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Chapter 28

Trade unions in Sweden: still high union
density, but widening gaps by social category
and national origin

Anders Kjellberg

Swedish industrial relations are considered to be peaceful with a high
membership density among both trade unions and employers’ associa-
tions. Seven out of ten employees are union members, and nine out
of ten employees work at employers affiliated to an employers’ association.
This high union density is promoted by several factors. First, as in
Denmark and Finland, there is the presence of state-supported union
unemployment funds, commonly known as the ‘Ghent system’. Second,
the partly centralized and partly decentralized industrial relations system
prevents fragmentary collective bargaining coverage, while the extensive
network of shop stewards and ‘union clubs' facilitates recruitment.
Sweden has a single-channel system of union representation that relies on
industry agreements in a multi-tier bargaining system. Third, there is a
high organizational rate among employers’ associations, which conclude
basic agreements and other compromises with the unions. Fourth, the
socially segregated union structure, with separate national unions and
confederations for blue-collar workers, academics and other white-collar
workers, promote cohesion within each group. Fifth, the dominance of
self-regulation via collective agreements over state regulation means that
unions have a clear role (Kjellberg 2017). One prominent aspect of this
self-regulation is that, despite the absence of extension mechanisms, 90
per cent of employees are covered by collective agreements. This is also
facilitated by the high organizational rate of employers’ associations,
mentioned above (see Table 28.1). The closest Swedish equivalent to an
extension mechanism is, as in Denmark, the permissibility of strikes and
sympathy strikes against non-organized employers who refuse to conclude
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a collective agreement. Another aspect of Swedish self-regulation is the
absence of statutory minimum wages. Sixth, we might mention the rela-
tive absence of anti-union legislation, including on industrial action.
And finally, long periods of social democratic government (1932-
1976, 1982-1990, 1994-2006 and 2014—2022) have been driven the
expansion of the welfare state, and the extensive pro-labour legislation
introduced during the 1970s. Although breaking with the principle of
self-regulation, the laws on codetermination and employment protection
extended the area of workplace negotiations to new issues. Likewise, the
law on shop stewards strengthened unions at workplace level.

Table 28.1 Principal characteristics of trade unionism in Sweden

1980 2000 2020
Total trade union membership 3,512,600 | 3,846,700 | 3,713,600
Women as a proportion of active membership 46 % 52 % 53 %
Gross union density 83 % 88 % 68 %
Net union density 82 % 81 % 64 %
Net union density (labour force surveys) 81 % (1990) 81 % 69 %**
Number of confederations 3 3 3
Number of affiliated unions (federations) 71 61 48
Number of independent unions 7 7 5
Collective bargaining coverage 90 % 88 % 90 %
Principal level of collective bargaining Cross-| Industry| Industry

industry
Days not worked due to industrial action per 1,131 0 0
1,000 workers**

Note: *4.2 million days were not worked in the ‘Great Conflict’ of 1980. There was no
large bargaining round in 2000. ** 70 % in 2021.

Source: Kjellberg (2022a, 2022b); Hillberg and Kjellstrém (2020).

Although union density is still among the highest in the world, based
on the labour force surveys, it declined from 81 per cent in 2000 to 68
per cent in 2019, but turned upwards, for the first time since the mid-
1990s, to 69 per cent in 2020 (Labour Force Surveys; Figure 28.2). As
in Denmark and Finland, the remodelling of the Ghent system played a
conspicuous role in the deterioration of union density, by considerably rais-
ing unemployment fund membership fees in Sweden in 2007-2013 when
the centre-right government was in power. Because of the linkage of fees



Sweden: Higher union density and widening gaps 1053

to unemployment among the members of each fund, blue-collar workers
were particularly hard hit as their unemployment levels tend to be higher
than those of white-collar workers. The result was a growing gap between
white-collar and blue-collar union density. A further contributory factor to
the blue-collar/white-collar divergence is the higher frequency of supple-
mentary union income insurance available to white-collar workers. This is
particularly attractive because white-collar workers” incomes are generally
higher. The declining share of blue-collar workers in the labour force, com-
bined with the growing gap between white-collar and blue-collar union
density, has resulted in a power shift within the union movement from
blue-collar to white-collar unions. Another difference in union density
rates has emerged since 2006: union density is higher among domestic-
born workers (71 per cent) than foreign-born workers (59 per cent). Many
of the latter arrived as refugees during the 2010s from non-European coun-
tries with weak union traditions and several have fixed-term jobs in low-
density industries, such as cleaning and restaurants.

Historical background and principal features
of the industrial relations system

Until the 1930s Sweden was among the countries with the highest
frequency of strikes and lockouts in the world. This changed during that
decade, when a long period of social democratic government began.
State-supported union unemployment funds, known as the ‘Ghent
systemy’, were introduced in 1935. Although it was not obligatory for
members of the unemployment funds to join the ‘corresponding’ trade
union, direct affiliation to the funds did not become common until the
economic boom of the late 1980s. Then, white-collar workers opted for
direct afhiliation, a practice that later spread to blue-collar workers and
public sector employees. The Saltsjobaden Agreement was concluded in
1938 between the blue-collar Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO,
Landsorganisationen, founded in 1898) and the Swedish Employers
Confederation (SAE, Svenska Arbetsgivareforeningen, founded in 1902).
The agreement radically improved relations between the two sides of
industry, manifested in the ‘spirit of Saltsjobaden” and the considerably
reduced frequency of strikes and lockouts. Confrontation was replaced
by a cooperative relationship between unions and employers. The cen-
tralization of LO in 1941 abolished balloting, thereby making it more
difficult to start strikes in an effort to restrain more militant members.
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There was space only for representative union democracy from then on,
as union executive committees made decisions on industrial action. Also,
the Law on Rights of Association and Negotiation (Lag om forenings- och
Jforbandlingsriitt) of 1936 paved the way for union rights among private
sector white-collar workers.

On the initiative of the employers, collective agreements were con-
cluded at peak level from the 1950s onwards, supplemented by agreements
at industry and workplace levels. With the growth of trade unions in the
public sector and white-collar cartels, collective bargaining from the 1970s
became quite complicated and the LO-SAF axis lost its privileged position.
That also prevented SAF from transforming the ‘Great Conflict’ of 1980
into an ‘investment for the future’ aimed at stopping the wage-price spiral.
Ten years later SAF changed strategy, however, and refused to participate
in centralized wage negotiations. The ambition was to achieve completely
decentralized and individualized wage setting arrangements. To prevent
such a profound shift the largest trade unions in manufacturing formed
a common cross-collar and cross-confederal front. This was extended to
‘Unions in Manufacturing’ (FI, Facken inom industrin) in 1996.

Under threat of state intervention to scale down wage increases,
before Sweden joined the European Economic and Monetary Union
(EMU), the ‘Industry Agreement’ (Industriavtalet) was signed in 1997.
This agreement is the result of close cooperation between the blue-collar
and white-collar unions in manufacturing and their negotiations with
the employers. Sweden ultimately declined to join EMU, but a new form
of coordinated bargaining was established. The ‘Industry Agreement
involves blue-collar and white-collar unions cooperating closely when
setting the benchmark for wage increases, known as the ‘industry norny,
in negotiations with employers at industry level. Under pressure from
the Social Democratic government, the Industry Agreement was consid-
ered necessary, also by the labour market parties themselves, to maintain
Swedish competitiveness by letting manufacturing set the ‘industry norm’
for the whole labour market (Kjellberg 2019). In this context, it is worth
mentioning that large transnational companies, such as ABB, Electrolux,
Ericsson and Volvo, dominate the Swedish economy. Another reason for
agreeing to wage moderation was the unions’ fear that the employers
would accelerate the relocation of production to other countries.” All in

' In 2018, 84 per cent of the employees working for the 80 largest Swedish-owned

manufacturing groups were employed abroad (Kjellberg 2021c¢).
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all, the spirit of cooperation was restored after being eroded during the
1970s wave of union-friendly legislation.

Structure of trade unions and union democracy

Sweden has the most class-based union structure in the world.
Common to other Nordic countries is the division into three confed-
erations: the blue-collar LO, the Swedish Confederation of Professional
Employees (TCO, Tjinsteminnens Centralorganisation, founded in
1944) and the Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations (Saco,
Sveriges Akademikers Centralorganisation, founded in 1947).” The strong
dominance of blue-collar unions in LO-Sweden is partly related to the
broad Swedish definition of blue-collar workers or arbetare (Kjellberg
2014). For instance, practical nurses and health care assistants, organized
in the LO-affiliated union Municipal Workers' Union (Kommunal),
but also most restaurant employees and sales employees are, in official
statistics, included under arbetare. TCO-afhliated unions represent
1.1 million active members, which is slightly fewer than the figure for
LO affiliates (1.2 million). The most important independent union is
the Association of Managerial and Professional Staff, Ledarna (managers
and supervisors). Ledarna was expelled from TCO in 1997 as a result
of a demarcation conflict arising from the union’s ambition to recruit
all managers. There are some other independent unions, although they
are smaller, such as the Dock Workers' Union (Hamnarbetarforbunder),
a breakaway from Transport (7ransportarbetareforbunder), and the ‘syndi-
calist’ Swedish Central Organization of Workers (SAC, Sveriges Arbetares
Centralorganisation), a general union founded after the LO defeat in the
great 1909 strike/lockout. Both these unions consider ballots and local
decision-making to be essential for union democracy.

Apart from the Ledarna case, because of the generally rising edu-
cational requirements, there is also intense membership competi-
tion between the large ‘vertical TCO unions (Unionen, Vision and
Fackforbunder ST [Union of Civil Servants]), which organize all kinds
of white-collar workers from the lowest to the highest grades, and the
professional unions affiliated to Saco. Unionen has nevertheless expanded

This pattern is most pronounced in Sweden, in particular since LO-Denmark merged
with the white-collar confederation corresponding to TCO.
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much more than any other union during the past ten years. Conflicts
about membership domains between other unions are muted, however.
In fact, several unions affiliated to different confederations cooperate for
bargaining purposes in different ‘constellations’ or alliances. Thus, the
constellation, “‘Unions in Manufacturing’ (FI, Facken inom industrin)
comprises the LO afhiliates IF Metall, GS-Facket (graphical and wood
workers) and Livs (food workers). The ‘6F Alliance’ consists of five LO
affiliates organizing building workers (Byggnads), painters (Mailarna),
electricians (Elektrikerna), maintenance workers (Fastighets) and commu-
nication workers (Seko). The ‘Academic Alliance’ (AkademikerAlliansen)
is the negotiation council for Saco unions in local government. Other
constellations are the Teachers’ Collaboration Council (LS, Lirarnas
Samverkansrid), the Public Employees’ Negotiation Council (OFR,
Offentliganstilldas Forhandlingsrid), the alliance of the private sector
white-collar unions (PTK, Forbandlings- och Samverkansridet PTK)
and the bargaining cartel of central government Saco unions (Saco-S).
Finally, also the Swedish Teachers’ Union (Ldrarforbundet), afhliated to
TCO, and the National Union of Teachers in Sweden (LR, Lirarnas
Riksforbund) cooperate in collective bargaining in the joint Teachers’
Collaboration Council. Those unions merged in 1 January 2023 into the
Swedish Teachers’ Union (Sveriges Lirare) (Kjellberg 2021c).

LO has the authority to adjudicate on demarcation conflicts, but not
to decide about mergers. Thus, all mergers were initiated by the trade
unions concerned. Although no merger has taken place between a blue-
collar and white-collar union, the number of LO unions has decreased
from eighteen in 2000 to fourteen in 2021 (Kjellberg 2005, 2022b).
Of them only three (electricians, painters, and musicians) are occupa-
tional unions, comprising just 3 per cent of LO represented members.
The unions organizing electricians and painters, respectively, are the only
craft unions in Sweden. Every third union member in 2020 was repre-
sented by an occupational or professional union compared with fewer
than every fifth member in 1980 in Sweden. The growth of employees
with a higher education is the main explanation of this. The increasing
membership share of occupational and professional unions in TCO has
turned into its opposite due to the rapid growth of Unionen. This union
surpassed Kommunal (LO) as Sweden’s largest union in 2015. Finally, all
Saco affiliates are professional unions. Almost all of them can be con-
sidered ‘multi-professional’ because of mergers and the broader scope of
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recruitment. In fact, one of them, SRAT, contains so many small profes-
sions that it might be labelled a ‘general union of professions’.

Figure 28.1 provides an overview of union mergers in Sweden since
2000. The largest of them is the founding of Unionen in 2008 by a
merger of the TCO union of white-collar workers in manufacturing (Sif,
Svenska Industritjinstemannaforbundet) and that in commerce and other
private services (HTE, Handelstjinstemannaforbundet). An important rea-
son for this was to prevent the employers from playing off the members
of the two unions against each other when jobs were outsourced from
manufacturing to services. The decreasing number of manufacturing
workers in the labour force in 2006 caused the LO unions Metal/ and
Industrifacket (the Industrial Union) to merge into Industrifacker Metall
(IF Metall). Instead of competing for the same category of members the
Saco unions Jusek (recruiting lawyers, economists and other professions)
and Civilekonomerna (economists) merged on 1 January 2020 to form
Akavia, the eighth largest Swedish union. Mergers are often aimed at
compensating for declining membership, making it possible to act more
effectively with sparse resources, strengthen the ability to influence public
opinion, increase visibility in media and avoid membership competition.
Name changes are part of branding strategies. Unions have abandoned
names containing zianstemdn (white-collar workers) and arbetare (blue-
collar workers) and have adopted new names, such as Unionen, Vision
and [F Merall. Lastly, since 2000 only one breakaway has occurred: mar-
itime officers from Ledarna became a Saco union in 2016.
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Table 28.2 lists the twenty largest unions based on their active mem-
bership. The table also provides information about their share of female
members and organizing domain and constellation. The four largest
LO unions — Kommunal, IF Metall, Handels and Byggnads — account
for 78 per cent of all LO members. In 2020, the LO union IF Metall
had 241,600 active members, and together with the other LO unions
in the constellation ‘FI’, this makes up a quarter of LO-affiliated mem-
bers. Although this is less than the half million Kommunal members (42
per cent), it is more than the ‘6F Alliance’, which together represents
16 per cent. Among the remaining LO-affiliated unions Handels (com-
mercial employees), Transport, HRF (hotel and restaurant workers) and
Pappers (paper workers) account for another 18 per cent. To understand
the strength of /F Metall, it should be observed that the cross-collar and
cross-confederal Unions in Manufacturing, to which /F Metall belongs,
includes Sweden’s largest union, Unionen (596,100 members, TCO) and
the largest Saco union, the Association of Graduate Engineers (Sveriges
Ingenjorer, 132,000 members). That totals 1,029,500 members, or a
third of Swedish unionists. All three unions were founded by mergers
in the new millennium: 7F Metall (2006), Sveriges Ingenjorer (2007) and
Unionen (2008). Unionen organizes more than half of the TCO-afhliated
membership. Together with Lérarforbunder (163,300 teachers), Vision
(143,100 municipal employees) and Virdforbunder (92,400 nurses), the
four largest TCO unions comprise almost 90 per cent of all TCO-affiliated
members. Within Saco (561,300 members) the four largest unions —
Sveriges Ingenjorer (132,000 graduate engineers), Akavia (100,400 law-
yers and economists), LR (64,600 teachers) and Akademikerforbundet
SSR (59,400 social workers and the like) — represent two-thirds of all
active Saco-afhiliated members. Not even the large vertical and heteroge-
neous unions contain special sections or associations representing differ-
ent groups, but the independent and multi-occupational union Ledarna
functions similarly to the multi-professional Saco-affiliated union SRAT.
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Table 28.2 The twenty largest national unions by confederation,
31 December 2020
Confederation Union Industry Constellation | Active | Female
members | share
(%)
LO Kommunal Municipal and none 518,800 78
private services
IF Metall Metal, chemical | FI 241,600 19
Handels Retail and none 129,300 62
wholesale
Byggnads Construction GF 76,000 2
Seko Railways, post | 6F 70,900 25
Transport Transport none 48,800 17
GS-facket Graphics, wood | FI 37,000 18
Hotell & Restaurang | Hospitality None 26,500 57
TCO Unionen Manufacturing | FI, PTK 596,300 44
and services
Lirarforbundet Teachers OFR, PTK, 163,300 84
LS
Vision Municipal and | OFR 143,100 72
private services
Vardférbundet Nurses, midwifes | OFR, PTK 92,400 89
and biomedical
analysts
Fackférbundet ST Civil servants OFR 67,100 62
Saco Sveriges Ingenjorer Graduate FI, PTK, 132,400 28
engineers Akad., Saco-S
Akavia Lawyers, PTK, Akad., 100,400 58
economists Saco-S
Lirarnas Riksférbund | Teachers OFR, 64,600 70
PTK, LS,
Saco-S
Akademikerforbundet | Social workers, | OFR, PTK, 59,400 81
SSR HR personnel Saco-S
Likarforbundet Swedish Medical | OFR, PTK, 38,400 54
Association Saco-S
Naturvetarna University PTK, Saco-S, 31,500 64
graduates in Akad.
natural sciences
Independent Ledarna Supervisors/ PTK, OFR 95,800 33
unions managers

Note: Unemployed included. Pensioners and students excluded.

Source: Kjellberg (2022b).
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At large and middle-sized workplaces it is common that the union
members are represented by a ‘union club’ (fackklubb, in engineering
called a ‘workshop club’, verkstadsklubb), or more correctly, one club for
each of the national unions with sufficient members willing to be elected
club president, cashier or other posts. For example, at the Sodertilje plant
of the German-owned truck manufacturer Scania there is an /F Metall
club, a Unionen club and a local Saco association for graduate engineers,
economists and other university graduates. Also Ledarna has a local asso-
ciation at Scania. As the headquarters of the company and the research
department are also located at Sodertilje, there is a very large number of
white-collar workers, which explains why the Unionen club has about
eight full-time officials paid by the company. According to law, union
representatives have the right to paid time off for union work at their
workplace, the scope and timing of which are decided in local negoti-
ations. At workplaces that do not meet the conditions for establishing
union clubs (usually because of their small size and too few members) the
union at best might have one or two workplace representatives (arbetsplar-
sombud), assisted by union officials (ombudsmdn) from the regional union
branch. The regional safety representatives obtain more than €10 million
per year from the state for their work in small companies without their
own safety representatives.

Representative democracy is a characteristic feature of the Swedish
trade union movement. For example, LO’s highest decision-making body
is the Congress (LO-kongressen), which elects the Executive Council (LOs
styrelse) and the general council (Representantskapet), the highest level
decision-making body between Congresses. The 300 delegates to the
LO Congtess are appointed by the affiliated unions according to size.
Similarly, the 300 delegates to the IF Metall Congress are elected by the
local union branches, more precisely by their general councils, which,
in turn, are elected by union clubs. No LO-affiliated union holds bal-
lots among its members during the bargaining process. Assemblies of
elected representatives take all decisions. The TCO unions of nurses and
teachers sometimes arrange advisory ballots. In October 2021 a number
of large journalists’ clubs demanded in motions to the congress of the
Union of Journalists (Journalistforbundet, also TCO) a ballot on whether
the union should sign the new basic agreement between the Bargaining
and Cooperation Council PTK, to which the union is affiliated, and the
employer confederation SN. If at least 50 per cent of the members vote,
then the ballot will be decision-making; otherwise, it is only advisory.
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Finally, Saco unions elect delegates to the Saco congress, which appoints
the executive council of the confederation.

Unionization

Swedish trade unions had 3.7 million members in 2020, including
students and pensioners. This is a decrease of 3 per cent since 2000. Net
union membership, excluding pensioners and students but including
the unemployed, has declined from 3.2 million in 2000 to 3.1 million
members in 2020. In contrast to non-Ghent countries members retain
their membership in case of unemployment. Unions seldom provide
information on how many of their members are unemployed, however.
Membership development differs between union confederations,
however (see Figure 28.2). Since 2000 LO affiliates have lost 511,000
active members, while TCO affiliates have increased by 98,600 and Saco

Figure 28.2 Total membership per union confederation, comparing 2000
with 2020

2000000

1500000

1000000
500000 ‘ ‘
, | I I-_ &- m I Il- “-
2000 2020 2000

2020 2000 2020 2000 2020 2000 2020

Total membership Active membership Unemployed Students Pensioners
uio 2016200 1432900 1753100 1241800 94600 65700 1000 17000 262100 174100
mTCco 1244600 1454700 1045500 1144100 35000 36800 66200 114200 132900 196400
™ Saco 492700 709400 386200 562700 10900 6300 76700 92900 29800 53800
Independent unions 93700 116600 78900 104300 4000 5400 100 1000 14700 11300

L0 WTCO MSaco Hindependent unions

Note: Unemployed included in active members. Unemployed in LO, TCO and
independent unions calculated from the rate of unemployment in their unemployment
funds. Saco: statistics from the unemployment fund of academics.

Source: Data obtained from trade unions.
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affiliates by 206,000. LO’s ‘market share’ dropped from 54 per cent in
2000 to 41 per cent in 2020, while TCO increased its share from 32 to
37 per cent and Saco from 11 to 18 per cent in the same period. Two-
thirds of employed union members were white-collar workers in 2020.
The growing share of white-collar workers in the labour force, combined
since 2007 with the larger drop in blue-collar union density, considerably
reduced LO’s share of active union members, including the unemployed,
between 2000 and 2020.

TCO and Saco together exceeded LO in 2008. The total number of
members represented by TCO for the first time surpassed that of LO in
2019, but LO affliates still have more active members. In other words,
TCO pensioners and students are together now more numerous than those
in LO. Also, TCO-afhiliated unions recruit more students than Saco afhili-
ates today, reflecting the intense competition between the two white-collar
confederations on university campuses. Lastly, although the independent
unions have seen some growth in their active and passive memberships,
their ‘market share’ has remained at around 3 per cent. In general, 40 per
cent of union members were employed in the public sector in 2000 and
36 per cent in 2020. In Saco this accounts for as much as 54 per cent of
its members, but in the independent unions (dominated by Ledarna) the
figure is only 22 per cent (see Table 28.3). The decline is explained by
the transformation of many public authorities into companies, privatiza-
tions and outsourcing. The growing share of union members represented
by Saco affiliates has a positive impact on the average public sector share.

Table 28.3 Public sector share of active members per union confederation,

2000-2020
LO (%) TCO (%) | Saco (%) | Independent (%) | Total (%)
2000 33 48 65 7 40
2010 32 44 57 13 39
2020 30 35 54 22 36

Note: Employees in companies owned by central or local government are classified as
private sector employees. Active members include unemployed. Saco excluding the union
of military reserve officers. Saco excluding self-employed in 2000.

Source: Kjellberg (2022b).

Although union density is still high today, it has declined consider-
ably since 2000: from 81 to 69 per cent in 2020 (see Figure 28.3). In
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a ‘Ghent’ country such as Sweden, the number of union members and
density usually increase in recessions, but the global financial crisis of
2007-2008 had no such effects as the crisis occurred during the period
(2007-2013) in which the centre-right government substantially raised
the membership fees for unemployment funds and abolished tax reduc-
tions for union fees (25 per cent) and fund fees (40 per cent) (Kjellberg
2011; Kjellberg and Ibsen 2016). During 2007 and 2008 the unions
lost 245,000 active members (180,000 from LO afhliates) and the union
unemployment funds about 400,000 members, in particular during
2007. Union density declined from 77 to 71 per cent in the short period
from 2006 to 2008.

The fees for blue-collar workers were hardest hit; total fees for mem-
bership of both a trade union and the corresponding unemployment
fund could be very high. This is the main explanation for the increasing
divergence between blue-collar and white-collar union density during the
period when fund contributions were hiked (2007-2013). Union density
was 77 per cent among both blue-collar and white-collar workers in 2006,
but by 2020 the respective figures were only 61 per cent among blue-
collar workers and 73 per cent among white-collar workers. Furthermore,
union insurance provide supplementary unemployment benefits in addi-
tion to those from unemployment funds. Access to these supplementary
benefits presupposes membership of both a union and an unemployment
fund, and also that the wage is above the ceiling of the fund insurance. The
higher wage is, the more a union member will obtain from supplementary
income insurance. Such union income insurance is more common among
and more favourable for white-collar workers, which explains the excep-
tional membership growth in the private sector white-collar Unionen.

When unemployment rose rapidly during the Covid-19 pandemic
and the government made unemployment insurance more generous, the
Ghent effect broke through with great force: people joined unions and
particularly unemployment funds on a massive scale. During March and
April 2020, the number of active union members increased by about
58,000 (Kjellberg 2020). The union unemployment funds grew three
times more or by 177,600 persons. In all, the number of union members
grew by 69,900 in 2020, of which LO affiliates accounted for 19,000,
TCO affiliates 34,300 and Saco affiliates 14,800. As a result of the
changed mode of calculation in the Building Workers’ Union, however,
real union growth was 75,100, of which LO affiliates contributed 24,200.
Union density among white-collar and blue-collar workers increased by
1 percentage point in 2020.
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Figure 28.3 Net union density for all employees, blue-collar and white-collar
workers, 2000-2020
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———total  emmmblue-collar workers white-collar workers

Note: Employees aged 16— 64 years, excluding employed full- time students.
Source: Labour force surveys.

The overall female share of active members was about the same in 2000
and 2020 (52/53 per cent), but increased in Saco afhiliates, from 48 to 56
per cent, reflecting the feminization of higher education, and decreased
from 63 to 58 per cent in TCO; the percentage has remained stable in
LO (48 per cent). Furthermore, young people are overrepresented among
blue-collar workers and in the most insecure employment forms, such as
hospitality. Half of employees aged 16-24 have a fix-termed job compared
with about 33 per cent during the early 1990s as legislative amendments
in the early 2000s made it easier for employers to hire workers on a fixed-
time basis and in the most insecure forms. Seven out of ten employees
in the same age group are blue-collar workers. Often in low-paid jobs in
private sector services, they have a limited capacity to pay contributions to
unions and unemployment funds. Therefore, the sharply raised contribu-
tions to unemployment funds from 2007 hit the youngest workers hardest.
Between 2006 and 2008 their union density dropped from 46 to 36 per
cent and has remained almost unchanged ever since.

Apart from young people, immigrants are also overrepresented among
blue-collar workers. The overall share of foreign-born members increased
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between 2003 and 2020 from 11 to 18 per cent. Growth in specific
unions was as follows: from 14 to 26 per cent in LO (reflecting the grow-
ing share of blue-collar workers born abroad); from 7 to 15 per cent in
TCO; from 8 to 15 per cent in Saco; and from 6 per cent in 2005 to 11
per cent in 2020 in the independent unions. While the unionization rate
of domestic- and foreign-born blue-collar workers in 2006 was the same
(77 per cent), this has changed today: 64 per cent of domestic-born blue-
collar workers were unionized by 2020 but only 52 per cent of foreign-
born blue-collar. Union density among foreign-born blue-collar workers
has fallen twice as much as among native-born since 2006, and three
times more between 2013 and 2018, when 375,000 refugees arrived in
Sweden and increased their share of employees. In contrast to most other
countries, asylum seekers have the right to work during the application
process. Their low rate of unionization is also influenced by the fact that
the large majority arriving in the past ten to fifteen years are from non-
European countries with a limited knowledge of unions and collective
agreements in general and of the Swedish labour market in particular.
Furthermore, foreign-born blue-collar workers are overrepresented in
private services such as hospitality and cleaning. These industries are
characterized by small companies with no collective agreements and with
a low union density in general (Frodin and Kjellberg 2018, 2020).

A range of strategies have been employed to address membership
decline. Responding to sharp membership losses in 2007 and 2008, TCO
launched the project “The Value of Union Membership’, which continued
under the name “The Union Is Changing Now’. The target group was the
growing category of academics, whom TCO wanted to recruit as success-
fully as Saco. TCO also campaigned for ‘the value of collective agreements’.
Suffering even larger membership losses, before 2007 LO had implemented
a strategy of contacting non-members at their workplaces and supported
shop stewards in this task. For the LO unions recruitment is obstructed by
the large proportion of blue-collar workers with fixed-term jobs (21 per
cent in 2020), part-time employees (32 per cent in 2020), young work-
ers or workers born abroad (29 per cent in 2020), or a combination of
these structural features. Despite the recruitment of very large numbers of
members, for example in restaurants, union density may remain the same
or even decline because of high labour turnover. For many years represen-
tatives of LO-affiliated unions have visited schools to inform pupils about
trade unions and collective agreements. These unions also offer student
membership. During summers, unions support holiday-working young
people. Within LO Kommunal prioritizes the recruitment of workplace
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union representatives and offers them union education to teach them how
to recruit new members. The Commercial Employees’ Unions (also LO) in
a campaign to persuade members to pay their fees by autogiro gave them a
one-month free membership.

Saco unions have always recruited students at universities. Students
pay a reduced membership fee. Young professionals dissatisfied with their
employment conditions before the Second World War founded several
Saco unions. Successfully competing at university campuses, TCO unions
today have more student members than Saco unions. Nevertheless, because
of the difficulties involved in recruiting students at campuses during the
Covid-19 pandemic the number of student members decreased in 2020.
Furthermore, particularly white-collar unions, not the least Unionen, have
recruited a fair number of members by introducing union income insur-
ance, providing additional unemployment benefits, often followed up by
media campaigns. These are especially attractive to white-collar workers
as their incomes are often considerably above the unemployment insur-
ance ceiling. The fact that membership of both unions and unemployment
funds is required to obtain entitlement to income insurance benefits has
partly restored the Ghent system’s weakened recruitment capacity. Unions
also offer other types of insurance, such as accident insurance. Finally,
unions also provide individual advice at easily accessible union call centres.

LO and TCO have long had a common centre for legal aid.

Union resources and expenditure

Most union funding comes from membership fees but rising financial
asset values also play an important role. This applies to both blue-collar
and white-collar unions. Finances are controlled from headquarters in all
trade unions. LO’s confederal income was €95 million in 2018, of which
affiliated unions contributed almost 28 per cent or €26 million. €68 mil-
lion were state subsidies and revenues from an insurance company owned
together with PTK and SN administering collectively agreed insurances.
The cost of the 346 employees, 211 of whom are employed at hotel and
conference facilities in Sweden and Italy (the latter to make it possible
to meet in a non-Nordic climate), was €29 million. All in all, the costs
were €94 million and the result was thus a €1 million surplus. Assets were
valued at €425 million (in reality worth about €470 million). Including
financial revenues and taxes in 2018 LO had a surplus of €27 million.
An investigation of union finances in 2010-2015 shows that six of the
ten largest trade unions had deficits in their operating activities, but that



1068 Anders Kjellberg

these were covered by capital gains from financial assets (Arbetet 3/2
2017). Without rising stock prices, these unions would have overall defi-
cits in their finances. Instead, they expanded their conflict funds. The ten
largest unions did this, on average, by 5 per cent per year in 2010-2015.
Fear of losing members explains why unions hesitate to raise membership
contributions, but sometimes it is necessary. The Hotel & Restaurant
Workers’ Union (HRE Hotell- och Restauranganstilldas Forbund), for
example, raised membership contributions in 2021 in response to mem-
bership losses and the increased need to support members during the
pandemic. To avoid raising membership fees, since long before the year
2000, unions have cut staff at headquarters and merged regions into
larger units. Most unions with special associations for sub-groups have
abolished them. Saving money is a prominent motive for mergers. When
Unionen was founded in 2008, its staft was supposed to be cut from 902
to 675 (Lag & Avtal 18 August 2008), but the real reduction was smaller
as the number of employees was still around 750 at the end of 2009.
At the same time, it was decided that at least 85 per of operating costs
should be financed by membership fees and the remaining 15 per cent
by capital revenues.

The fees of LO unions are higher than those of white-collar unions.
This is partly because LO unions include more insurance in their fees, and
in a few cases also the fees of the unemployment fund than white-collar
unions do. For instance, /F Metal/ membership includes compulsory mem-
bership of the unemployment fund. Consequently, the fund fee is included
in the union fee, which is calculated as a percentage of the monthly wage,
ranging from about €23 to €63 in 2021. In 2019 /F Mezal| expenditure
of €102 million included €54 million for union activities, €10 million for
various forms of insurance, including income insurance introduced in July
2019, €31 million for the unemployment fund and the LO fee of €5 mil-
lion. The €91 million revenues included €84 million in membership fees,
€3 million in state subsidies and €5 million in revenues from services to
related organizations. That means that expenditure exceeded revenue by
about €10 million, a deficit covered by a €43 million surplus from finan-
cial assets. The value of the conflict fund was €1.1 billion. To attract more
members from January 2015 /F Metall lowered the membership fee, but
despite continued membership losses revenue increased because of ris-
ing wages: the fee is, on average, 1.56 per cent of the wage in 2021. /F
Metall members who are sick, unemployed or pensioners pay a reduced fee.
Student membership is free. Lastly, /F Mezall headquarters employed 138
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persons in 2019, while the thirty-five local branches employed 180 local
union officers (lokalombudsmiin) and another 250 office employees.

In Unionen, in 2020, the 596,000 active members, of whom 10,500
are self-employed, paid about €150 million in contributions (being
non-active, students and pensioners pay a reduced fee). Other revenues
amounted to €3 million. Total expenditure for the 1,050 employees at cen-
tral and regional level — this number had grown by 300 (+40 per cent)
since 2008 and the number of members by 48 per cent — union educa-
tion, union magazine, fees to PTK and TCO, and other expenses (in total
€205 million) exceeded income by more than €52 million. About a half of
the 1,050 union officers and other personnel employed by Unionen worked
at the headquarters in Stockholm and about the same number at the eigh-
teen regional offices. A surplus in the conflict fund, invested in financial
assets and real estate, covered the deficit arising from union activities and
insurances. The nominal value of the conflict fund in 2020 was €900 mil-
lion (according to a decision of the union congress), but total assets were
much larger as the market value of the financial assets exceeded their nom-
inal value by another €900 million (Annual Report 2020). In 2021 the
Unionen membership fee, excluding the fee for the unemployment fund,
varied from €5 to €25 a month, depending on the wage.

Collective bargaining and unions at the workplace

In contrast to Finland and Denmark, there is no tradition of tripar-
tite wage agreements in Sweden. In some matters, however, there are
tripartite deals: in 2020 there was an agreement on the system for short-
term layoffs, based on a previous proposal on short-term jobs; and in
2018 there was a tripartite declaration of intent on the introduction of
establishment jobs based on a previous agreement between LO, as the
initiator, Unionen and the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise. The
state subsidizes these jobs intended for newly arrived immigrants. The
power shift between the union confederations, with a weaker LO, was
clearly manifested in December 2020 when a new private-sector basic
agreement on employment protection, skill development and conver-
sion was signed by the white-collar Bargaining and Cooperation Council
PTK (Forhandlings- och samverkansridet PTK founded in 1973) and the
Confederation of Swedish Enterprise (SN, Svenskr Niringsliv, the succes-
sor of SAF), but not by LO, because of internal disagreements (Kjellberg
2021b). Not until a year later, in November 2021, did LO, after many
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internal discussions, sign the agreement. Like the traditional basic agree-
ment, the 1938 Saltsjobaden Agreement, the basic agreement of 2020
(finally signed in 2022) came about under threat of legislation from the
Social Democratic-led government, although specifically under pressure
from two neoliberal parties on which the government depended. The
agreement will be followed up by a revised law on employment protec-
tion, unemployment funds regulated by collective agreement and con-
siderably improved prospects for skill development and conversion. The
outcome is considered a victory for the principle of self-regulation.

Union confederations do not negotiate wages, but they conclude
agreements with the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise on conver-
sion, pensions, insurance and agency workers.” Affiliated confederation
unions are involved in bargaining councils or bargaining cartels. The
PTK comprises private sector members of unions afhiliated to TCO,
Saco and Ledarna, and concludes agreements on conversion, pensions
and insurances. The Public Employees’ Negotiation Council (OFR,
Offentliganstilldas Forhandlingsrid) negotiates about pensions, insur-
ance, conversion, working environment, wage statistics and development
of the public sector, and represents fourteen white-collar unions with
members in the public sector. Saco-S is a bargaining cartel (negotia-
tions on wages) for Academics in the state’. The Alliance of Academics
(AkademikerAlliansen) coordinates negotiations for sixteen Saco unions
in municipalities, regions and municipal companies.

In contrast to TCO and Saco, LO coordinates its affiliates during
bargaining rounds. In the 2020 round, Kommunal and some other
unions left the internal LO coordination. There are tensions between /F
Metall, representing the ‘industry norny’, the wage-leading role of export
industry, and low-wage LO unions, such as Kommunal. The five, mainly
male-dominated ‘LO home market unions’, among them the Building
Workers” Union (Byggnads), constitute the 6F Alliance and are those
most critical of the industry norm. The norm, also called the ‘mark’,
is a specified wage increase set by the unions and employers™ associa-
tions in manufacturing (Table 28.4), which guides wage formation for
the entire Swedish labour market, regardless of industry and whether an
agreement contains precise figures for wage increases or is ‘figureless’, like
some white-collar agreements (Kjellberg 2019). ‘Figureless’ agreements
contain no wage increase: instead, wage formation is decentralized to
workplace level.

’ LO negotiated wages up to 1990.
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Table 28.4 Industry norm by bargaining round since 1998

Industry agreement by Duration Industry norm | Average ‘mark’
bargaining round or ‘mark’ by 12 months
(wage + other | periods (not by
costs) calendar year)
March 1998-January 2001 35 months 6.9 %" 2.4 %
February 2001-March 2004 | 36-38 months | 8.5 % (7.0 %), 7.3 ca 2.7 %, ca
% (5.8 %)’ 23 %
April 2004-March 2007 Three years 7.3 % (6.9 %, 2.4 %
5.7 %)°
April 2007-March 2010 Three years 10.2 % (8.1 %)’ 3.4 %
White-collar: April 2010— 18 months 2.6 % 1.75 %
September 2011/January
2012
Blue-collar: April 2010- 22 months 3.2% 1.75 %
January 2012
February 2012—March 2013 | 14 months 3.0 % 2.6 %
April 2013—March 2016 Three years 6.8 % 2.3 %
April 2016-March 2017 One year 2.2 % 22 %
April 2017-March 2020 Three years 6.5 % 22 %
April 2020—October 2020 7 months* 0.0 % -
November 2020-March 2023 | 29 months 5.4 % 2.2 %

Note: * Prolongation for seven months because of the Covid-19 pandemic without wage

compensation.

Source: Yearbooks of the Swedish National Mediation Office, Danielsson Oberg and

Oberg (2017: 154-155).

The agreement Metall — Association of Engineering Employers (wage increase of 5.7
per cent, shortened working-time 1.2 per cent).

> Blue-collar 7.0 % wage increase (2.5 %+2.3 %+2.2 %) + 1.5 % shortened working-
time (0.55 %+0.4 %+0.55 %) = 8.5 % cost increase (2.8 % per 12 months); white-
collar 5.8 % wage increase (2.2 %+1.9 %+1.7 %) + 1,5 % shortened working-time
(0.55 %+0.4 %+0.55 %) = 7.3 % cost increase (2,4 % per 12 months).

Blue-collar 6.9 % wage increase + 0.5 % shortened working-time = 7.4 % cost increase;

white-collar 5.7 % + 0.5 % shortened working-time = 6.2 % cost increase.

Within the framework of wages in engineering rose by 8.1 per cent (2.8 per cent the

first year, 2.5 per cent the second year and 2.8 per cent in the third year), on top of
which came increased costs for pensions and other things.
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Coordinated bargaining based on the industry norm is combined
with different models of decentralized wage setting (Kjellberg 2019).
While some industrial agreements are ‘figureless’ — most common in the
public sector — others contain traditional wage scales or piece work. No
blue-collar union has concluded a ‘figureless’ agreement, and to make the
industry norm possible there is no such agreement in manufacturing, as
the norm presupposes a specified wage increase. Some agreements guar-
antee individuals a fixed minimum wage increase, while the remaining
pay increases agreed in industrial agreements are distributed at work-
place level. Others have no such guarantees. In 2020, 28 per cent of all
employees had some form of individual wage guarantee, to which can be
added 8 per cent covered by general wage increases (Medlingsinstitutet
2021: 245).

When industrial agreements are implemented at workplace level, no
or only small wage increases are added, with the result that wage drift has
declined and is now almost non-existent (Kjellberg 2019). Local wage
formation is above all an issue of distribution, but within fairly narrow
limits. Groups with a strong market position may raise their wages rela-
tive to others. In 2019, for example, members of the TCO union, orga-
nizing nurses, midwifes and biomedical analysts, increased their wages
by an average of 3.5 per cent and in 2020 by 4.1 per cent, well above
the industry mark of 2.2 per cent (Virdforbunder 2020, 2021). Although
the more individually differentiated and performance-based wage setting
entails, in a formal sense, increased employer discretion, the change in
practice appears modest. The industry mark, translated into local budgets
and wage frames, set rather narrow limits to workplace differentiation.
Difficulties discerning substantial performance variations among most
employees, normative expectations regarding continuously compressed
wages and employee expectations also limit the space for wage differenti-
ation (Ulfsdotter Eriksson et al. 2020).

The total coverage of collective agreements was 90 per cent in 2020
and in the private sector 85 per cent. In 2000 the corresponding shares
were 88 and 81 per cent, respectively, and in 2010, 89 and 84 per cent
(Kjellberg 2022a). Collective agreements cover both members and non-
members at workplaces with agreements. Recruitment efforts and other
union workplace activities are thus important for combating freeriding
and establishing social norms that favour union membership. The latter
are an additional explanation of high union density. At workplace level,
particularly in the case of figureless industrial agreements, ‘wage talks’
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are often held between the individual employee and the manager, or the
workplace union negotiates for each individual. In both cases, it works
best if the union and the employer together construct a local wage system
in which the criteria for wage setting by members are perceived as trans-
parent and fair. In /F Metall about eight out of ten workers are covered
by local wage systems negotiated by the union at workplaces where the
‘union clubs’ have at least fifty members. The union’s aspiration is to
link individual wage development to development at work by rewarding
workers who acquire more skills. At workplace level, besides wage nego-
tiations, union clubs also participate in negotiations on codetermination
and layoffs. At workplaces without clubs, union representatives may do
this instead, but if there is no collective agreement only union officers
from the regional branch have the right to negotiate. Negotiations on
pensions, conversion and more take place at peak level, involving LO and

the white-collar cartel PTK.

A challenge for all workplace negotiations is the declining coverage of
union clubs and of workplace representatives at workplaces without clubs.
In 2019 the total number of elected union representatives was 254,000,
of whom 115,000 were blue-collar and 137,000 white-collar (Larsson
2020). They made up 11 per cent of the unionized blue-collar workers
and more than 8 per cent of the white-collar members. Although the
number of elected representatives as a proportion of union members has
been relatively constant, the absolute number decreased from 360,000 in
1995 to 254,000 in 2019 because of declining union density. The share
of union representatives was somewhat higher among female members
(10 per cent) than among males (8 per cent), in particular among white-
collar workers (10 and 6 per cent, respectively).

For the first time in many years the number of workplace clubs in
Unionen increased in 2019, to 2,710. That is considerably fewer than
the 3,325 clubs in 2008, however. During the same period the number
of active Unionen members increased by 162,000. The combination of a
decline in the number of clubs and the growth in the number of mem-
bers, many of whom were attracted by the union income insurance, has
meant a dramatic decrease in club coverage as a proportion of members.
At workplaces without clubs in 2019 there were 3,471 workplace repre-
sentatives. Between 2013 and 2019 the share of members covered by a
club or workplace representative decreased from 51 to 46 per cent. In all,
Unionen had 30,551 elected representatives at workplace, region and cen-
tral level (35,069 in 2008), of whom 7,853 were safety representatives.
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In 2020 /F Metall had 1,348 workplace clubs and 3,664 representa-
tives at workplaces without clubs, 26,299 elected representatives in all.
In 2006, 69 per cent of the members had a workplace club, 16 per cent
a workplace representative, and 14 per cent had neither. In 2020 the
corresponding shares were 64, 16 and 19 per cent. IF Metall clubs with
at least 180 members usually have at least one elected representative paid
full-time by the company to perform union tasks. The same applies to
large clubs in other unions.

Industrial conflict

There are very few restrictions on conflict rights in Sweden. According
to the laws on collective agreements and the labour court introduced in
1928, conflicts are not allowed before agreements expire, but sympathy
action is allowed, provided that the primary conflict is legal. This means
that the latter might not take place during the contract period. Sympathy
action is important in forcing unorganized employers to conclude sub-
sidiary collective agreements. During bargaining rounds, trade unions
can trigger sympathy strikes to support the demands of other unions. In
2014 all LO unions except one gave notice of sympathy measures (strikes
and blockades against specified companies) in the conflict between the
LO union Seko and the SN-affiliated Almega Tjinsteforbunden (Almega
Service Associations), but an agreement was concluded before the mea-
sures came into force. In 2016, Akademikerforbunder SSR (Union for
Professionals, Saco) gave notice of strike action and a blockade at a
number of companies and workplaces in the conflict on flexible pen-
sions between the SN association /7" & Telekomforetagen (Swedish IT
and Telecom Industries) and Unionen (TCO) and Sveriges Ingenjorer
(Association of Graduate Engineers, Saco), respectively.

Although there are few restrictions the Swedish labour market is very
peaceful (see Appendix Al). There are several reasons for this. First, the
1997 Industry Agreement re-established the spirit of cooperation in
manufacturing. Second, rising Swedish real wages since then have also
limited the incentive to strike. Third, there is the new Swedish National
Mediation Office (M1, Medlingsinstitutet), established in 2000, which
primarily covers other parts of the labour market than manufacturing
and other industries with negotiation agreements. It is explicitly ordered
to foster the wage-leading role of the export sector by mediating in case of
conflict and actively promoting norms backing up this role. The MI may
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resort to enforced mediation, but only in industries without negotiation
agreements. The parties behind the Industry Agreement have their own
mediation body, the group of ‘impartial chairs’ (OpO, Opartiska ord-
foranden). The M1, like the OpO, can postpone industrial action by up to
fourteen days in an effort to prevent negotiations from descending into
open conflict. Finally, strike notices are often sufficient to press employ-
ers’ associations to make concessions in negotiations. A relative balance of
power exists between unions and employers’ associations equipped with
large, centrally controlled strike and lockout funds. A tax-free benefit,
equal to 80 per cent of the wage, is paid to striking or locked-out mem-
bers, corresponding to their loss of income.

A power shift has occurred, however, at least since the 1990s or even
earlier. The strong position of transnational companies in the Swedish
economy means that trade unions in manufacturing risk production
moving abroad (Kjellberg 2022c). Intensified international competi-
tion also discourages manufacturing unions from demanding too large
wage increases. The exception is the 2010 paper workers’ strike, whereby
the Paper Workers' Union withdrew from the Industry Agreement and
has remained outside since 2011. The predominantly home market 6F
Alliance of LO unions do not feel such pressures and have criticized the
industry norm. Consequently, all large strikes except the one mentioned
previously have occurred in the home market sector since the 1997
Industry Agreement: the 1999 bus strike, the 2003 Kommunal public
sector strike, the 2008 nurses™ strike and the 2012 building workers’
strike. Also, in recent years nurses and midwifes have resorted to spon-
taneous action in the form of collective job terminations, while student
nurses have organized hiring blockades. Other forms of industrial action
are overtime bans and physical blockades of workplaces. Blockades or
notices of blockades against selected companies are common in case of
sympathy conflicts (see above) and conflicts to force unorganized com-
panies to accept collective agreements. They often occur during collec-
tive bargaining, such as when the Hotel and Restaurant Workers’ Union
in 2020 gave notice of a total blockade against the recruitment of new
workers and hiring of staff from temporary agencies.

Political relations

High union density means that Swedish governments have to consider
trade union views, whether they agree with it or not. Unions protested
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in vain against the considerably raised unemployment fund fees imposed
by the centre-right government in 2007, but they did not organize mass
demonstrations against the state. Since the 1930s, when the long period
of social democratic government began, there has been no such tradi-
tion, and scarcely before that, in contrast to states with a more repressive
attitude towards unions. Swedish unions prefer to influence govern-
ments by other means (Kjellberg 2021a: 24-26, 41-42). There two main
channels for this purpose: the referral system (remissforfarande) and the
close contacts between LO and the Social Democratic Party (Sveriges
Socialdemokratiska Arbetareparti).

First, unions and employers’ associations have access to the policy
process via the referral system. Before laws are enacted, the govern-
ment appoints a commission, which may ask both sides of industry for
advice and information, for example on working environment issues.
Sometimes the government invites the social partners to participate in
reference groups assisting the commission. Lastly, the government sends
the commission report to unions and other actors, who are invited to
submit comments before the bill is presented to the parliament. But
although unions were often directly represented in commissions dealing
with labour market issues in the past century, this happens more seldom
today. This diluted union representation in government commissions has
weakened their political influence.® An exception is the present legal pro-
cess to implement the 2020 basic agreement, which until 2022 requires
a revised law on employment protection and legislation on economic
support for competence development. The unions signing the agreement
in 2020 (the bargaining cartel PTK, Kommunal and IF Metall) were rep-
resented in three government commissions, while others (e.g. LO) were
offered the opportunity to submit their views via the referral system.

Second, the strong links between LO and the Social Democratic Party
give the former easy access to the party and government. Collective affil-
iation of LO members to the Social Democratic Party was abolished in
1991, but LO is still represented on the party’s board and executive com-
mittee and provides the party with financial resources and staff during
election campaigns (Jansson 2017). Representatives of the party and LO

Up to the early 1990s, trade unions and employers’ associations were represented in
the boards of government agencies, such as the Labour Market Board. On the initia-
tive of the employers, ‘corporatist’ representation was abolished. Their motive was to
weaken trade unions.
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also meet in a number of permanent and temporary committees. During
certain periods there were severe tensions between LO and the party,
labelled ‘the War of the Roses’, above all when, during the deep eco-
nomic crisis in the 1990s, the party abandoned Keynesianism in favour
of fighting inflation. Nevertheless, the decoupling of the party and the
union movement evident in many other countries is still not very appar-
ent in Sweden (Magnusson 2018). It is telling that in the government,
installed in 2014, the former /F Metall president was the Prime Minister
until he resigned in November 2021, but the former TCO president was
still the Labour Market Minister and a former Saco president continued
as the Minister of Education. The former LO president now became the
Minister for Business, Industry and Innovation and the former presi-
dent of the TCO union Vision became the Minister for Climate and the
Environment.

Also, the fact that the white-collar confederations TCO and Saco
are politically independent does not prevent them from expressing their
views on all matters of interest to their members, or from attempting to
influence the government in the desired direction. The existence of sep-
arate white-collar unions and confederations without political links has
promoted the high union density of white-collar workers by preventing
this category of workers from feeling union ‘homeless’. That might have
happened if they had had no alternative to social democratic blue-collar
unions. During the Covid-19 crisis all political parties, employers and
unions agreed to introduce a system of short-term layoffs.

Societal power

Trade unions have invested in the development of websites and other
digital media, such as YouTube (Jansson and Uba 2019). In recent years
Swedish unions have in general increased their public confidence. In 2020
this confidence reached its highest level since the SOM Institute started its
surveys in 1986. This year, confidence in trade unions was the same as for
newspapers and higher than for political parties, but smaller than for the
parliament or radio/TV (SOM 2021). To influence public opinion, unions
have three think tanks: Arena (a number of LO, TCO and Saco unions),
Katalys (6F Alliance) and Futurion (TCO). They publish reports and
arrange seminars, Arena in addition provides schools with information on
labour relations. Arena has an online magazine. The unions themselves also
publish reports and journals, write debate articles, organize campaigns and
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have communication departments with press officers to influence public
opinion, the state and political parties. As already mentioned, LO has close
links to the Social Democratic Party. They also act as lobby organizations
in Sweden and towards the EU. The Covid-19 pandemic has also offered
opportunities to influence public opinion. During its campaign against the
use of precarious workers in elderly care and home care, Kommunal won
the sympathy of the public. A growing proportion of health care assistants
have the most insecure forms of temporary work, such as employment on
a time or on-call basis. During the pandemic, it became obvious that their
lack of training and insecure forms of employment facilitated the spread
of the disease. Furthermore, if hourly paid workers have to stay at home
because of sickness, they have no rights to sickness benefits and risk not
being offered work again.

An example of NGOs fighting the exploitation of workers is Fair
Play Bygg (founded by the Building Workers’ Union and an association
of building contractors), to which the public can report suspicions of
fraud, ‘black’ labour and similar offences in construction. Others include
the Union Centre for the Undocumented (founded by LO, TCO and a
number of unions) and Fair Trade Sweden, all of which cooperate with
Swedish unions.

Trade union policies towards the European Union

Sweden joined the EU in 1995 after a referendum (with a narrow
majority of 52 per cent). The union rank and file opinion was so split that
LO, TCO and Saco abstained from taking an official position. The unions
in manufacturing and export trades, such as Metall, reccommended that
their members vote ‘yes’, however. The president of the LO Commercial
Employees Union (Handels, Handelsanstilldas Forbund) participated
in the anti-EU campaign. In the 2003 referendum on whether Sweden
should join EMU, 56 per cent voted ‘no’. Again LO was split and had
to take a neutral position. Metall campaigned for EMU, while Handels
and Transport were against. Nevertheless, TCO, Saco and LO are all
ETUC afhliates; they cooperate closely on several issues and take sim-
ilar positions in relation to the government and the EU. They share an
office in Brussels. They sometimes make great common efforts to influ-
ence the policy of the ETUC and the EU. While Swedish unions have
traditionally been sceptical of EU labour market policies (Furiker and
Bengtsson 2013), this sentiment has been strongly reinforced recently.
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Two issues explain this: the Lawval verdict of 2007 and, in 2020, the
European Commission’s proposal for a Directive on adequate minimum
wages in the European Union. Both are considered to clash with the
Swedish model of self-regulation, in which collective bargaining follows
a voluntarist tradition without state intervention. Thus, in Sweden there
is neither a statutory minimum wage nor an extension mechanism.

The Laval judgement seriously restricted the efforts of Swedish
unions regarding posted workers. The judgement declared the actions
of the Swedish Building Workers’ Union in pursuit of a Swedish collec-
tive agreement for posted workers at a construction site of the Latvian
building company Laval to be illegal (Thérnqvist and Woolfson 2012).
Against the absence of national legislation on minimum wages and exten-
sion of collective agreements in Sweden can be set the right to start strikes
and blockades against unorganized companies. Few workers posted to
Sweden are union members. Because they are not nationally registered
in Sweden, they are not included in the calculation of Swedish union
density. Several hundred foreign construction companies employing
posted workers have collective agreements, but no union members or
union representatives. Consequently, it is hard for the Building Workers’
Union to check whether the agreements are being applied. According to
law, the regional safety representatives appointed by the unions have no
access to workplaces without union members, even if there is a collective
agreement. There is plenty of evidence suggesting a high prevalence of
poor working conditions at many sites with posted workers. The Social
Democratic Party-led government tried to change this in 2020, but the
parliamentary majority of liberal and conservative parties rejected the
proposal. After issuing a strike notice, however, the Building Workers’
Union managed to obtain this right.

Consequently, the Swedish model of self-regulation via collective
agreements paved the way for safety representatives’ access to such
workplaces (although only in construction) after the government failed
to open the door for them by law. The leading employers™ association,
SN, however, would like to abolish regional safety representatives and
replace them with local non-union safety representatives, assisted by offi-
cials from the Swedish Work Environment Authority (Arbessmiljoverker).
Obviously, the employers wish to exclude regional union safety repre-
sentatives, who, with some authority, can demand improvements in the
working environment in companies without local union safety represen-
tatives. Non-union safety representatives at such workplaces would hardly
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be able to represent the workers effectively in relation to the employer, in
particular because they are often afraid of being dismissed if they contact
a union. This is a problem for Swedish unions trying to organize posted
workers in construction, where most are from Poland and often not for-
mally employed. In construction the growing ‘grey area’ of bogus self-
employed workers dependent upon a single employer is closely related to
‘the frequent use of long subcontracting chains in which self-employed
migrant workers are often to be found at the end-point of these supply-
chains’ (Thérnquist 2015: 419). Many of these problems are frequent
also in road haulage companies with foreign drivers.

Another controversial issue is the EU Directive on adequate mini-
mum wages in the European Union (European Parliament and Council
of the European Union 2022), which was strongly opposed by Danish
and Swedish unions. In Finland, where collective agreements are extended
to whole industries, unions were less critical. The tensions caused by the
Directive on adequate minimum wages were essentially based on differ-
ent perceptions of the potential consequences for the Swedish model. In
Sweden the Nordic model of collective agreements is widely considered
to be superior to legislation as it allows greater flexibility, for example
when implementing the EU working time directive. Above all, with an
EU directive on minimum wages the labour market parties fear losing
influence over wage formation to the state and the EU (Miiller and
Platzer 2020: 301). This perception has a long history. When Sweden
joined the EU, the responsible commissioner at that time, Pidraig Flynn,
promised that the Swedish labour market model would not be affected.
This promise resulted in a letter, which in Sweden is known as the ‘Flynn
letter’. This letter was not legally binding, but in the introduction to the
Directive on posted workers (point 22) it was asserted that ‘this Directive
is without prejudice to the law of the Member States concerning col-
lective action to defend the interests of trades and professions’. The EU
court, however, drew a different conclusion in the Laval case (Thérnqvist
and Woolfson 2011: 16) and Swedish unions see a danger that it may do
the same regarding minimum wages. Furthermore, the EU Directive on
adequate minimum wages contains a provision that the adequacy of stat-
utory minimum wages can be assessed in accordance with international
standards, such as 60 per cent of the median and 50 per cent of the average
wage. Even though Sweden has no statutory minimum wages, if applied,
this could create downward pressure on minimum wages in Sweden for
almost all employees because collectively negotiated minimum wages are,
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as a rule, higher than the standards foreseen in the Directive (Hillberg
and Kjellstrom 2020). Furthermore, today collective agreements have a
strong normative influence on wages for the 450,000 or so employees
without such agreements, but if lower wages are legitimized by the EU,
Swedish unions fear that this might change. The favourability principle
prevents only organized employers and those with substitute agreements
from deviating downwards. Although legislated minimum wages may
not ‘end up being a ceiling for low wages, rather than a floor’ (Lovén
Seldén 2020: 335) every EU intervention into wage formation by the
labour market parties and the state is considered a break with the Swedish
principle of self-regulation. The different views on the Directive on ade-
quate minimum wages on the part of the Swedish unions and the ETUC
and the majority of its affiliates have led to tensions within the European
trade union movement and ultimately, in December 2021, prompted
LO-Sweden to temporarily suspend payment of its membership fees to
the ETUC because it no longer felt appropriately represented by the
ETUC (Arbetet 20/12 2021). Furthermore, Swedish unions, such as the
Transport Workers’ Union, have also been very active on the cabotage
issue, namely domestic transport of goods by foreign drivers on Swedish
roads. A satisfactory solution seems to be in sight after many years of
effort. Regarding posted workers and cabotage, union efforts to improve
EU regulations in recent years have had considerable success: conflict
rights have been extended and misuse of cabotage restricted.

Swedish unions participate actively in the European social dialogue,
at both confederal (LO, TCO and Saco) and sectoral level. Regarding
the European Semester, only a minor part of the social dialogue, they
give higher priority to national social dialogue than to European social
dialogue. Contributing to this situation are the fact that Sweden is not a
member of EMU and its relatively strong national economy compared
with many other EU countries, not to mention the fact that the national
dialogue on the European Semester functions well (Jansson et al. 2019).
At national level there are tripartite consultations regarding the European
semester. Each year the unions and employers’ organizations, in an
appendix to the National Reform Programme, present how their activi-
ties have contributed to attaining the targets of the Europe 2020 Strategy.
In 2012 when the EC pointed out the relatively high wages at the bot-
tom of the wage scale as an obstacle to fighting the high unemployment
among newly arrived immigrants, it was generally perceived as an ‘attack’
on the social partners’ autonomy and heavily criticized (Jansson et al.
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2019: 15, 21-23). The introduction of establishment jobs in 2020, men-
tioned above, emerged from a Swedish debate and concerns rather than
in response to EU recommendations on how to employ newly arrived
immigrants (Jansson et al. 2019: 23). The long-term goal of the unions,
but to some degree also of the employer confederation SN, is to pro-
tect the Swedish model of industrial relations (Jansson et al. 2019: 17,
19-20). Swedish unions prefer working within ETUC to being in direct
contact with the Commission (Jansson et al. 2019: 18). But when LO
and the Social Democrats published a report in 2014 on the need for
a Pillar of Social Rights, the unions considered influence via the new
social democratic government as more important to ensure that it was
included in the European Semester than influence through ETUC or
contacts with the Commission (Jansson et al. 2019: 19-21). One of the
aims of the Pillar was to prevent a race to the bottom on social issues.
SN objected that the inclusion of the Pillar might threaten social part-
ner autonomy. In contrast to, for example, Southern European unions,
their Swedish counterparts have no domestic tradition of participating in
protest demonstrations and for this reason hardly do so at European level
either (Bengtsson 2017: 165-166; Bengtsson and Vulkan 2018: 118).

There is a close cooperation between the Nordic confederations and
unions to strengthen their voice in the world. The Council of Nordic
Trade Unions (Nordens Fackliga Samorganisation) represents sixteen
national trade union confederations, representing almost 9 million mem-
bers. Founded in 1972, the main task of NFS is to ‘coordinate and foster
regional trade union cooperation in the Nordic countries, particularly
with regard to employment, economic and social policy and in rela-
tion to ETUC, ITUC, TUAC, ILO and PERC’,” and in relation to the
Nordic Council of Ministers. NES has close ties with the Baltic Sea Trade
Union Network (BASTUN). In relation to the ETUC, Nordic affiliates
empbhasize their autonomy, while for example Southern members are pre-
pared to give ETUC a stronger mandate (Furaker and Larsson 2020: 35;
Larsson 2015: 115). The well-prepared and coordinated Nordic unions
often speak with one voice in ETUC (Kjellberg 2000: 543—544; Larsson
2015: 42, 99). The existence of strong Nordic ‘meta-organizations’ at the
sectoral and cross-sectoral levels makes it possible to ‘lobby directly at EU
institutions without having to take a detour via the ETUC or the ETUFs’
(Lovén Selden 2020: 332). Consequently, Swedish unions have several

9
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options for influencing the EU, depending on the issue at stake and the
current situation, including national dialogue, the ETUC and Nordic
cooperation, among other things. Various combinations are also possible.
In December 2021 LO-Sweden decided temporarily not to participate
in ETUC meetings or pay contributions to ‘an organisation that goes
against us regarding European minimum wages’ (Arbetet 20/12 2021).

Nordic cooperation is also strong at the industry level. Nordiska Metall
(Nordic Metall), founded in the 1970s and focused on wage bargain-
ing, merged in 2006 to form the cross-manufacturing Industrianstillda
i Norden (IN, Nordic Industrial Employees). IN has close contacts with
German colleagues, which have a central position in cross-bargaining
networks and transnational cooperation in general (Furdker and Larsson
2020: 45). Within the European Metalworkers’ Federation, and later in its
successor organization the European federation IndustriALL, the Nordic
unions ‘became a major actor through their joint strategies’ (Larsson and
Térnberg 2019: 4). In other European Trade Union Federations, the
influence of Nordic unionists is strengthened by their strong joint prepa-
rations before meetings (Larsson and T6rnberg 2019: 13). Metall played
the role of forerunner because of its high exposure to competition, high
transferability of production across borders and its resourceful unions
(Larsson and Térnberg 2019: 5).

Because of the strong position of large transnational companies
in Swedish economy (Kjellberg 2022c¢), unions work actively within
European Works Councils (EWCs). The EWCs have proved to be useful
bodies for the exchange of information with companies and offer oppor-
tunities to develop contacts between employees from different industrial
relations systems. As transnational companies tend to play off the employ-
ees in different regions and countries against each other, the development
of strong common norms and common positions among unionists from
different parts of Europe is given high priority, for example by Unions
in Manufacturing (F1, Facken inom industrin) (F1 2014). IF Metall (LO),
Unionen (TCO) and the Association of Graduate Engineers are all affil-
iated to IndustriAll, which has developed binding guidelines for negoti-
ating EWC agreements.

Conclusions

Sweden still belongs to a small group of countries with the highest
union densities in the world. Almost seven out of ten employees are
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union members. In the absence of extension mechanisms, the right to
industrial action, including sympathy measures, against unorganized
employers is important to maintain the high coverage of collective
agreements. Furthermore, Swedish employers’ organizations, compared
with, for instance, their German colleagues, have been more successful
in recruiting and retaining members. Nine out of ten employees work
in companies or public authorities affiliated to employers” organizations.
The coverage of collective agreements is at about the same high level
although lower in the private sector: 85 per cent in 2020. The high den-
sity of both unions and employers’ organizations is a prerequisite for the
Swedish model of self-regulation, in contrast to, for example, the French
model of state regulation in which the high coverage of collective agree-
ments is achieved by the implementation of extension mechanisms.

The industry norm, set by the bargaining parties in manufacturing,
has a strong influence on all industrial agreements and at the workplace
level, despite the tendency towards more individualized wage setting. The
increased exposure to international competition, also affecting Swedish
construction companies, is among the circumstances explaining the
almost complete absence of local wage drift. Relatively small nominal
wage increases, together with expectations from the employees not to
obtain less than ‘the mark’, limit the space of local managers to increase
wage dispersion. Despite the moderate nominal wage increases associ-
ated with the industry norm, Swedish real wages have increased steadily
in contrast to Germany, where for several years they have declined or
remained unchanged.

The Swedish model of industrial relations, however, is not without
challenges. The declining coverage of union clubs and union representa-
tives at workplace level may in the future circumscribe the unions’ capac-
ity to negotiate local wage systems. Another challenge is the growing gap
between the density of employers’ associations and union density: from
being the same in 2000, namely about 75 per cent in the private sector,
union density among private sector employees had declined to 64 per
cent by 2020, while employer density increased somewhat.

There are widening gaps among employees, too. Before the remaking
of the Swedish Ghent system, blue-collar and white-collar union den-
sity was the same, but in 2020 the union density of blue-collar work-
ers was 12 percentage points lower than that of white-collar workers.
Part of this divergence is explained by a third growing gap, that between
foreign-born and domestic-born blue-collar workers. The large number
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of refugees from non-European countries entering the Swedish labour
market in blue-collar jobs, often on fixed-term contracts in private sector
services, makes recruitment more difficult. Compared with white-collar
workers those with fixed-term jobs, employed part-time, young or born
abroad are overrepresented among blue-collar workers. Other explana-
tions of the growing white-collar/blue-collar divide are the considerably
higher blue-collar fees to unemployment funds in the period 2007-2013
and the greater attractiveness and prevalence of union income insurance
among white-collar workers than among blue-collar workers (Kjellberg
and Nergaard 2022).

The declining union density of blue-collar workers, combined with
their decreasing share of the labour force is changing the balance of
power within the union movement. In December 2020 the white-collar
private sector cartel PTK and the employer confederation SN concluded
a new basic agreement (Kjellberg 2021b). The blue-collar confederation
LO initiated negotiations in 2017, but because of internal tensions LO
did not sign the agreement; the two largest LO unions, Kommunal and
IF Metall signed it in the face of protests from the others. Almost a year
later, in November 2021, after negotiations on conversion LO finally
signed the agreement. Compared with the Danish LO, which in 2019
merged with the largest white-collar confederation, the Swedish LO has
always included fewer white-collar workers. The strength of Swedish
white-collar unions is shown by the fact that the ‘industry norm’ is set
by IF Metall and two other LO manufacturing unions, but also by the
white-collar Unionen (TCO) and the Association of Graduate Engineers
(Saco). All five unions are members of Unions in Manufacturing. The
two white-collar unions have together considerably more members than
the three LO unions. In contrast, the Danish ‘mark’ is set only by for-
mer LO unions. The Danish equivalent of the Association of Graduate
Engineers is not even recognized as a negotiating party by the Danish
private sector employers’ confederation.

In 2018 and 2019, average union density was unchanged (68 per
cent). Blue-collar density did not decline any further. In the first two
months of the Covid-19 pandemic (March and April 2020) the number
of union members increased by almost 60,000, of whom about 20,000
were blue-collar. In 2020 union density was up to 69 per cent, while the
number of active union members expanded by 75,000. It is hard to say
whether this is a trend break reversing the longstanding decline. In 2021
union density reached 70 per cent.
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Of the four scenarios presented by Visser (2019) regarding the future
of the union movement — marginalization, dualization, substitution
(with non-union arrangements), and revitalization — revitalization is the
most likely outcome for Sweden. During the pandemic, Kommunal very
actively fought to improve the poor conditions that many members expe-
rience in hospitals, elderly care and bus transport. That rewarded the
union with substantial membership growth also during the second half
of 2020, which most unions did not experience. Another example is the
success of the unions at Volvo Cars engine plant in Skévde in persuading
the company to invest €70 million in the production of electric engines.
To address dualization tendencies revitalization efforts have to give high
priority to foreign-born blue-collar workers. Both in 2019 and 2020 their
union density increased, while that of the native-born was unchanged.

The Swedish model of self-regulation proved able to meet all chal-
lenges during the Covid-19 year of 2020. As in the 1930s, the labour
market parties concluded a basic agreement, this time on employment
protection, skills development and conversion. The aim was to keep the
state out as much as possible. Nevertheless, the state assumed a larger role
than in the 1930s as the law on employment protection had to be revised
in accordance with the agreement. State financial support was neces-
sary for implementing other parts of the agreement. That was also the
case with the agreements on short-time working concluded by employ-
ers associations and trade unions at industry level, rapidly followed by
a very large number of local agreements. Companies without collective
agreements, however, have to apply much more inflexible rules to obtain
financial compensation from the state.

The future will show whether the EU directive on minimum wages
will keep the Swedish labour market model intact. LO, TCO, Saco and
all political parties fully agree on the desirability of this. Although the
private sector TCO and Saco unions (the PTK unions), like the LO
unions IF Metall and Kommunal, differed from the other LO unions
regarding the 2020 basic agreement this will hardly affect the climate
between the three confederations. The deep division instead occurred
within LO, but it by no means paralysed the confederation. This was
demonstrated in 2021, when almost all LO unions stood behind the
decision resuming the negotiations with SN to obtain much more
favourable conversion terms than those in the 2004 LO-SN agreement.
It presupposed that LO would also sign the new basic agreement, which



Sweden: Higher union density and widening gaps 1087

indeed happened in November 2021. In June 2022 it was finally signed
by LO, PTK and SN together.
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Abbreviations

GF Fackforbund i samverkan (Trade Unions in Cooperation;
the LO unions of building workers, electricians, main-
tenance workers, painters and service & communication
workers)

Akad AbkademikerAlliansen (Alliance of Academics; negoti-
ation council for Saco unions with members in local
government)
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EMU
ETUC
ETUF
EWC
FI
HRF

IF Metall
IN
ITUC

Kommunal

LO

LR

LS
NES

OFR

PERC
PTK

SAC

Saco

Saco-S

SAF

Economic and Monetary Union

European Trade Union Confederation

European Trade Union Federation

European Works Councils

Facken inom industrin (Unions in Manufacturing)

Hotell- och Restauranganstilldas Forbund (Hotel and
Restaurant Workers’ Union)

Industrifacket Metall (Industrial Union Metall)
Industrianstillda i Norden (Nordic Industrial Employees)
International Trade Union Confederation

Svenska Kommunalarbetareforbunder (Swedish Union of
Municipal Workers)

Landsorganisationen i Sverige (Swedish Trade Union
Confederation)

Lirarnas Riksforbund (National Union of Teachers in
Sweden)

Lirarnas samverkansrid (Teachers’ Collaboration Council)

Nordens Fackliga Samorganisation (Council of Nordic
Trade Unions)

Offentliganstilldas ~ Forhandlingsrid (Public Employees
Negotiation Council)

Paneuropean regional council

Forbandlings- och samuverkansridet PTK
(Bargaining and Cooperation Council), formerly
Privattjinstemannakartellen (Bargaining Cartel of Private

Sector White-collar Collar Workers)

Sveriges Arbetares Centralorganisation (Swedish Central
Organization of Workers)

Sveriges  Akademikers  Centralorganisation — (Swedish
Confederation of Professional Associations)

Negotiation council for Saco unions with members in the
state

Svenska  Arbetsgivareforeningen  (Swedish  Employers’
Confederation)
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SKR Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner (Swedish Association of
Local Authorities and Regions)

SLF Skogs- och Lantbrukstjinstemannaforbunder (Association of
Forestal and Agricultural Employees)

SN Svenskt Néringsliv (Confederation of Swedish Enterprise)

ST Fackforbunder ST (Union of Civil Servants)

TCO Tjdnsteminnens Centralorganisation (Swedish Confederation

of Professional Employees)

Transport Svenska  Transportarbetareforbunder (Swedish Transport
Workers’ Union)

TUAC Trade Union Advisory Committee to the OECD
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Indicators relevant to trade unions in the
European Union

The following tables comprise the raw data that are utilized in
the graphs presented in Chapter 1 “Trade Unions in the European
Union: identifying challenges’; they are referred to throughout the 27
country chapters. The ‘standard’ country acronyms set out in the table

below are applied.

Country acronyms
Austria AT Italy IT
Belgium BE Latvia LV
Bulgaria BG Lithuania LT
Croatia HR Luxembourg LU
Cyprus CY Malta MT
Czechia CzZ Netherlands NL
Denmark DK Poland PL
Estonia EE Portugal PT
Finland FI Romania RO
France FR Slovakia SK
Germany DE Slovenia SI
Greece GR Spain ES
Hungary HU Sweden SE
Ireland IE
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Sources

European Commission, AMECO Database.

Eurostat (ILC_ DI12). Last update: 4 November 2021.
OECD/AIAS (2021a) ICTWSS database, Paris, OECD.
OECD/AIAS (2021b) ICTWSS database codebook, Paris, OECD.

Visser J. (2019) ICTWSS Database. Version 6.1. November 2019,
Amsterdam, Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies (AIAS),
University of Amsterdam.
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Foreword

More than twenty years ago I edited a book entitled 7rade Unions in
Europe with Jeremy Waddington. That book identified the challenges fac-
ing trade unions as a result of the implementation of neoliberal policies
within nation states and the European Union. This volume is a timely
update on developments since the millennium. Based around twenty-
seven country chapters the book highlights both the challenges posed
by neoliberalism to trade unions and the wide range of policy responses
implemented by unions to adapt to new circumstances. It demonstrates
the dangers to European social models arising from neoliberal policies
and identifies what needs to be done if this model is to be protected.
I recommend the book to all those interested in ensuring that the unique
features of Europe’s social models can be retained in a viable form.

Reiner Hoffmann
Former President of the German Trade Union Confederation (DGB)
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Preface

In 2000 the European Trade Union Institute published its initial
volume on trade unions in Europe (Waddington and Hoffmann 2000),
which identified elements of the then nascent neoliberal challenge to
trade unions. Since the publication of that volume unions have repeatedly
been challenged by neoliberal programmes implemented within Member
States of the European Union (EU) and at European level. At the heart
of this challenge is the neoliberal assumption that trade unions, collective
bargaining and other forms of regulation set by collective actors consti-
tute ‘labour market rigidities’, the effects of which must be removed or
minimized if economies are to thrive. This book charts the impact of the
neoliberal challenge on trade unionism and the measures implemented
by trade unionists in their attempts to adapt to changed circumstances.
This book also takes into account the successive enlargements of the EU
that have taken place since 2000. Central to the book are thus twenty-
seven chapters, each of which examines trade unionism in a Member

State of the EU.

The neoliberal agenda pursued by employers and policymakers at
national and European levels is a macroeconomic policy comprising
trade liberalization, fiscal discipline and prioritization of the control of
inflation at the expense of full employment. In addition, the neoliberal
programme includes wide-ranging political initiatives designed to free
markets from bureaucratic or corporatist control. As trade unions were
integral to these forms of control within the EU Member States, they
were subject to challenge. Within Member States the liberalization and
privatization of public services led to reduced public sector employment,
which traditionally is densely unionized; labour market reforms reduced
employment protections and accelerated low wage and atypical employ-
ment; collective bargaining was decentralized and, in some instances,
de-unionized; and the state and political parties ‘distanced’ unions from
involvement in policy formulation. There is no uniformity to these fea-
tures of the neoliberal challenge between Member States, nor is there
uniformity in the unions’ capacity to respond and the form of their
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responses to these challenges. The twenty-seven country chapters at the
core of this book chart the features of the national neoliberal challenge
and the various trade union responses. The main analysis in each chapter
covers the two decades from 2000. The cut-off point of the analysis is
early 2021, which means that any post-Covid dynamics and trends could
only be touched upon.

Four interrelated arguments resonate throughout the book. First, the
neoliberal programmes pursued within the Member States are uneven
and vary by degrees. The direction of travel within Member States may
be similar, but the distance covered differs markedly. Second, the impact
of the neoliberal challenge is influenced by this unevenness and by the
state of trade unions at the time the different elements of the neoliberal
challenge were implemented. Third, trade unions in Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE) were not as embedded in social market—style industrial
relations systems as their counterparts elsewhere in the EU when neolib-
eral programmes were enacted. Furthermore, trade unions in CEE had
to adapt to enlargement and, in general, had access to fewer material
and political resources. As a consequence, the impact of the neoliberal
challenge has been harder felt by trade unions in CEE than elsewhere.
Fourth, the impact of the EU has not always been benign. To the con-
trary the EU has distanced itself in practice, if not rhetorically, from the
promotion of a European social dimension, especially between 1999 and
2014; the social policy measures that were adopted comprised many soft
law elements, weak minimum standards and no attempt to upwardly
harmonize social policy. Furthermore, a series of decisions made by the
European Court of Justice have downgraded the rights of labour in rela-
tion to the operation of the single market.

In developing the different variants of these arguments each of the
country chapters comprises material grouped under the same nine head-
ings: the historical background and principal features of the system of
industrial relations; the structure of trade unions and union democracy;
unionization; union resources and expenditure; collective bargaining and
unions at the workplace; industrial conflict; political relations; societal
power; and trade union policies towards the EU. This framework accen-
tuates the analytical similarities between chapters, while also facilitating
the identification of different developments in the various Member States.
The authors of each chapter determined the order in which the mate-
rial is presented according to specific country characteristics. To further
encourage consistency in analytical practice, the authors of each country



Preface 35

chapter reviewed, via Zoom and physical meetings, drafts of other coun-
try chapters. Together with the reviewing conducted by the editors this
approach ensured that each country chapter was peer reviewed by a min-
imum of six people.

The scale of this publication has necessitated the involvement of a
wide range of people in addition to the editors and authors of the country
chapters. The editors express their heartfelt thanks to these contributors.
The ETUI acted as the hub of the research and funded the numerous
meetings of authors and editors over the three years of production.
Initially, Kristel Vergeylen and latterly Angélique Vanhoutte organized
the workshops and convened the meetings with quiet efficiency. Specific
responsibilities were distributed throughout the networks operated by
the ETUL In particular, James Patterson was responsible for the English
editing of the country chapters and some of the pre-publication lay-
out. Birgit Buggel-Asmus also assisted with the layout, while Giovanna
Corda worked through the bibliography of each chapter. Needless to say,

responsibility for the final manuscript rests with the editors.

Jeremy Waddington Brussels, May 2022
Torsten Miiller
Kurt Vandaele
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