley, 2004, p. 556; Buttigieg et al., 2008), the 
results further indicate that instrumentality (primarily in the sense of choos-
ing to fight for the right issue), job dissatisfaction (in terms of both wages 
and working conditions) and group identification at the workplace help ex-
plain variation in attitudes towards industrial action, both within and be-
tween different class positions. However, the results also indicate that some 
of the variance that may not be explained by material factors related to job 
dissatisfaction appears to be related to class identification and (perceptions 
of) class background, further related to ideological views affecting both per-
ceptions of (in)justice and attribution. As argued by Kelly (1998), attributing 
the employer is important in terms of collective mobilization. The results in 
this study indicate that the view of the relationship between employees and 
employers affecting attribution may lead to different strategies (individual or 
collective) in terms of how to address work-related dissatisfaction. Although 
union leaders, as indicated by previous research (Darlington, 2012), might 
have an impact in this respect, the results in this study indicate that when it 
comes to the formation of attitudes towards collective action, ideological 
views and social identification (both with co-workers and in terms of class) 
may be even more significant. 

Finally, the link between union militancy and union density, discussed in 
the introduction, varies between countries. In Sweden, where union density 
has been relatively high for quite some time, this link has been less promi-
nent compared with for instance the UK and the US (Kelly, 1998, p. 90; 
Kjellberg, 2001). However, since union density in Sweden has both fluctuat-
ed and declined in recent decades, union militancy might gain in importance. 
It may be seen as an issue of voice, i.e., member influence, and of instrumen-
tality within the union, which has been highlighted as important for union 
growth in Sweden in previous research (Kjellberg, 2001). 
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