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Abstract 

Important throughout the 20th century, trade unions are an influential social actor that can 
affect and influence various policies, public opinion, and working standards through collective 
agreements, social activism, and political partnerships. Both within and extending beyond the 
workplace, unions have at times played a role in determining solutions to environmental issues, 
from health and safety standards all the way  to national and international policy and solidarity 
activity, though this subject is rarely studied or analyzed. In particular, trade union stances and 
action on climate and energy issues represents an under-researched, yet important topic of 
analysis. Using the United States and Sweden as case studies, with analysis of two blue-collar 
unions in each, the research analyzes the important factors affecting choices and action regarding 
climate and energy matters. Within the case study approach, using a neo-institutional theoretical 
approach, I employed qualitative methods including semi-structured interviews, complemented 
with primary source documentary analysis. The analysis demonstrates that two unions (one in 
each country) can be described as active and two as defensive on environmental issues, 
respectively. The United Steelworkers in the United States and Kommunal in Sweden, both 
affected and acting within a particular structure, have been active at combating and seeking 
solutions to climate change, while linking work and environmental issues at multiple levels. Key 
factors such as working within a social unionism paradigm; instrumental leadership combined 
with multilevel work; and important mergers converge to influence and define behaviour. The 
United Autoworkers (U.S.) and IF Metall (Sweden), both defensive, though in their own ways, 
are influenced by factors including historical institutional power; regional concentration of 
employment; and the types of employment they represent. 
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1.0 Introduction   

1.1 Why:  While reviewing literature on the increasing prevalence of environmental issues and 

the increasing influence of environmental organizations locally, nationally and internationally--

particularly since the 1970s—there has been little mention of the role of trade unions, 

particularly blue collar manufacturing unions and how their organizations’ work relates to these 

matters. I believe this is a major oversight, as trade unions have been extremely important actors 

economically, socially, and politically, particularly in the 20th century. Further, due to the 

economic and social influence of trade unions, their actions concerning environmental issues 

serve to impact how joint issues of work and environment are assessed and dealt with,  thus 

investigation of such actions and viewpoints is essential (B. Obach, New Labor: Slowing the 

Treadmill of Production? 2004). While there has been increased focus on sustainable business, 

there has been little investigation of labour-environment issues. Thus, I believe this represents a 

largely overlooked and under-researched topic. It is evident that trade unions are influential 

actors and their actions--as they concern the environment--need to be assessed. 

Interestingly, despite the fact that both organized labour and the environmental 

movement are often considered to be at the progressive end of the political spectrum and have at 

times worked together out of mutual interest, they have often had a tumultuous relationship 

(Dreiling 1997). Thus, I believe it is important to investigate how trade unions have adapted and 

developed relationships with environmental organizations/institutions within different 

institutional settings, in this case the United States and Sweden. It is equally important to see 

how trade unions have integrated climate change issues into their platforms and to investigate the 

specific actions they have taken to deal with these issues in alternative settings. Many blue-collar 

trade union (unions that—mostly—represent manual labourers earning hourly wages) workers 

are involved in the production of materials that are highly energy-intensive and that have been or 

may become targets, either through climate legislation or shifts to less-energy intensive 

production. Consequently, the stances and actions taken by the trade unions that represent these 

workers can serve to instigate, assist, or impede climate change solutions. As most blue collar 

unions have lost membership and power in both the United States and Sweden (Mahon 1999) , 

they may have to shift their tactics and possibly even their major goals—this could provide an 

opportunity for trade unions to expand and include environmental issues into their platform, to 
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forge alliances with environmental organizations and to advocate for particular environmental 

policies in order to simultaneously protect workers and the environment; or, they could become 

increasingly defensive of their current membership and the types of work with which they are 

involved. Yet another area of investigation which is currently lacking is that of trade unions’ 

contribution and participation in governance structures. As environmental regulations and other 

decisions concerning energy use move away from being strictly determined by centralized 

policy-makers and include other actors, such as non-governmental organizations, social 

movement organizations, and business; trade unions, as a major social and economic actor will 

likely participate either directly or indirectly in decisions concerning energy production and 

consumption.  Overall, the actions and viewpoints of blue collar trade unions as they relate to 

issues of sustainable energy represent a topic in need of analysis, representing an oversight of the 

combined problem of protecting workers’ rights/livelihoods and ecosystems. Ultimately, the 

results are important for determining solutions to this joint issue which have the possibility of 

being both equitable and sustainable. 

1.2. Aim The aim of the project is to assess how four different blue-collar unions have 

interpreted, acted, and reacted to environmental issues, particularly energy and climate change 

issues, over which the work of the members often has a strong impact. An institutional 

assessment of the role of political structure; of organizational structure; along with the role of 

paradigms, culture, and norms will be used to analyze trade unions (with similar membership) 

that have taken different stances and action in the face of a common problem. Ultimately, 

conclusions will be sought as to the potential roles of trade unions as influential and active 

stakeholders in governance systems and as important actors in determining solutions to climate 

change issues which include attention to workers’ rights, including worker influence over 

production as well and as influence over what is considered fair economic distribution.  

1.3 Research question: Why have blue-collar trade unions in the United States and Sweden 

acted and reacted in the way they have regarding environmental challenges and what are the key 

factors determining their choices and action? 

Sub-Question: What are the implications for environmental governance? 

 

2.0 Theoretical Framework 
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2.1 Literature review: Much of the theoretical work done concerning unions and environmental 

relations emerges from the American literature, owing to the fact that most case studies of union-

environmental relations and alliances are U.S.-based. Several theoretical approaches are used to 

assess the quality of union-environmental relations as well as to assess alliances that have 

emerged. Almost all of the American literature argues that an assumption exists surrounding the 

inherently conflictual nature of labour-environment relations. Yet, labour is in fact not always 

opposed to working with environmental groups, nor is it always opposed to environmental policy 

change that may threaten jobs (Grossman 1985) (B. Obach, The Wisconsin Labor-Environmental 

Network: A Case Study of Coalition Formation among Organized Labor and the Environmental 

Movement 1999). Obach argues that prior theories, such as the treadmill of production theory, 

assert that labour aligns with business in order to increase short-term economic production and 

thus short-term material benefits for union members (B. Obach, New Labor: Slowing the 

Treadmill of Production? 2004). In fact, the history of unions is much more complex and there 

are numerous instances in which labour has opposed short-term increases in economic 

production, such as through advocated shorter work weeks, longer vacations or health and safety 

regulations (Obach 2004). Thus, labour represents a major stakeholder group which can either 

ally itself with business or environmental interests to either slow or speed up the treadmill 

depending on the situation. It is therefore important to study and evaluate the stances that unions 

take and why, as they have great influence over production which may have ecological impacts. 

Obach (2004) argues that organized labour in the United States has the ability, through 

participation with environmental NGOs and elected political parties, to be a significant force for 

pursuing and defining economic development which is both equitable and sustainable.  

Further assessments of union-environment relations have focused on class issues, arguing 

that while ecological destruction may disproportionately affect the working class (through 

proximity to polluting plants, for example), they are less likely to support environmental 

regulation as advocated by a largely professional, middle class movement  (B. K. Obach, Labor 

and the Environmental Movement: The Quest for Common Ground 2004). Social movement 

theory also addresses the divergences between unions as a social movement and the 

environmental movement. Whereas the labour movement has been primarily class and material-

based (old social movement), the environmental movement is defined as a middle-class, value-

based movement largely unconcerned with material distribution and issues of material comfort 
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(Bomberg 2008). In fact, segments of the environmental movement can be defined as post-

materialist, seeking to eliminate all industrial growth and production, acting with indifference 

towards the needs of workers and threat of the loss of livelihoods in response to environmental 

action (Foster 1993) however, this is not true for the entire environmental movement, as can be 

seen in the work of environmental justice groups, who combine social justice with environmental 

sustainability. While social movement and class-based theories do provide some insight into the 

lack of long-term labour-environment alliances across temporal and geographic scales, they do 

not fully explain the nuances of the movements, relations between the two which have changed 

across time and which differ depending on the larger political structure. 

Overall, several themes emerge from the literature on Swedish and American trade 

unions, political structure and relations between the union and environmental movements.  While 

there is some literature on labour-environment relations in the United States, there is very little 

written on inter-organizational relations between Swedish civil society organizations or social 

movement organizations. Most of the American literature assesses alliances between unions and 

environmental organizations, and does not address action by unions on various environmental 

issues outside of alliance-formation. When it comes to Sweden, there is much written on 

Swedish trade unions and relations with the state and its government; as well as literature on 

Swedish environmental organizations independent from relations with the labour movement.  

Thus, it becomes clear that further research on union-environment matters is required. Further, 

through a review of the literature, one can begin to understand the influence and importance of 

the relationship between political structure and power of the labour movement along with the 

likelihood and need for alliance formation. Divergent methods and tactics used by trade unions 

to achieve their goals become apparent and appear to influence the nature of action, for example 

policy advocacy, education, or alliance-formation. On the whole, previous theories used to 

describe trade union-environment relations are insightful, but incomplete, in terms of the 

theoretical factors of analysis and/or the subject studied. 

2.2 Research contribution Little of the work on American union-environment relations 

specifically pertains to climate change and energy issues. Moreover, there have been few, if any, 

assessments of Swedish trade unions and environmental or energy/climate change issues, and 

certainly very little comparative analysis of these issues. Studies of U.S. trade unions have often 
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taken the form of class-based or social movement analyses. While these are necessary and offer 

important insights, a comparative analysis of two distinct settings will provide increased insights 

into the particular ways in which institutional structure, rules, norms, culture and organizational 

characteristics affect the particular way in which different types of blue-collar trade unions deal 

with a common issue. This work will analyze and provide conclusions concerning why trade 

unions have acted the way they have concerning climate change and energy issues as well as 

what the implications may be for future actions and their potential role in environmental 

governance aimed at combining issues of work and workers’ rights with environmental 

sustainability issues (B. Obach, New Labor: Slowing the Treadmill of Production? 2004). 

Further, the results test the assumption that labour and environmental interests are inherently at 

odds, leading to the potential for finding solutions to environmental problems that include the 

interests not only of various environmentalists, but also of trade unions and the workers they 

represent. 

 

2.3 Theoretical Framework and Definition of Key Concepts (see glossary for words in bold) 

Neo-Institutional Theory: As class-based and social movement theories are inadequate at 

addressing the nuances actor- structure relations, I will use neo-institutional theory as the 

framework for this project, and will explore the institutional setting and interactions between 

formal and informal structures, both internal and external, which influence trade unions’ 

conceptualizations of environmental issues along with desired and actual courses of action 

regarding concrete environmental issues.  Combining both the formal and informal, institutions 

constitute a system of authority and power which define legitimate actors, rights and obligations 

( Burns 2008). Further, they define the context of interaction and normative behaviour, values 

and beliefs; and provide a cognitive basis which allows for participants to frame, interpret and 

understand (Burns 2008). Organizations or actors work within a particular institutional 

framework in order to achieve specific goals and attempt to mobilize and gain support for these 

goals (Lundqvist 2004). They both affect and are affected by the institutional setting and their 

actions are in large part directed, guided, and defined by the particular institutional rules, norms, 

and structures (Lundqvist 2004). 
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Neo-Institutional theory, developed to analyze the complexities of and interactions within 

social systems, investigates not only the formal organizational rules and obligations, or the 

“hard” social structures (which also include organizational structure and formal policy process) 

but also the “soft” social structures, or the informal practice and ideas along with the normative 

and cognitive concepts which shape the way in which thoughts are formulated (Carson 2008). As 

opposed to historical institutionalism, which focuses largely on historical path dependency, or 

rational choice institutionalism, which focuses on the strategic choices and actions by actors to 

solve collective dilemmas, neo-institutional theory combines the formal and informal, including 

cognitive and ideational factors, with the importance of agency by  particular actors within given 

contexts (Hall 1996). 

The hard social structures--the formal aspects of institutions--in many ways constitute the 

“rules of the game” in which any particular organization can act, pursue its interests, or seek 

change (Burns and Carson 2005). The formal structures are often determined by elites and are 

visible through particular laws and sanctions that constrain and/or enable behaviour of actors 

within a given setting, such as a nation-state (T. R. Burns, Rule System Theory: An Overview 

2008). As Carson (2008) states: the formal structure “influences from without by regulating, 

providing incentives and sanctions, and channelling access to power.” However, hard social 

structures are not only the formal rules and legal codes of the state, but are also evident in the 

formal structure and processes of given organizations within a larger structure. These have an 

effect on how decisions can be and are made, which types of action are allowed, who is involved 

in action and decisions, and so forth (Carson 2008). Thus, when it comes to trade unions in both 

the United States and Sweden, neo-institutional theory  leads to the understanding that their 

particular organizational structure , policy-making and decision-making processes will affect 

whether and how strongly an issue is likely to be dealt with, along with the particular forms of 

action taken on a given issue or problem. The hard social structures, which are defined by the 

formal political and legal context of action, determine and interact with (and may be challenged 

by) the formal organizational structure and processes of given organizations within the larger 

context. 

Not only do hard social structures at various levels undergo a constant process of 

interaction with one another, they both affect and are affected by the soft social structures, or the 
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informal aspects of institutions, such as norms, ideas, and cognitive frames. As stated by Burns 

and Carson (2005), the institution defines a “particular social order, defines legitimate 

actors...and provides a normative basis for appropriate behaviour...a cognitive basis for 

participants to interpret...and provides core values and beliefs.” Elaborating on soft social 

structures, in particular ideas and normative concepts within policy and decision-making, Surel 

(2000) investigates cognitive frameworks and argues they are important to the conceptual models 

of actors and “set priority for action within a given community.”  Further, he argues that political 

discourse that exists at any given time gives higher degrees of legitimacy to certain actors and 

plays a large part in determining which types of action are desirable and socially sanctioned.  

Thus, informal structural conditions (the political culture), such as a competitive pluralism or 

conciliatory corporatism can affect and in many ways determine acceptable courses of action for 

particular actors outside of what is defined by formal rules of operation (Surel 2000). The 

cognitive frames which exist both at the structural level and sub-national levels, such as with 

trade unions operating in a particular environment, have concrete effects on action, as they can 

limit the forms of action and the instruments of implementation (such as legislative pressure or 

alliance-formation) or which types of resource mobilization are accepted as legitimate and valid 

by larger communities (Surel 2000). Moreover, Surel argues that the cognitive frame provides 

boundaries which limit and define the scope of specific organizations and social actors, such as 

trade unions and what defines their core issues and realms of action (2000). 

A useful concept for characterizing these cognitive frames is the paradigm, which is a 

conceptual model shared by groups of actors and represents an ideal of how things should be, 

how the world works and even plays a part in establishing which issues are considered social 

problems (Carson 2008). In a sense, these paradigms can be considered problem-solving 

conceptual models, the particular characteristics of which determine the issue/problem definition 

(whether a particular issue is deemed as something that needs to be dealt with or whether it is 

within the realm of action of a particular actor/institution) (Carson 2008). The specific paradigm 

held by a collective group also delineates legitimate sources of knowledge regarding this 

particular issue/problem complex along with who is considered responsible for dealing with a 

given issue and what the acceptable and desirable solutions are (Carson 2008). Thus, following 

this line of reasoning, the particular paradigm of each trade union will establish (in conjunction 

with other formal factors) whether or not they view a certain issue, such as climate change or 
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energy use, to be an issue which needs action, and if so, whether the trade union is at all involved 

in the creation of or solution to the problem; which type of information surrounding the issue is 

most important and valid; who should be involved in addressing the issue, and what the best and 

most desirable solutions to dealing with energy and climate issues are. Further, the paradigm not 

only determines how an issue is interpreted, understood, and acted upon amongst a collectivity, 

but also leads the issue/problem to be framed to other actors in particular ways.  According to 

Bostrom, the way in which issues, problems, and system actors are framed is central to 

understanding the actions and tactics of an organization (M. Boström 2004). The framing of an 

issue/problem, its relevance, and ideal solutions are determined through an interplay of 

institutional factors such as the collectively held paradigm, entrenched rules, norms, and political 

culture (M. Boström 2004).  

Paradigms undergo a constant process of change and redefinition, thus new ideas and 

conceptualizations of social issues are continually integrated into paradigms; and are redefined 

and re-conceptualized based on social interactions. Within each paradigm, there are numerous 

issues and problems that are considered to be relevant; however some are more fundamental than 

others, representing a core-periphery complex. The literature on paradigms states that peripheral 

issues are easier to change, as opposed to the core issues, which are often more vigorously 

defended. (Carson 2008). Additionally, new ideas can enter a paradigm, becoming 

institutionalized when the new ideas/action are systematized into new rules and formalized 

practices. Thus, as Carson (2008) argues, we may see a shift in the conceptualization of an issue 

and what should be done about it, but the relevant institutions may continue to pursue established 

means of action, representing an institutional lag. Accordingly, trade unions may experience a 

paradigm shift or new ideas may enter into established paradigms, but whether this leads to 

concrete action or becomes formalized depends on an interaction between established norms and 

rules and the new ideas.  

Rule System Theory: While neo-institutional theory focuses largely on structural issues (though 

not exclusively), such as the role of formal and informal political structure/culture, 

organizational rules and paradigms (Burns 2008) , the importance of both external environmental 

constraints and agency within a particular institutional structure/paradigm can be complemented 

with rule systems theory. Burns (2008) sums up rule systems as both cultural and institutional 
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arrangements at the macro-level; along with the particular norms, roles, strategies and action 

paradigms. Further, while the macro-level is very important in determining the power and 

opportunities of various actors, Burns (2008) argues that actors also actively shape, challenge, 

and reproduce various rules systems. Agents acting within the same political context do not all 

follow rules or act the same way.  Actors, largely determined by how much power they have and 

constrained and guided by the ideal paradigm of actions, navigate institutional settings in unique 

ways, following, challenging, or creating new rule systems (T.R. Burns 2008). Thus, following 

from this logic, trade unions in the US and Sweden will likely (despite representing similar 

interests in respective political contexts) act in divergent ways depending on the kind of power 

afforded to them in their particular institutional setting. Further divergence in action depends on 

the particular paradigms which define and guide their action, allowing them to follow, disregard, 

challenge, or redefine existing institutional settings and dominant paradigms both within and 

from outside.   

 In addition to the importance of agency within rule systems theory, environmental or 

material constraints also interact with macro-institutional factors and the agency of particular 

actors. Both the natural and social environments provide the setting for action and rule-making 

(Burns 2008). Burns (2008) emphasizes that “the social environment of the institutional 

arrangements provides material resources, appropriate designs or paradigms, and legal backing 

and/or legitimacy” and the natural environment also plays a selective role in determining which 

institutional arrangements and rule systems can be realized and which changes can be 

introduced. This affects existing institutional rules and norms as well as paradigms that guide 

action. These environmental constraints not only provide the basis for the institutional setting 

and realm of agency, but also can influence a paradigmatic shift or institutional change.  As 

stated by Burns, institutional arrangements that are perceived and argued to be efficient at one 

moment in time may be framed and understood as unsustainable at another due to real and 

potential environmental degradation, thus leading to a de-legitimatization of a particular 

institutional arrangement and paradigmatic ideal (2008). Of course, one cannot completely 

separate these factors from one another, and even the realization of environmental constraints 

relies on the agency of particular actors to make others aware that a given institutional set-up is a 

problem and needs to be addressed (Burns 2008). The extent to which this framing is possible is 

dependent on the macro-setting, the power and legitimacy afforded to particular actors within a 
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given setting and their distinct paradigm. Thus, when it comes to climate change and the use of 

non-renewable resources, whether or not the issue becomes important and a challenge to current 

institutional arrangements, actors, power relations, depends on awareness that there is an 

environmental constraint combined with the framing of the issue by social agents. Whether and 

how this is taken up by various actors (such as trade unions) will then depend on their particular 

power as determined by institutional settings, their collective paradigm, and the particular rules 

of the game which officially affect courses of action. 

Governance: In addition to assessing multi-level institutional interactions between trade unions 

and formal/informal social actors, I will also use institutional theory to examine and analyze 

trade unions’ participation and influence in environmental governance. Concepts of governance 

differ from traditional ideas of government, which encompasses formal policy-making authority 

and recourse by the state, in that it includes non-formal rules to determine actions and policy and 

is “a tool for the coordination of collective activities” including both public and private actors 

(Focht 2008) (Jordan 2003 ). The governance concept has emerged as important for dealing with 

myriad environmental problems, as their causes and effects extend well beyond the boundaries of 

the nation-state, both geographically and temporally (Lundqvist 2004).The argument for the need 

for environmental governance is especially common when it comes to issues of climate change, 

as their causes and solutions require action beyond the those typically used by government 

(regulations, official rules, and sanctions within a strictly defined geo-political area), however 

the exact content of governance and how it can and should work  to deal with environmental 

issues is highly contested (Focht 2008).  

As governance encompasses informal and formal rules and actors, the particular 

institutional arrangements, rule systems and their consequent power relations, and dominant 

socio-political paradigms (at the macro level and amongst collective actors at the sub and supra-

national levels) determine the context of governance and the space for contestations over how it 

should work. Thus, the governance framework used to treat environmental problems is highly 

related to the issues previously discussed, namely hard and soft social structures and the 

particular desired/actual courses of action taken by social actors. The official and unofficial rule 

systems which exist will benefit certain actors (such as organized labour or capital) to certain 

degrees, thus they will likely have more influence over the precise nature of governance and 



11 
 

which are determined to be desirable and legitimate solutions to any given environmental issues. 

Actors, driven and affected by their own paradigms exhibit agency in attempting to participate in 

governance systems to deal with environmental issues and will affect how and to what extent 

such issues are dealt with. Thus, once it becomes necessary to address a particular environmental 

issue (such as sustainability or climate change) whose causes are effectively framed as 

emanating at multiple levels and including multiple actors, one must look at the important factors 

which determine actors’ ability and the type of participation in governance processes.  Therefore, 

examination of the institutional arrangements that help define the power of trade unions in a 

given context, along with the paradigms and action taken by particular trade union regarding an 

environmental issue, lead one to gain insight on trade unions’ potential for defining the terms for 

environmental governance, possibilities for participation, or even how trade unions may be 

prohibited from meaningful participation. 

Figure 1.0: Theoretical Model—Interrelationship between the theoretical factors 

 

 

 



12 
 

3.0 Methods and Case Study Description  

3.1 Selection of Methods 

For this research project, I am using the case study approach. The use of this particular 

method is conducive and useful to answer several different types of questions, including “why” 

and “how” questions (Yin 2003). As it applies to this project, using a “why” question (more 

specifically an analysis of why trade unions have acted the way they have regarding 

environmental issues) makes a case study appropriate. Further, if a research project is heavily 

influenced by the context in which the case occurs, as with this particular case, then case study 

methodology adequately provides for the analysis of these factors. Additionally, Yin argues that 

a research project in which the researcher is investigating “a contemporary set of events, over 

which the investigator has little or no control” necessitates a case study approach, as opposed to 

other types of methodological approaches such as surveys or histories (2003). Thus the case 

study is conducive to this study, as many events analyzed are current and ongoing and did not 

occur within a controlled research environment. 

 There are many goals of case studies, which involve everything from a desire to explain 

a particular phenomenon to one in which making theoretical generalizations is the overall aim of 

the project; however case studies have one thing in common: they do not aim at making 

predictive generalizations. Due to the highly contextual factors that define my research project, it 

will not be possible to make strong predictive generalizations, although results may lead to some 

theoretical generalizations pertaining to the factors of analysis.  The types of evidence used and 

how dominant or important  any given type of evidence is depends largely on the particular 

question asked as well as study propositions which are important in the design of the project. 

Moreover, within the case study approach, particularly with multiple or comparative case 

studies, a rich theoretical framework and literature review are essential for determining both the 

initial design and importance of the study, as well as the final conclusions and theoretical 

generalizations, as is the case with this study. The case study approach is a valid and necessary 

methodological approach for projects heavily influenced by particular context and when the goal 

of the research is theoretically analytical and aimed at determining important factors for future 

analyses as determined from particular actions and events (Yin 2003).  Overall, and perhaps most 

importantly, the comparative case study approach enables and facilitates an analysis which 
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highlights the important factors, at multiple levels, determining phenomena in varying contexts. 

It allows for in-depth analysis of multiple cases and for the ability to compare and contrast 

without it being necessary to discover predictive generalizations. 

Methods Used: For this project, I used qualitative methods. The motivation for this was based 

on the importance of providing a contextual, descriptive analysis in which primary documents 

are of utmost importance. Regarding the original research questions, which explore why trade 

unions have acted the way they have and what the factors are in determining their actions, 

qualitative analysis is most conducive and appropriate, since his type of question requires a 

descriptive analysis necessitating qualitative analysis. 

  Analysis of primary documents was complemented and triangulated with interview data 

from semi-structured interviews with key trade union workers and coalition members. Due to the 

geographical distance between the countries of study, some interviews were done over the phone 

and occasionally email correspondence was used instead of interviews.  Documentary data 

includes union policy publications, union reports, newspaper articles, speeches, conference data, 

and legislative testimony. Analysis of the data was conducted after developing a framework of 

analysis based on major concepts from the neo-institutional theoretical approach being used. 

3.3 Limitations and Drawbacks: While the case study approach and the qualitative analysis 

work with the question being asked, there are still several limitations to the approach. First, the 

results of the study will not lead to any significant predictive generalization which can be applied 

to other cases, although the descriptive factors identified will contribute to the literature. Within 

this particular case, I used a comparative approach between the US and Sweden. The research 

was done entirely in Sweden, and no direct field work was done in the United States, thus 

leading to telephone interviews and email communication rather than face-to-face interviews or 

on-the-ground field work. Additionally, one key interview with the UAW did not happen, and 

instead of speaking with me, they referred me to written documents. While initially agreeing to 

speak to me about environmental issues generally, they decided not to speak with me once I 

specified my desire to speak about climate and energy issues specifically. This may affect the 

triangulation of data for that particular aspect of the case study, as I used mostly written primary 

sources and secondary literature instead. Further, a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods is 
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often used within the case study, and while not necessary, can be useful. This study used entirely 

qualitative methods, as described above, rather than a mix between the two. 

3.4 Presentation of results: Based on the key analytical factors discussed in the theoretical 

framework, including formal and informal structure; organizational structure; along with the soft 

social structures that encompass culture, ideology, and framing, I developed a framework of 

analysis to assess the primary source data. From this, I categorized the results in three tables, the 

first deals with structure (organization and political); the second concerns soft social structures; 

and the third, based on the importance of agency as illuminated in rule systems theory, covers the 

specific action taken by each trade union. Within each table, I have separated the results by trade 

union, as the case study involves a comparison of the four and how and why they have acted 

divergently—in the case where the same results occurred for both unions in the same country, I 

combined the results. Further, I include a brief analysis of the environmental constraints 

important in defining the common issues all four trade unions have had to deal with.  

3.5  Case Study Description and Justification: I have chosen to examine trade unions in 

Sweden and the United States (two in each) in order to gain insight on the effects of the context 

in which action takes place as well as how similar actors have taken different paths within a 

similar context. Choosing these two  countries allows for much comparing and contrasting and 

will help in assessing the importance of such factors as political structure, trade union power and 

organization, ideology, and culture in how and why blue-collar trade unions have acted the way 

they have regarding environmental issues. There are, of course, some methodological issues in 

such a comparison, given the vast differences between the two countries in size (both 

geographical and population wise), history, political system and culture, and trade union power 

and density. Nevertheless, the comparison offers several relevant and interesting contrasts. The 

choice of the United States emerged as much of the literature on trade union-environment issues 

analyzes American trade unions (such as theoretical analysis of trade union-environment alliance 

formation and analysis of trade unions’ role in affecting environmental legislation), thus 

providing a basis for this work. Sweden, while not having nearly as much literature on trade 

union-environment issues, is a country in which trade unions have been particularly powerful 

and have even played an active role in the formation of the political system in place in the 20th 

century (Wahl 2007). Furthermore, Sweden is seen as a leader on environmental sustainability 
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and greenhouse-gas reductions issues, having been one of the few Western countries to combine 

economic growth with a reduction of carbon dioxide emissions, mostly due to their move away 

from reliance on fossil fuels through the increased use of water, nuclear, and wind power (The 

Government`s Climate Policy: Information sheet from the Swedish Ministry of the Environment 

2008) This vastly different circumstance provides a clear basis for a comparison of the actions 

and decisions made by similar actors in varying contexts. Choosing two unions in each country 

was done to provide for investigation of how influential political or structural context is and the 

importance of agency within a similar context and regarding a similar issue.   

The research has been done through comparative studies between two Swedish and two 

American unions that represent workers related to the energy sector, energy-intensive industries, 

or workers in fields which release high amounts of greenhouse gases (the United Steel Workers 

and the United Auto Workers in the United States and IF Metall and Kommunal in Sweden). 

While the two American unions and IF Metall in Sweden all have large portions of their 

membership involved in energy-intensive industries or industries whose products release large 

amounts of greenhouse gases, Kommunal represents blue-collar municipal workers in Sweden. 

The choice of these unions came after preliminary research into actions and stances on 

environmental issues generally and climate change issues specifically. The goal of the research is 

to analyze why and how trade unions have acted the way they have regarding environmental 

issues, thus it is important to pick comparable case studies within different contexts in which the 

subjects are similar but have not acted in the exact same way. Thus, the United Steelworkers and 

the UAW were chosen as two blue-collar manufacturing unions who are part of the same 

federation and represent similar types of workers, but who have taken different paths on 

environmental and climate issues. IF Metall was chosen as it is the Swedish blue-collar union 

that is most comparable to both the USW and the UAW—in terms of work done by the 

members, as well as size within its federation. The choice of Kommunal, which represents 

municipal workers, is less obvious. Due to the structure of membership with the Swedish trade 

union federations, it was impossible to choose a union similar to Metall which has acted 

differently regarding a common issue. Based around notions of blue-collar solidarity, the blue-

collar federation LO is set up to prevent membership competition, thus there is little overlap in 

the types of workers represented by each union, preventing two industrial, manufacturing-based 

unions ( (Kjellberg 2005). So, after preliminary contact with LO researchers and exploratory 
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research, I chose Kommunal, as it is the blue collar trade union which has been most active 

environmentally-this organizational structure and the separation of membership by industry 

becomes part of the analysis.  

3.6 Background information 

Rates of unionization: 

US: Current union density is 13 percent overall, while the manufacturing sector has a 

unionization rate of 20 percent, down from the peak manufacturing unionization rate of 40 

percent in 1970 (Waddington 2005). 

Sweden: in 2005 the overall unionization rate was 79.2% for wage earners (LO);80.1 percent for 

blue collar workers, with 89.2 percent of the manufacturing sector and 89.2 percent of the 

municipal workers sector (LO Statistics)  

Table 1.0 Background information on the four trade unions 

Union Founding Date Membership numbers  Workers Represented 

United Steelworkers  
(United Steel, Paper and 
Forestry, Rubber, 
Manufacturing, Energy, 
Allied Industrial & 
Service Workers 
International Union) 

1936 850,000 active 
350,000 retired 

Metals (aluminum and 
steel); paper and forestry 
products; chemical 
industry; healthcare 
workers, pharmaceutical 
workers. public 
employees; mining 

United Autoworkers  
(United Automobile, 
Aerospace & 
Agricultural Implement 
Workers of America 
International Union) 

1935 513,000 active 
575,000 retired 

Automotive, aerospace 
and defence; heavy 
trucks, farm equipment, 
technical, office, 
professional 

IF Metall 
(Industrifacket Metall) 

Metall 1888; IF Metall 
2006 (merger with 
industriarbetaresfackfor- 
Bundet 

450,000 (total) Ironworks, automobile, 
mechanical engineering, 
plastics, building 
components, technical  

Kommunal 
 

1910 560,000 (total) 
  

Blue-collar municipal 
workers such as health 
care workers and bus 
drivers; agricultural 
workers  
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Previous instances of trade union action on environmental issues: As mentioned in the 

literature review, most of the literature assessing union-environment relations is US-based, thus 

the following overview, coming from the literature, focuses on American examples. 

 Throughout the history of the American labour movement, there have been periodic 

instances of labour-environmental convergence as well as the incorporation of ecological 

considerations into the labour movement (Dewey 1998) (Gordon 1998). Prior to the 1960s and 

the articulation of a formal environmental movement, unions were often at the forefront of the 

push for environmental protection and legislation, as can be seen in the advocacy of the creation 

of the national Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) and their support for the 

Environmental Protection Agency and supported the first Earth Day in 1970 (Dewey 1998). 

After the emergence of a stronger and more articulate environmental movement in the 1960s, 

examples of labour-environment convergence continued in the United States (along with 

occasional conflict). Although many assumed that union goals and environmental goals were 

fundamentally at odds (Grossman 1985) this was often a line touted by industry in order to pit 

labour and environment against one another (Grossman 1985). Instrumental to the union-

environment work was the activism of union leader Tony Mazzocchi, an official for OCAW (Oil 

Chemical and Atomic Workers, now merged with the United Steelworkers), whose work was 

significant in fighting for OSHA, speaking at the first Earth Day, and highlighted the need for 

joint labour-environmental work back in the 1960s and 1970s (Moberg 2008) (Young 2009). 

Furthermore, Mazzocchi was one of the first labour activists to advocate for the creation of a 

national compensation and retraining program for workers displaced either by environmental 

destruction or legislation; he also initiated the Labor Institute, a research and educational institute 

largely focusing on environmental issues (Moberg 2008) (Young 2009). 

The OCAW strike against Shell oil is one of the first modern instances of environmental 

support for union action.  Shell refused to allow occupational health and safety monitoring of its 

plants, leading the workers to go on strike in 1973 (Gordon 1998). Due to the power of the 

corporation, the union knew that it could not win its demands without outside support, thus 

enlisted the help of environmental groups, such as the Sierra Club in advocating a public boycott 

of Shell products (Gordon 1998), eventually receiving support from 11 of the nation’s largest 

environmental organizations. Although the union conceded to company demands several months 
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into the strike, the support from environmental groups allowed some longer-term alliances to 

emerge (Gordon 1998).  In 1975, following a conference concerning the strike action, one of the 

first major labour-environment alliances formed, the Environmentalists for Full Employment 

(EFFE), which included members of the both the United Auto Workers and the United 

Steelworkers along with the Sierra Club and OCAW (Grossman 1985). The alliance advocated 

for a focus on achieving the dual goals of full employment and ecological sustainability. 

Working to dispel myths which pitted workers and environmentalists against each other, EFFE 

published periodicals, lobbied in Washington to advocate for a decentralized, democratically-

planned energy infrastructure based on renewable energy (Grossman 1985). Ultimately rifts 

between individual unions and the federation, along with a focus on leadership rather than rank-

and-file activism, led to the demise of EFFE in the early 1980s (Gordon 1998). Further examples 

of labour-environment alliance emerged in the 1980s, often at the state level (B. Obach, The 

Wisconsin Labor-Environmental Network: A Case Study of Coalition Formation among 

Organized Labor and the Environmental Movement 1999). The Wisconsin Labour Environment 

Network (WLEN) was one of the most prominent organizations. Organized following a 

conference on Occupational Health and Safety attended by both labour leaders and 

environmentalists in 1981.WLEN lobbied for institutionalized health and safety regulations 

among other things. It was the unions who provided most of the space for meetings and 

employed workers who could focus on lobbying (Gordon 1998). Overall, many unionists 

developed an ecological consciousness and sought to incorporate ecological goals into union 

platforms, however there was little evidence of environmentalists reciprocating and making work 

security issues a priority (Obach 1999). The WLEN ceased operations in the early 1990s 

Important Background Legislation and initiatives: 

Corporate Average Fuel Economy Standards (CAFE):  Established standards for the average 

miles per gallon for passenger cars and light trucks sold by American Manufactures, beginning 

in 1975 under the Energy Policy and Conservation Act (Geckil 2003). It was enacted during the 

oil crisis of the 1970s in which there were gasoline shortages and high oil prices, and was as 

much a policy aimed at reducing foreign dependence on oil as it was an environmental policy. At 

this time, heavy trucks (under which SUVs and Minivans were later classified), classified as 

essential work vehicles, were exempt from the legislation. Later attempts to include heavy trucks 
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(including minivans and SUVs) have been met with resistance from the Auto Industry and the 

United Auto Workers Union (Bradshear 1997) (Testimony of Ron Gettelfinger before the 

Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy and Commerce 2007). 

 

Bingaman-Specter Bill or the “Low Carbon Economy Act” of 2007 (US): This piece of 

legislation, formulated by Democratic senator Jeff Bingaman of New Mexico and Republican (at 

the time, he has recently switched parties) Senator Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania, aims at 

reducing greenhouse gases through an economy-wide, domestic cap-and-trade program. 

Specifically, it aims at reducing US GHG emissions to 2006 levels by 2020 and 1990 levels by 

2030. (Bingaman-Specter Low Carbon Economy Act of 2007).  

 

Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA): This a proposed piece of American legislation aimed at 

changing the rules for union organizing. As it stands, the next step after a majority of members 

of a workplace have signed cards is for the employer to decide whether to then hold a 

certification election. The EFCA would change this, putting the power into making an election 

decision into the hands of the employees. The EFCA also shortens the time in which a post-

certification collective agreement must be agreed upon and would impose fines on employers 

who violate the employees’ right to form a union. This act is support by both the United 

Steelworkers and the United Autoworkers.  

 

Klimatuppropet: This is a climate report created by the Swedish Society for Nature 

Conservation (SNF) aimed at getting the support of large-organizations and individuals in 

Sweden, and was presented to the government in December, 2009. Its recommendations included 

a minimum 40 percent decrease in carbon emissions by 2020; and that Sweden must work 

together on climate issues with developing countries. Kommunal was one of the large 

organizations that signed onto this. (Naturskyddsforeningen: Klimat--Klimatuppropet 2009) 

 

4.0 Results/Findings 

Environmental constraints from the natural environment: In “Rule Systems Theory” Burns 

argues that environmental constraints provide the context in which institutional arrangements 

exist (2008), and those particular arrangements can be deemed essential and efficient at one point 
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in time, whereas at another they are unsustainable and must change. Energy and climate issues 

represent a problem that has been effectively framed by various actors, mainly environmentalists 

and scientific researchers as being effected by current institutional arrangements, thus leading to 

a threat to the dominant institutional paradigm. In the United States, the US National Academy 

of Sciences recognized climate as a threat and directly related it to carbon dioxide emissions 

(Bryner 2008). However, due to competitive interests, of whom environmentalists were only one 

actor, comprehensive policy did not follow.  Over time, the environmental movement, along with 

international and scientific bodies such as the IPCC and the Union of concerned Scientists, have 

effectively argued for the urgency of dealing with the climate issue (Bryner 2008). As the 

framing of this constraint in many ways involves targeting emissions, especially of carbon 

dioxide, the need to address the issue affects actors in varying ways. Auto workers, in an 

industry which makes products with high carbon emissions, come under particular attack. 

Overall, this issue is one that is increasingly accepted and all four unions in this study 

acknowledge its existence. However how they perceive this threat and how they deal with the 

environmental constraints varies greatly, affected by various institutional factors. 

Environmental Constraints from the social environment: Both countries’ trade unions rely on 

membership fees as their main source of funding. Deindustrialization and loss of manufacturing 

jobs in the United States has led to a loss of membership and thus a loss of financial resources. 

This affects the organizing tactics and strategy, along with the power of the unions to act and 

influence actors within the larger political structure/culture. While the overall rate of 

unionization in Sweden has been more stable than in the US, loss of manufacturing jobs has also 

led to a decline for IF Metall; however, there has been an increase in municipal service jobs, 

leading to an increase in membership for Kommunal (Mahon 1999). Overall, declines in 

Swedish unions and their funding base have been less severe than in the United States, affecting 

the social environmental factors in which they operate. 
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4.2. Structural Effects: (Table 2.0) 

          
 
 
                             
 
 

 US: USW US: UAW Sweden:  
IF Metall  

Sweden: 
Kommunal 

Political 
Structure 

Governance 
Structure 

Elite democracy; Plural, 
competitive interest-based, federal 
system; importance of economic 
power 

Elite Democracy; 
Centralized, compromise-based, neo-
corporate system; importance of 
established actors  

Laws, rules and 
relevant legislation  

NLRA and amendments; OSHA; 
EFCA 

Saltsjobaden agreement 1938; 
Swedish co-determination law; 
decentralized bargaining;  

Trade Union 
Environment 

Adversarial and hostile labour  
environment 
 

Highly legitimate and established actor 

Political 
Administrations 

Democrats 
seen as  
friendly at 
state and 
federal levels 

Democrats seen 
as friendly at 
state and federal 
levels; influence 
the Democratic 
Party through 
member 
support, 
monetary 
contributions, 
and lobbying 

Strong ties with 
the Social 
Democratic 
Party; Part of 
the Social 
Democrats’ 
Oljekommissio
n (Oil 
Commission) 

Strong ties with the 
Social Democratic 
Party  

Organizational 
structure 

Organizing 
Requirements 

Workplace majority must sign 
cards followed by certification 
election; loss union if workplace 
closes or moves (varies somewhat 
by state); unions can organize 
workers regardless of sector 
 

Workers can voluntarily become 
members of the union-which union 
they join depends on the type of job; 
all blue-collar workers are part of one 
of LO’s affiliates 
 

Union levels and 
decision-making 

AFL-CIO 
Federation; 
federal union 
structure, 
including locals 
regional 
districts, 
national and 
international; 
multilevel 
decision-making 

AFL-CIO 
Federation; 
federal union  
structure 
regional  
membership 
concentration 
multilevel 
decision-
making 

Part of the LO 
federation; 
national/central 
union with 
workplace 
branches; 
centralized 
decision-
making 

Part of the LO 
federation; 
national/central 
union with 
workplace branches; 
centralized decision-
making 

Relevant Mergers OCAW/PACE 
(2005) 

 IF ( 2006) Agricultural workers 
union (2002) 
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Explanation of Table 2.0: It is separated in to two parts: Political and organizational structure. 
It includes subcategories related to both the official and unofficial political structure, including 
the governance structure, legislation and political culture. The organizational structure provides 
an overview of the rules of organizing as well as important mergers which have affected 
environmental action 

Sources:  (Waddington 2005) (Kjellberg, Sweden: The Multitude of Challenges facing Swedish 
Trade Unions 2000) (Kjellberg, Mergers in a Class-segmented Trade Union System 2005) (T. R. 
Burns 2005) (LO information) (B. K. Obach, Labor and the Environmental Movement: The 
Quest for Common Ground 2004) 
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4.3 Cognitive Frames: Paradigms, framing, and solutions. (Table 3.0) 

 USW UAW IF Metall Kommunal 

Problem and 
Issue 
Complex; 
Framing 

Climate 
change: 
When and 
how 

1990; previous 
environmental  work; 
Expansion of Health and 
Safety Issues to the larger 
environment 

1990s (no exact 
date); increasing 
scientific consensus  

1990s (no exact 
date); through UN, 
EU, and Swedish 
government’s 
influence (Goran 
Persson) 

1994: influenced by the 
Rio Conference on 
sustainability (1992); 
Swedish government’s 
influence  

Problem 
definition  

Relation to some members’ 
work; disproportionately 
impacts on certain groups 
(domestically and 
internationally)—related to 
economic distribution, rather 
than being a technical 
problem  
 

Could be related to 
the types of work 
done by the 
membership; threat 
to jobs 

Technical problem—
not enough 
environmentally 
efficient technology 

Related to certain types of 
industry and agriculture; 
disproportionately impacts 
certain groups (mostly 
internationally) related to 
economic distribution, not 
only technical 

Framing 
and role of 
the union 

Can actively influence 
solutions; cannot pit jobs 
against the environment; 
union’s role to promote 
environmentally sustainable, 
unionized employment; 
protection and growth of the 
membership through action 
on climate issues 

Union’s role to 
protect the 
membership and 
existence of jobs in 
the auto sector—
climate action is 
secondary 

Union to work with 
industry to find 
technological 
solutions to the 
climate change and 
other environmental 
issues  

Educate the membership 
and the public about 
relations between work 
and lifestyle choices and 
environmental effects; 
help find and mediate 
solutions when there is a 
conflict between jobs and 
environment;  

Legitimacy Sources of 
Knowledge 

UN climate scientists; PERI 
(for research and information 
on green jobs, etc); Apollo 
Alliance 

UN; some from auto 
industry (concerning 
the effects of 
legislation) 

UN and the EU: 
emissions targets 
defined by these 
bodies;  
SNF; Swedish 
government research  

UN; IPCC; Agenda 21; 
Rio Conference; SNF; 
Swedish government 
research 

Actors environmental organizations 
ready to acknowledge 
workers’ rights to form 
unions; policy-makers; 
international organizations  

Industry; 
Policy-makers 
(mostly Democrats) 

Other trade unions; 
industry,government; 
reluctant to see 
environmental SMOs 
as legitimate actors,  

other trade unions 
(domestically and abroad); 
large environmental 
SMOs; international 
bodies such as the UN; 
PSI 

Solutions Multi-level progressive 
movements which link work 
and environment issues; 
green jobs and production; 
worker retraining programs; 
revitalization of American 
Manufacturing; active in 
negotiations on international 
environmental regimes to 
ensure inclusion of labour 
issues; international 
solidarity  

Marshall plan: 
government 
funding into R & 
D and marketing 
of American-
made, cleaner cars; 
equal targeting of 
high emissions 
industries; 
domestic cap and 
trade program 

industrial innovation; 
role of the union is to 
protect members; 
Nuclear power as a 
part of a green 
economy; international 
work with other 
unions to prevent 
carbon leakage; 
Nordic work; work 
within the EU 

through making the issue 
fundamental to trade 
union work and goals; role 
of the union is to protect 
both the membership and 
the environment, try to 
solve conflicts if these two 
are conflicting; make 
climate change a moral 
issue 
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Explanation of table 3.0: This table encompasses the informal aspects of each union which 
shape and define cognitive frames, issue definition and framing, as well as proposed solutions to 
the problem/issue complex. 

Sources: (Berglund 2009) (Bern 2009) (Bern, Industrin-en del av lösningen 2008) (Bingaman-
Specter Low Carbon Economy Act of 2007 2008) (Chemnick 2007) (IF Metall vill Skynda 
långsamt med industrings klimatarbete 2008) (Community Action Program: Energy and the 
Environment 2008) (Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008) (Metall 2008) (Pollin 2008) 
(Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the Environment 2006) (Testimony of Ron 
Gettelfinger before the Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy and 
Commerce 2007) (UAW: Energy and Environment 2009) (United Steelworkers: Health, Safety 
and Environment Department 2008) (Ylva Thörn, förbundsordförande Kommunal 2008) (Ylva 
Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007) (Young 2009) 
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4.4. Agency and action: Table 4.0 

 USW UAW IF Metall Kommunal 

Action Legislative  and 
policy 

Clean Air and Clean 
Water Acts; OSHA; 
Low Carbon 
Economy Act 
(Domestic Cap and 
Trade program); fair 
labour clauses in 
trade agreements; 
EFCA 

Clean Air and 
Clean Water 
Acts; OSHA; 
opposition to 
higher fuel 
emissions 
standards 
though CAFE; 
EFCA 

Government 
funding for  
technological 
research and 
development and 
promotion of 
markets; 
Oljekommission 

SNF’s petition on 
climate change policy 
(active support of 
this)—Klimatuppropet   

Strikes, 
Demonstrations, 
Direct action 

Anti-NAFTA 
protests; 
demonstrations 
against the WTO in 
Seattle, 1999 

Anti-NAFTA 
protests; 
demonstrations 
against the 
WTO in 
Seattle, 1999 

None None 

Education and 
Awareness 

Education of 
membership about 
environmental 
issues generally and 
climate issues 
particularly; public 
information and 
education of 
environmentalists 
about workers’ 
rights, combined 
environment and 
worker exploitation 

Education of 
membership 
about climate 
change issues 
and of 
problems with 
legislative 
problems to 
address 
climate issues 

Membership 
education about 
climate and energy 
issues 

Membership education 
to make climate issues a 
priority of union action 
and in  the members’ 
everyday lives; climate 
conference with the 
Social Democrats in 
September 2009 to 
address and raise 
awareness of climate 
issues 

Strategy and Tactics Progressive 
alliances; legislative 
pressure; education 
and awareness green 
jobs to replace lost 
manufacturing jobs; 
worker-retraining 
programs;  

Legislative 
pressure; 
membership 
mobilization to 
increase 
legislative 
pressure; 
influence over 
the legislative 
branch  

Ally with industry; 
legislative pressure; 
government 
promotion of 
markets; some 
education of the 
membership 
regarding climate 
change 

Make climate change a 
union issue; 
international work and 
solidarity;  relate climate 
change issues to other 
forms of exploitation, 
such as those based on 
race and gender; 
membership awareness 
and education; 

Labour-
Environment 
Alliances 

Past  EFFE; WLEN;  EFFE, WLEN None None 

Current Blue-Green Alliance 
(Several States); 
Apollo Alliance 
(National) 

No major 
alliances 

None; discussions 
with WWF 

None: nascent alliance 
work with SNF 
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Explanation of table 4.0: This table provides an overview of the specific action taken by each 

union, demonstrating organizational agency and action on climate issues. It demonstrates the 

important strategies and tactics used by each union, including union-environment alliance work. 

Sources: (Beckström 2009) (Berglund 2009) (Bern 2009) (Bern, Industrin-en del av lösningen 

2008) (Community Action Program: Energy and the Environment 2008) (L. W. Gerard 2009) 

(Gordon 1998) (Dreiling 1997) (Dewey 1998) (Greenhouse 2008) (IF Metall vill Skynda 

långsamt med industrings klimatarbete 2008) (New Energy for America: The Apollo Jobs Report 

2004) (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the Environment 2006) (Pollin 2008) 

(United Steelworkers: Health, Safety and Environment Department 2008) (Young 2009) 

5.0 Discussion  

5.1 Discussion of Table 2.0: Structural Effects 

5.1.1 Governance Structures and context of action  

The United States can be defined as a pluralist political system in which there are large 

number of social movement organizations (defined as organized collectivities with the aim of 

changing either a particular policy, opinions or structure which currently exist (Burns 2008)), 

which are often competitive and single-issue based (B. K. Obach, Labor and the Environmental 

Movement: The Quest for Common Ground 2004). There is little emphasis on integration of 

adversarial social movement organizations and while there may be short-term policy change 

incited by mass mobilizations, boycotts and other direct action, policy reversal is commonplace 

(T. R. Burns 2005). While the plural system may appear to open to any actor or group of actors 

who organize and lobby for change, political power is highly dependent on economic power, 

leading to marginalization of groups who lack economic resources (T. R. Burns 2005). Various 

authors, such as Obach and Imig, argue that the competitive and plural nature of the American  

political system presents a paradox for organizations seeking to affect institutional and social 

change, as they rely on distinguishing themselves individually in order to be perceived as having 

a valid purpose, while simultaneously requiring to ally with other organizations in order to 

survive economically and to have any political lobbying power (B. K. Obach, Labor and the 

Environmental Movement: The Quest for Common Ground 2004) (Imig 1992). 
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The Swedish socio-political system is defined as neo-corporatist, in which social tensions 

and conflicts (both existing and potential) are regulated through institutionalized integrative 

strategies (T. R. Burns 2005) Not only are the strategies to resolve tensions well-defined, so too 

are the legitimate actors in the system, including trade unions and environmental social 

movement organizations (T. R. Burns 2005).  The pluralist, competitive political structure in the 

US leads to a greater number of social movement organizations than exist in Sweden, however 

with less individual power and access to policy makers (M. Carson, Organized Civil Society and 

Multi-Level Governance in Three Policy Sectors in Sweden 2006). The United States, dating 

back to its inception, has actively prevented official ties between any mass-based group and 

government organization, representing a formal, institutionalized barrier to corporatism (Obach 

2004). Partially explaining the emergence of interest-based politics, major organizations, such as 

trade unions, have to use other means of influence over the political process than through official 

alliances with political parties. 

5.1.2 Laws, rules, and relevant legislation to trade union action: 

Within neo-institutional theory, the official laws and policies are important and in many 

ways determine the rules of the game in which organizations can act and express their interests. 

American unions first gained legal and social legitimacy during the New Deal era in the 1930s, 

when, after years of struggle, workers were granted  the right to form and join unions and to 

collectively bargain under the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) in 1935 (Waddington 

2005). While this legalized right, along with post-depression and post-war economic growth led 

to a large increase in trade union density (peaking in the 1950s), there were concerted efforts by 

opposing interest groups, particularly employers, to use their power to reduce labour rights. 

Thus, several amendments to the NLRA curbed the power of trade unions, such as Taft-Hartley 

act of 1947, which allowed for government regulation of the terms of bargaining, outlawed pre-

entry closed shops, and restricted the picketing of plants across state lines (Waddington 2005). 

This amendment had the effect of slowing expansion of unionization into the Southern states 

(Waddington 2005). Under pressure from interest groups hostile to labour, further amendments 

to the NLRA, including the Labor-Management Reporting Disclosure Act, led to further 

restrictions on organizing and the autonomy of trade unions. With the help of these laws, 

employers mounted a concerted attack on workers’ rights, leading to wage reductions, moving 
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unionized work from the Northern states to the Southern states and have consistently hired anti-

union consultants to influence unionization campaigns at various workplaces (Waddington 

2005).  Despite attempts at fighting back through legislative change, unions were not able to 

reverse these amendments to the NLRA and were dealt another blow in 1981 when the Air 

Traffic Controllers’ strike was broken by President Reagan, who proceeded to fire striking 

workers, curtailing the ability of unions to use their strike power to demand better working 

conditions. Since then, labour has continued to be in a defensive position and have pursued 

strategies such as mergers and  organizing non-traditional types of work in order to increase their 

membership (such as the Steelworkers organizing service workers). They have not abandoned 

the legislative fight, however, and many trade unions are now active in pushing for the adoption 

of the Employee Free Choice Act (refer to background). 

In Sweden, the Saltsjöbaden agreement of 1938 led to institutionalized labour relations 

bestowing organized labour (represented by LO) with official bargaining power at the national 

level, along with the main business partnership (SAF) with the state providing oversight and 

intervening when necessary (Anxo 2006). This formation of the corporatist Swedish model led to  

high trade union density (about 90 percent at its peak), high wages across all sectors (through  

solidarity wages, in which equal pay for equal work, even in less-profitable sectors, was 

negotiated); official alliances between the main trade union  confederation (Landsorganisation, 

or LO, which includes both Kommunal and Metall) and the Social Democratic Party; and active 

state intervention into the economy (Active Labour Market Policy, or ALMP) attempting to 

ensure full employment; to provide workers with retraining programs in case of  job loss, and 

countercyclical intervention to counteract recessions (Blyth 2001) (Mahon 1999). Further, the 

rules of organizing stipulated that it is a fundamental right of the worker to be able to join a 

union, thus the unionization requirements led to the ability for any worker to join a union if s/he 

so chose. Thus, during this time, there were few to no employer counter-offensives which aimed 

at preventing the formation of unions in the first place. Moreover, throughout this period, the 

Social Democratic Party was in power (from 1932-1976) and as LO had official ties to the party, 

they held much influence over decision-makers, leading to labour-friendly policies, rights, and 

norms (Kjellberg 2000). Since the 1970s, there have been increasing threats to this 

institutionalized system of labour relations, with most attacks and attempts at change coming 

from employers (Blyth 2001).  
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While the rules of organizing have not changed, employers have pushed for increased 

flexibility and a reduction in job security, decreased unemployment benefits and dispute rights 

by employees (Kjellberg 2005). These demands have been realized to an extent and the relative 

shift in power between labour and capital can be seen through the supremacy of various 

governments’ fights against inflation, after abandoning full employment policies (Kjellberg 

2000).  Further, there has been an increase of state regulation, as is evidenced through the 

Industry Co-operation Agreement of 1997, which gives the state increased intervention rights 

into labour relations if necessary, thus moving away from the norm of self-regulation through 

collective bargaining. As most change has been at the behest of business, labour has moved into 

a somewhat defensive position, seeking to maintain or return to the system in which they made 

many gains and held more relative power (Ebbinghaus 1999).  

5.1.3 Discussion of the effects of political structure on individual unions:  

USW:  Reacting to the particular constraints imposed by institutional arrangements and action 

posed by climate change, the United Steelworkers’ actions are further affected in particular ways 

by both the informal and formal aspects of the American political structure. As a trade union, 

they must abide by the laws of organizing of the NLRA, defining the “rules of the game” in 

which they act. As discussed by Carson, the formal structure sets the context for action, as it 

provides the official rules and sanctions determining access to power (Carson 2008). Thus, the 

Steelworkers’ access to and influence over larger power structures are highly defined by the 

institutional setting. They, a large, geographically diverse, mass-based organization use both 

their economic power as an interest group and their membership base to lobby, legislatively 

pressure, and raise consciousness surrounding particular issues. This is evidenced by informal 

ties with the Democratic Party and the congressional pressure to shape climate change 

legislation, for example. This can be seen through current Steelworkers’ president Leo Gerard’s 

recent testimony concerning the effects of climate change legislation on the domestic 

manufacturing industry, in which he advocates for “the promotion of policy solutions that spur 

growth and investment in green technology products produced here in America.” (L. W. Gerard 

2009). Further, Gerard’s position and legitimacy within the eyes of many policy-makers led to 

his participation on the National Commission on Energy Policy, representing official access to 
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power, allowing the Steelworkers’ president a change to influence the direction of energy policy 

(L. W. Gerard 2009)  

By focusing on the importance of trade union action on environmental issues, the 

Steelworkers act within the larger competitive, adversarial, interest-based context, working to 

distinguish themselves from other labour unions and interest groups acting in the same system, 

attempting to gain membership and  to gain legitimacy within the political-cultural system. 

Additionally, within the federal political structure of the United States, the Steelworkers have 

also acted at the municipal, state, and national levels in order to promote and pursue their ideal 

and material interests, such as targeting national climate change legislation or working in 

Pennsylvania to successfully attract a unionized wind turbine manufacturing plant, Gamesa 

(Young 2009). This represents a strategic response to the effects of the institutional arrangements 

which are defined as a decentralized political system in which legislative authority rests at 

various levels.  

 Furthermore, the Steelworkers have had to work within an overarching institutional 

framework that espouses the efficiency and superiority of market-based systems (Surel 2000). 

While there is much opposition and contention surrounding this, they must act within in this 

context, leading them to support and argue for solutions which fit into the paradigm (such as 

supporting market-based cap and trade programs; or emphasizing green economic growth) with 

their own reform-based challenges to this. While the Steelworkers are a well-established actor 

within the American socio-political system, the institutional arrangements which exist can be 

defined as generally hostile to labour (Waddington 2005) meaning they must act carefully in 

order to maintain their legitimacy within the system, leading to action and advocacy of 

legislation and social changes which represent reforms within the dominant structure, rather than 

a fundamental overhaul.  

 UAW: As Burns states in “Rule Systems Theory: an overview,” the structural institutional 

arrangement existing at any given time establishes the power of actors within a given context 

(2008). The UAW has historically been the largest manufacturing union in the United States and 

the jobs of its members were often heralded as those which were at the center of the pathway to 

the middle class (Bradshear 1997). Thus, combining both the hard and soft social structures in 

relation to the larger political and socio-economic context, through its large membership and 
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legitimacy, the UAW has, through the 20th century, been one of the most influential interest 

groups in the US and has been a relatively powerful actor, both economically and politically 

(Waddington 2005). Despite a decline in economic power due to material conditions 

(deindustrialization) and particular laws (such as international trade agreements) which opened 

up the US to increased foreign competition and capital flight, the UAW continues to have sway, 

particularly within the Democratic Party, relying on both its historical power and the 

mobilization of its current membership. While they have a strong influence over the party as a 

whole, they have used Congressman John Dingell of Michigan in particular to advocate their 

views and to influence policy, particularly regarding emissions legislation (Birnbaum 2007). 

Dingell is seen to be one of the strongest representatives of the interests of the UAW and its 

membership. However, due to the UAW’s decline in membership and power combined with the 

increasing power of environmental interests, he has shifted to playing a brokering role within the 

Democratic party, attempting to reconcile the interests of the UAW with those of environmental 

interests pressuring the party to adopt higher CAFE standards, for example (Birnbaum 2007) 

(Chemnick 2007).  

The federal American structure also affects the UAW, and due to their high concentration 

in the manufacturing states of the upper Midwest, in particular Michigan, they have greater 

influence over the legislative representatives from those areas and focus their actions 

accordingly. Currently, both John Dingell and the UAW have lost significant power, as is seen in 

Dingell’s January 2009 loss of his position as chairman of the House Energy and Commerce 

Committee and the current collapse of the American auto industry. The effects of this are 

ongoing and are thus hard to assess, however the existence of a Democratic administration and 

Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress likely mean that the UAW will have more 

influence over current proceedings and issues than they would have under a Republican 

administration. However, how the current situation affects the UAW’s action on environmental 

issues, climate and emissions in particular, can only be speculated upon. 

 IF Metall: Metall, previously the largest trade union in Sweden, has been one of the established 

actors with the greatest amount of power within the system (Kjellberg 2005). The larger blue-

collar federation of which IF Metall is a part is not only one of the major actors within the 

corporatist system; in fact, they actively played a role in institutionalizing particular labour-
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capital relations, affording labour a central role in the political system. As Metall was for a long 

time the largest LO union, they held particular power and have had strong ties with the Social 

Democratic Party, in power during much of the latter half of the 20th century, participating as a 

board member on the previous Social Democratic government’s Oljekommission (Oil 

Commission) which sought to develop policy and ideas concerning renewable energy use. Now 

that the Social Democrats are no longer in power, having been replaced by the center-right 

Moderate Party  alliance, IF Metall has very little control or influence over government policy. 

As one researcher at IF Metall responded when asked about whether they discussed energy or 

policy issues with other political parties, she succinctly replied: “no, not at all.” (Personal 

communication: Bern 2009) 

 Adhering to the dominant paradigm/culture of consultation and compromise and 

institutional arrangements that have been beneficial to trade unions in Sweden, IF Metall seeks to 

find solutions to threats to the dominant institutional arrangements through consultation and 

compromise with well-established actors.  This, in many ways, defines the action taken by IF 

Metall and leads to a hesitance to accept and work with new, potentially disruptive actors (as IF 

Metall perceives them, at least) within the neo-corporatist system, including environmental 

interest groups. However, IF Metall has started to address environmental and climate issues (as 

they have been successfully framed as necessary to deal with and through the acknowledgement 

of the issue by their biggest ally, S, in 1996) and has begun to open up to the idea of speaking 

with environmental groups as they have become increasingly legitimate (Bern 2009). Still, most 

of IF Metall’s advocated solutions involve the central union working with industry and the state 

to develop technocratic solutions to environmental issues, with little consultation with and input 

from environmental groups (Bern 2009) (Bern, Industrin-en del av lösningen 2008) .Their main 

report on energy issues “Industry: A part of the solution,” used interview and other data from 12 

major companies for which IF Metall’s members work , but did not include consultation with 

environmental organizations.  Further, IF Metall is reluctant to relinquish power to other 

influences over the Social Democratic Party, criticising and being slow to accept their new 

political partners, Miljöpartiet (the Green party) and Vänsterpartiet (the Left Party) and their 

points of view/policy proposals (Metall ska försöka ändra mp:s politik 2008) (Johnsson 2009). 
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 Kommunal: Kommunal is now both the largest LO union and the largest union in Sweden 

(Kjellberg 2005). Existing within the neo-corporatist system, Kommunal seeks dialogue and 

compromise with other established actors and has strong ties to the Social Democratic Party. 

Kommunal has not been as powerful as Metall historically, and representing municipal workers, 

is not as tied to the development and creation of the Swedish corporate system based around 

economic growth. It therefore has a smaller interest in vigorously defending institutional 

arrangements as they have developed over time. Interestingly, they have been active in 

addressing environmental problems, even if they deviate from the norms of trade union action. 

However, the way in which Kommunal has acted and dealt with these issues is in many ways 

determined by the existing official and unofficial institutions. For example, a recent Kommunal 

union newspaper article states—while discussing the importance and benefits of working with 

the Social Democrats’ political allies to solve climate issues—that inevitable cultural differences 

and divergent  points of view will  be “...worked out through dialogue and compromise and that 

working together will be positive overall” (Beckstrom 2009). The effects of the neo-corporatist 

norm is also evidenced with their partnering with the Social Democratic party (such as with 

major climate conference they held in September, 2008),  to work on raising awareness and 

opening dialogue with other major social actors, such as the Swedish  Society for Nature 

Conservation (SNF: the largest environmental SMO in Sweden). A publication by the Social 

Democrats on how to translate climate issues into everyday life from 2008 included the 

participation of the chairperson of Kommunal, Ylva Thörn, along with Anneli Hulthen of the 

Social Democrats, the environmental chief at Volvo buses, and Svante Axelsson from SNF 

(Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008). 

5.1.4 Organizational structure:  

Federations in the US and Sweden:  

AFL-CIO: Both the USW and the UAW are members of the AFL-CIO. While this federation 

encompasses mostly blue-collar workers, it has expanded to include professional and other 

workers. The power of the federation can be described as weak, as is evidenced by the fact that 

several member unions split in 2005, including the Service Employees International Union, 

forming the Change to Win Federation as an alternative. Further evidence of the weakness of the 

AFL-CIO can be seen in their attempts at addressing environmental issues, specifically when 
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president John Sweeney hired former Friends of the Earth (a large environmental SMO) 

President Jane Perkins to work on union-environment issues and to  promote alliance-formation 

(B. K. Obach, Labor and the Environmental Movement: The Quest for Common Ground 2004). 

However, when Perkins advocated against President Bush’s plan to drill for oil in the Arctic 

National Wildlife Refuge, several member unions, including the United Mineworkers, supported 

the Bush drilling initiative, stalling the work of the federation, demonstrating the power of 

individual unions (Moberg 2002). Further, Perkins also focused on getting the federation’s 

support for the Kyoto Protocol, however this support did not lead to individual union support, as 

several member unions played a role in preventing the passage of Kyoto Legislation in the 

Senate (B. K. Obach, Labor and the Environmental Movement: The Quest for Common Ground 

2004). So, both the USW and the UAW, although within the same federation, have high degrees 

of autonomy to act on, frame, and deal with issues as they like. 

LO: While LO has historically been a very powerful trade union federation and still holds much 

influence within the Social  Democratic party, it does not hold nearly as much power over 

individual unions as it once did. Decentralization of bargaining means that the member unions 

negotiate their own collective agreements at the industry level, rather than through LO (Kjellberg 

2000). While individual unions have gained power relative the federation, they do not have the 

ability to opt out of the federation, as union organization in Sweden is segmented by class, 

meaning that all blue-collar unions are part of LO and cannot join the federation that represents 

professional employees, for example (Kjellberg 2000). As it relates to environmental issues, LO 

released a research report on energy and trade unions in 2007 (coming after Kommunal’s climate 

advocacy), having little impact on IF Metall’s environmental report--according to an interviewee 

at IF Metall (LOs Energi Politik 2007). 

5.1.5 Discussion of the effects of organizational structure on individual unions 

USW:  The Steelworkers’ organizational structure is strongly affected by the political structure 

and rules of membership organizing in the United States, the rules of trade union relations within 

the AFL-CIO, along with the material conditions that have led to particular types of employment 

ebbing and waning throughout history.  Reflecting the larger federal political structure, the 

Steelworkers have a federal union structure, with 10 regional districts across the country. There 

are constant interactions, actions, and decisions taken at these different levels, and the multi-level 



35 
 

structure has allowed for experimentation regarding various types of environmental work 

(Young 2009). Looking at these hard social structures, we can see that such aspects of the 

organizational structure as the broad-base (both geographically and in terms of workers 

represented), have allowed for a variety of action at various levels, leading to alliance formation. 

Activism at the regional level, specifically by former District 11 (which encompasses the 

Northwest United States, extending from Minnesota to Washington, all the way to Alaska) 

Steelworker president David Foster, allowed for the emergence of joint activism with 

environmental groups concerning such issues as logging in old-growth forests (Young 2009). 

The federal organizational structure of the union and the ability of each district to address issues 

outside of the realm as those deemed to be immediately crucial (though they were not entirely 

ignored) at the federal levels, allowed  Foster to illuminate the importance of environmental 

activism at the district level. As one interviewee explained, it was the environmental work of the 

national union that made outreach and dialogue with environmentalists important, but it was the 

federal structure and the ability to act at the regional level that really allowed the space the 

experimentation of ideas, strategies, and tactics (Young 2009). Additionally, working within the 

district led to advocacy of the necessity of speaking with, learning from, and working with other 

social groups (especially environmentalists) with the aim of creating a more comprehensive 

union activism aimed at addressing combined threats to workers and the sustainability of the 

environment which provides the jobs to those workers (Young 2009) 

Reacting to membership loss incurred through deindustrialization and other factors, the 

Steelworkers have used mergers with other unions as a means to reassert themselves and to grow 

(Waddington 2005). While the success of this strategy on gaining overall membership is not 

conclusive, the mergers have had an effect on the overall issues taken up and pursued by the 

union. This is particularly clear with the union PACE (itself a union which merged with OCAW-

the Oil Chemical and Atomic Workers), which merged with the Steelworkers in 2005. PACE, 

and before that OCAW, had both been activist unions, using strikes and direct action to address 

environmental issues (as with the strike against Shell Oil), starting with those that affected their 

membership and extending to the larger community and society. Merging with activist unions 

has influenced the Steelworkers to become more active themselves, as these smaller unions 

provided a challenge to the dominant views and practices of the larger union with which they 

merged   
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   Further, while the federal structure, along with specific mergers, has influenced the 

Steelworkers and their action and strategies regarding environmental action, so too has the 

membership-leadership complex. Locals are seen as key contributors to environmental action, 

not only because the members are affected by environmental issues as are all other citizens, but 

because they are seen to hold a particular place within the organization and society as they have 

the ability to play a whistleblower role (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the 

Environment 2006) in recognizing dual worker-environment exploitation. Leadership also plays 

a key role in the Steelworkers and their recognition of environmental issue, not only at the 

regional level as seen with David Foster’s work, so too the national level.  Current president of 

the international, Leo Gerard, is an instrumental actor advocating for legislative and social 

change to address climate issues. Testifying before Congress and mobilizing the membership, 

Gerard has focused on the importance of labour being involved in finding solutions to climate 

change issues, while protecting the membership and its interests through advocacy of a 

revitalized, green, manufacturing sector (L. Gerard 2006). 

 

UAW:  While the UAW is under many of the same organization and environmental constraints 

as the Steelworkers, its organizational structure and the effects of this structure on how it has 

addressed environmental issues is divergent from that of the Steelworkers. The UAW, reflecting 

the federal structure of the US, has a federal union structure (national, regional, local) which 

stretches across the country and employs workers of various types, mostly in manufacturing. 

Their regional concentration and their success in organizing manufacturing workers in the 

midwest was in part responsible for the power (politically, economically, and socially) that 

defined the UAW in the post-war era until the 1970s (Waddington 2005). The structure of the 

UAW and its geographical and employment concentration has led to a particular type of political 

action in which they pressure and use their power in this region to advocate for or against 

particular policy and economic decisions. For example, under the energy and environment 

section of the UAW’s Community Action Program, they urge their membership to “the Congress 

to oppose discriminatory CAFE proposals that would threaten thousands of UAW jobs.” 

(Community Action Program: Energy and the Environment 2008). It is because of this 

institutional arrangement, related to organizational and political structure that the UAW has, in 

reaction to changing material conditions, actively fought to defend their current membership and 
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their types of employment. Resulting from this organizational concentration and structure and 

intersecting with the adversarial interest-based society, the UAW has had many conflictual 

relations with environmental organizations who have targeted car emissions standards as a 

course of action.  

 

IF Metall: The rules of membership organizing and the organizational structure of IF Metall also 

affect how they act regarding environmental issues. Interview data show that IF Metall is not 

overly concerned about shifting types of employment within the manufacturing sector. While 

one researcher mentioned that there was likely to be a reduction of employment in the oil 

industry, for example, it will likely happen gradually and new jobs in renewable sectors will take 

their place, with little effect on overall employment (Bern 2009). Due to the rules surrounding 

joining a union and the structure of the LO federation that is based on solidarity and is highly 

segmented by class, IF Metall does not anticipate a huge loss in membership, so long as there are 

manufacturing jobs in Sweden (Bern 2009). Accordingly, they have approached energy and 

environmental issues as one in which there must be work within industry to provide technical 

solutions, thus ensuring continued jobs in the manufacturing sector.   

 Reflective of the larger Swedish political structure, the trade union is highly centralized, 

with local shop representatives. Decisions concerning environmental issues have entirely come 

from the central research department, and have even relied on one particular researcher to make 

environmental issues trade union issues. Interestingly, this particular report did not get the 

highest union backing--through internal review and discussion it was decided its introduction 

would not be written by the chairperson, which is reserved for the highest-status reports from the 

research department. This is demonstrative of the power of the institutionalized processes (such 

as internal discussion and processes) which occur within organizations to either bring forth or 

hinder a given issue. Overall, there is little room for input from the shop floor or local levels and 

action is admittedly top-down, although the union has set up meetings called Metalltraff (Metall-

meetings) in which they discuss and get feedback on various issues (including climate and 

environmental issues) and the work of the union (Metall 2008) .  

 Kommunal: Kommunal is the only union in this study which has gained members over the past 

15 years, through a combination of material factors which have led to an increase in service and 
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municipal work, as well as through mergers. The focus on solidarity and non-competition with 

other LO unions means that anyone doing blue collar municipal work who joins a union becomes 

a member of Kommunal. This organizing structure, along with a merger with the agricultural 

workers’ union in 2002 (the work of the agricultural workers often involved rural maintenance 

work, similar to the municipal work of Kommunal) and favourable material conditions has 

allowed Kommunal a freedom to expand on the issues it views as fundamental to the trade union. 

Kommunal reflects the Swedish governance system, with high levels of centralization combined 

with local representatives. This organizational structure allows the leadership and central 

research departments a degree of control over the definition of issues which need to be 

addressed. However, decision-making processes and debate within the central organization can 

also hinder the full institutionalization of a particular plan or paradigm, or new idea within a 

paradigm. Within this context, Kommunal has attempted to incorporate environmental issues, 

stating in 1994 that they intended to become the greenest union in Sweden (Berglund 2009) 

however, due to internal processes and resistance this did not entirely succeed (Berglund 2009). 

Thus, we see a gap and lag time between a the incorporation of a new element of the paradigm 

and its institutionalization.  

 Since then, Kommunal has tried to incorporate environmental issues into its platform and 

to make environmental issues, with climate issues in particular, central to the trade union. 

Merging with the agricultural workers in 2002 pressured the union to more fully address these 

issues, as environmental issues are more directly related to the work done by those particular 

workers; however, this pressure did not only emanate from the merger, as Kommunal’s 

leadership wanted to merge with this union. One of the major reasons Kommunal wanted to 

merge with these workers was for their on-the-ground knowledge of environmental systems, thus 

creating a more direct day-to-day link between the work of the union members and larger 

environmental issues (Berglund 2009). Thus, environmental sustainability and pesticide use, for 

example, became more pressing and necessary to deal with from an organizational perspective. 

Influenced and enabled by this merger, Kommunal often focuses on the impact of changed 

agricultural practices on climate change. As stated by chairperson Ylva Thörn in a panel 

discussing practices to reduce the climate impact of workers, there must be a pathway from 

large-scale agriculture to more locally-based food production, which the workers can affect 

through collective pressure (Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008). 
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  Further, current chairperson Ylva Thörn has fought to make climate issues one of the four 

main mandates of the union, along with issues of pay and workplace health and safely. However, 

the extent to which these are institutionalized often depends on the internal practices and norms. 

While there has not been a lot of room to experiment with various types of action and issues in 

Sweden, Kommunal is quite active internationally, and this internationalism of which Thörn was 

a major part (she was very active in working with climate issues at Public Service 

International—PSI—the global trade union institute for public service employees), allowed for 

the development of an awareness of climate issues and a development of action strategies 

concerning their solution (Berglund 2009). In fact, much of the climate work done by Kommunal 

is at the international level, in part due to the results of organizational constraints within the 

national Swedish union, however the leadership is attempting to increase awareness of the 

membership and make this a Swedish trade union issue (Ylva Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007).  

5.2 Discussion of table 3.0: Cognitive Frames: Paradigms, framing, and solutions 

5.2.1 Cognitive models and paradigms 

USW: The Steelworkers first acknowledged that climate change was “the biggest environmental 

threat of our generation” in 1990, described in their policy paper “Our Children’s World”, which 

was their first environmental policy report, officially adopted at their international congress in 

Toronto, Canada in 1990 (the policy report was adopted by both the American and the Canadian 

districts) (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the Environment 2006). Emanating 

from environmental work done in other areas, such as on toxic waste and issues affecting 

workplace health and safety and influenced by the work of unions such as OCAW, the 

Steelworkers expanded their issue complex to acknowledge climate change as a threat to 

humankind, that humans were largely responsible for the phenomenon, and that it may in some 

ways be related to the energy-intensive work done by some of their members, such as those in 

steel or iron production (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the Environment 2006) 

(Young 2009). Sensing this as a threat to their membership, to themselves as an organization, 

and to socio-economic well-being in general, the Steelworkers found it necessary and strategic to 

admit that climate change is an imperative issue to solve, both for the union and society at large. 

Since the release of “Our Children’s World,” the Steelworkers have developed strategies of 

action based around the idea that issues of work and environment cannot be separated from one 
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another, and that problem of global warming is exaggerated by the inherent avarice of capital, as 

stated by Steelworker president Leo Gerard that “much of the pollution from production is borne 

out of the same greed and need for ever-increased profits that leads to the exploitation of 

workers” (Grossfeld 2008).  

Moreover, the Steelworkers relate the issue and its unequal effects (between rich and 

poor, North and South)  to inequalities in economic distribution rather than a simple 

technological failure in need of a technological fix (although the promotion of cleaner, greener 

technology is still important) (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the Environment 

2006). Posing a challenge to the institutional relations which afford the membership jobs in 

energy-intensive industries, the Steelworkers adapted this perceived threat into their conceptual 

framework, defining the problem and issue in a way that highlights the fundamental relationship 

between work and environment issues and that leads to a central involvement of their 

organization’s/membership’s involvement in recognizing the causes and participating in 

solutions to climate issues, such as Gerard’s emphasis on the membership’s willingness to shift 

to production of environmentally-friendly products and to develop the use of renewable energy 

sources  (Gerard 2009). 

However, it is not only the Steelworkers’ paradigm which is important, for they must 

frame the issue in a way that is socially acceptable, both to gain public and political support, as 

well as legitimacy. Thus, the Steelworkers frame the concern in a manner where they relate 

issues of national security and America’s competitive advantage to both the effects of and 

solutions to climate change. Arguing that dependence on non-renewable sources of energy, 

particularly oil, poses a dual climate and national security threat, as the pursuit of sources of oil 

in many ways led to unrest in the Middle East.  So, the Steelworkers argue that dominant 

systems of economic production and a lack of equal distribution lead to an endless pursuit of 

profits at the expense of workers and environment (Gerard 2006). This consumption-based 

society is then dependent on non-renewable sources of energy, thus affecting issues of climate 

change and national security. While this poses a challenge to dominant institutional arrangement 

and the dominant paradigm, they still frame the issue within the bounds of the American 

experience, including a nationalist bend and reformed market instruments (such as a domestic 

cap and trade program) in their issue definition and solution complex.  
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UAW : The UAW was slow to recognize the existence of climate change and of its possible 

effects, siding with industry (in the 1980s, up until the Kyoto Protocol of 1997) to challenge the 

validity of scientific arguments which claimed climate change is related to human actions and 

carbon dioxide emissions in particular (Broder 1997). Interpreting this argument (rather than the 

problem of climate change) as a fundamental threat to their survival and to their paradigm, the 

UAW acted defensively to protect the jobs of their current membership, framing the issue as one 

that is uncertain. Within their paradigmatic framework, the UAW has viewed and presented the 

jobs provided by the auto industry as directly related to the working class’s upward mobility into 

the middle class and sees the car as a fundamental aspect of American life. In fact, this has fallen  

in line with dominant perception of the automobile and the jobs provided through  its production 

within American culture, thus the issue of climate change posed a threat to their fundamental 

raison-d’être. This is demonstrative of Burns’ assertion that the institutional arrangements 

existing at one time are seen as efficient, beneficial and essential, while at another will be viewed 

as unsustainable and in need of change. And, as climate change has been more effectively 

framed and understood as an environmental limitation on dominant institutional frameworks and 

paradigms, the UAW has admitted that climate change exists, is caused by humans, and that 

carbon emissions from automobiles likely influence it (Testimony of Ron Gettelfinger before the 

Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy and Commerce 2007) 

 Feeling forced to address the issue, the UAW has framed both the potential effects and 

proposed solutions to climate change as threats to the jobs of their membership (UAW: Energy 

and Environment 2009) . Using a strategy to protect their current membership, the UAW has 

continually asserted that increased CAFE legislation as disproportionately targeting the 

production of their membership. Reacting to CAFE regulations and the increased competition 

from foreign automakers, the American automakers, since the 1970s, have increasingly focused 

on light truck production (which is not subject to the same standards as small cars). This has 

been seen as somewhat of a saviour of American auto jobs as this has become their niche market, 

leading UAW president Gettelfinger to vehemently oppose propositions to increase CAFE 

standards and apply them to light trucks. In congressional testimony and focusing on CAFE 

standards, Gettelfinger discounted their effectiveness and argued they would disproportionately 

hurt the light truck industry, hurting American workers (Testimony of Ron Gettelfinger before 

the Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy and Commerce 2007). 
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Furthermore, the UAW relates the climate issue to other material conditions which have led to 

declines in membership numbers and organizational power, arguing that trade agreements and 

capital flight allow companies to reduce worker and environmental standards and that targeting 

the American auto industry will disproportionately impact American workers, while not hurting 

employers, as they will simply be able to move production to countries with lower emissions and 

working standards (Testimony of Ron Gettelfinger before the Subcommittee on Energy and Air 

Quality; Committee on Energy and Commerce 2007).   

IF Metall:  As Sweden has been able to combine economic growth with a reduction in carbon 

emissions, IF Metall does not believe that the energy-intensive work of their members plays 

much of a role in climate change  (Bern 2009). Further, their main political ally, the Social 

Democratic Party boldly stated in 1996 that it would incorporate issues of environmental 

sustainability into its policy-making (Lundqvist 2004), thus indicating a shift from its previously 

dominant politics (Bern 2009). This influenced Metall greatly and, combined with the work of 

environmental groups and other actors to make environmental issues prominent, including 

climate change, influenced the cognitive frames of Metall, leading to an awareness of these 

issues as within their realm of action.  Having been afforded much power from Swedish 

institutional arrangements, IF Metall presents and frames the issue as one in which the dominant 

export-based economic system centered on growth and redistribution of wealth needs to be 

maintained (IF Metall: Industrin ska bidra till en bra miljö 2008). Thus, as has been historically 

common in Sweden, they have argued that technological change and state support of research 

and development are sufficient to deal with the problem. This is also related to the norms of 

previous action, as IF Metall argues that industry has become cleaner and more efficient over 

time and has been able to adjust to environmental threats in the past, thus this is no different and 

requires a type of action which is similar to that of the past (Bern, Industrin-en del av lösningen 

2008).  

Kommunal:  Largely influenced by the UN Conference on sustainable development in Rio de 

Janeiro, Brazil in 1992, two years later, in 1994, Kommunal boldly stated that they were to 

become the greenest union in Sweden (Berglund 2009).  This represented the incorporation of a 

new area of action within their paradigm, as environmental issues were, until this point, not 

largely seen to be a major trade union issue. However, this case is one of institutional lag, and 
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despite this shift in the cognitive framing and understanding of the issue, established norms and 

rules of action prevented a full formalization of this paradigmatic ideal (Berglund 2009). Still, 

Kommunal has worked on climate issues and is still active in incorporating climate issues into 

their framework of action, presenting them as a trade union issue (Ylva Thörn, 

förbundsordförande Kommunal 2008). Literature on paradigms argues that it is often easier to 

change ideals and action if an issue is peripheral within the paradigm. (Carson 2008). This may 

be a case where climate issues are only peripheral to the work of Kommunal, as their 

membership is not a target of those seeking to combat climate change. Thus Kommunal has 

argued that it is their role as a union to increase awareness and understanding of their 

membership of climate change issues and to relate action on climate change to the work of the 

membership, since it is not immediately obvious (Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008). 

Further, while Kommunal works at framing the problem as one that can be addressed through the 

lifestyles and work of their members, they also in many ways conceptualize and frame climate 

change as an international issue. In part due to the inability to institutionalize environmental 

work at the national level, and to the fact that their membership is not under particular threat, 

Kommunal argues that the work of the trade union on climate change is one that emanates from 

international solidarity and as a moral imperative to help those disproportionately affected by 

climate change (Ylva Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007).  Further, they do focus on the one area 

where it is most obvious their membership is involved: agriculture. Much of Kommunal’s 

rhetoric on affecting climate change surrounds the need for sustainable agricultural practices 

both in Sweden and abroad (Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008) (Berglund 2009). 

The trade union emphasizes that the global North is disproportionately to blame for the 

causes and effects of climate change, but the global South bears the disproportionate brunt of its 

effects, as chairperson Ylva Thörn stated in speech at the union’s congress in 2007, in which she 

stated that “...we, the rich countries have been the environmental villain for years...dumping our 

waste in developing countries; now we’re asking those countries to clean up our mess?” (Ylva 

Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007). So, the trade union believes--out of a sense of moral 

responsibility as well as international worker solidarity--that they need to incorporate climate 

issues into their cognitive framework and realm of action. Further, Kommunal frames the issue 

as one which is related to other forms of exploitation, such as gender (they state that women in 

the developing world are and will be the most affected by climate change) and class and that it is 
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always the role of the trade union to fight beyond the workplace to combat larger social 

inequalities, both within and outside of Sweden. As Thörn states, it is the union’s role to stand up 

for “...rights/fairness and solidarity and to reduce economic and environmental pressures” (Ylva 

Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007). Overall, Kommunal has incorporated issues of climate change 

into their paradigm, however confronting these issues does not come from a threat to their 

previously-held beliefs, rather action on this issues stems from their social union paradigm that 

the trade union`s role extends beyond the local workplace into the larger society and even 

internationally to ensure equality and social justice.  

5.2.2 Legitimate knowledge and actors 

USW: Following their admission of the problem of climate change as caused by humans, as 

something that incorporates both work and environmental exploitation, and that has global 

causes and effects, the Steelworkers look to United Nations climate scientists for knowledge on 

the issue. Focusing on sound science as the foundation for their presentation of the argument is 

also part of a larger strategy for their proposals and action to be seen as legitimate and to appeal 

to a mass base of actors (Young 2009). Beyond this, the Steelworkers also need to garner 

knowledge and to increase their legitimacy regarding issues of manufacturing revitalization in 

the United States. Thus, much of the information on Green Jobs (defined as jobs based on 

renewable sources of energy, that are well paying and ideally unionized, and aim at revitalizing 

the declining manufacturing sector) and the importance of unionized manufacturing comes from 

the University of Massachusetts Amherst’s Political Economy Research Institute, which is 

defined as a research institute for (self-labelled) progressive economists who deviate from the 

neo-liberal economic orthodoxy (Pollin 2008). The research and policy proposals done by PERI 

fits in with progressive political and economic points of view such as those of the Steelworkers. 

 As the Steelworkers paradigm includes a larger social focus on solving environmental 

problems beyond the shop floor, the legitimate actors as defined by their paradigmatic 

framework are quite diverse. Fundamental to the Steelworkers framing of the issue is the 

importance of linking work-environmental issues and coupling them to larger issues of social 

and economic exploitation, thus they have focused on allying with environmentalists and on 

educating them concerning these joint issues (Young 2009)(L. W. Gerard 2009). Further, as they 

view climate change to be an inter-related local-national-international issue, they target policy-
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makers at various levels and believe that international bodies, primarily through the UN, should 

work to find solutions to climate change. Relating it beyond their own collective interpretation of 

the issue, the legitimate actors as the Steelworkers see it are also influenced by the dominant 

political structure, leading them to focus on allying with environmental groups to ensure there is 

joint pressure on the Democratic Party concerning labour-environment matters (Grossfeld 2008).  

 UAW:  Since the time that the UAW has reluctantly admitted that climate change is a problem, 

they have regarded scientific knowledge from international bodies such as the UN as legitimate. 

Prior to this acceptance, the UAW often trusted studies funded by the industries that called into 

question climate scientists assertions that climate change is human-made and that CO2 emissions 

are partly responsible (Broder 1997). While the UAW has shifted to accepting the climate 

science to an extent, they do not also view the specific proposals aimed at combating climate 

change as acceptable, calling into question their ability to truly reduce emissions. The UAW, 

often siding with management, argues that policy proposals, such as CAFE or cap-and-trade 

programs disproportionately target the auto industry and do not sufficiently combat issues of 

carbon leakage and the CO2 emissions emitted by other industries (Testimony of Ron 

Gettelfinger before the Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy and 

Commerce 2007). Further, as previously discussed, the political and organizational structure 

have led the UAW to ally with the Democratic Party. 

 IF Metall: IF Metall view the most mainstream and non-controversial (as they see it, meaning 

those that do not attack the industrial system and dominant institutional relations) sources of 

information as legitimate.  Thus, their main sources of information come from the UN and the 

EU, which advocate for emissions reductions and cap-and-trade policies, though not a complete 

reconstruction of current economic systems (Bern 2008). Not only do they trust those agencies’ 

science, so too do they base their ideal action on the issue on the recommendations from those 

agencies, particularly the EU’s carbon emissions reduction and cap-and-trade schemes. As 

Sweden has been able to combine economic growth with greenhouse gas reductions, IF Metall 

does not view this knowledge as a threat to dominant paradigms/institutional structures in 

Sweden, and even believe that Sweden is at a competitive advantage when it comes to abiding by 

EU requirements (Bern, Industrin-en del av lösningen 2008). IF Metall has had little contact with 

environmental SMOs, and it is only through increased prevalence and overall legitimacy of these 
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actors that Metall began to think about contact and working together. As one interviewee stated, 

it is largely through the labour-environment alliance work of a similar union in the US, the 

Steelworkers, that this even entered into the realm of what is possible (Bern 2009). Although 

they are not in direct contact with the Steelworkers surrounding these issues, they have been 

following the Steelworkers alliance actions with curiosity (Bern 2009). 

Kommunal:  Internationalism is a dominant concept in Kommunal’s paradigm, guiding trade 

union action on climate issues. Thus, much of the legitimate knowledge concerning the science 

of the problem and proposed solutions comes from international bodies, the UN and PSI in 

particular. Much of the information highlighted in union newspapers and in educational 

campaigns comes from these sources and is aimed at emphasizing the international causes and 

effects of climate change (Ylva Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007).  Moreover, due to the emphasis 

on trade union solidarity within Sweden, Kommunal believes working with other LO Unions, 

such as IF Metall, is important in order to achieve comprehensive action on climate change.  

Since Kommunal is interested in raising awareness of the issue within their membership, but are 

not necessarily seen as the most logical actor to fully deal with the issue, they have started to 

branch out and discuss alliances with large, established environmental organizations, in 

particular SNF, as seen through Kommunal support of their climate policy proposal 

(Klimatuppropet) and through the joint conference on climate change they had in September, 

2008. Keeping with the norms of the neo-corporatist paradigm, Kommunal seeks to work with 

large, well-established organization and through partnerships with the Social Democratic Party 

and their political partners, MP and V. 

5.2.3 Climate Change Solutions and the Role of the Union 

USW:    Due to their emphasis on the inability to separate issues of environment from issues of 

work, the Steelworkers believe that forming alliances with environmental organizations is key to 

finding solutions to the climate change issue (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the 

Environment 2006). This is partly a strategic tactic within the interest-based system to gain 

influence over the Democratic Party with a coalition of actors the party cannot afford to ignore, 

but it is also part of a preference for a “new unionism” in which trade unions play a role in 

solving social problems beyond those directly affecting the shop floor (Securing Our Children's 

World: Our Union and the Environment 2006) and gain support for their workplace issues from 
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outside of the labour movement’s group of traditional allies. Furthermore, solutions achieved 

through a progressive alliance are aimed at creating a long-term, institutionalized link between 

labour and environment, from which retraining programs for workers displaced by 

environmental change and legislation will emerge. Moreover, through linking issues of work and 

environment, the Steelworkers advocate for a solution aimed at protecting their current 

membership and maintaining a manufacturing sector in the United States. (Greenhouse 2008) (L. 

Gerard 2006). 

 While much of the focus of climate legislation and proposed solutions involves targeting 

production and emissions reductions, the Steelworkers emphasize the importance of 

simultaneously targeting consumption and in preventing carbon leakage (in which corporations 

simply move production to places with less strict environmental standards) and capital flight. 

However, this has not led to Steelworkers to fall victim to job blackmail in which employers 

frame environmental legislation as a threat to jobs, rather the potential of carbon leakage leads 

them to propose dual solutions which aim at trade and international agreements to ensure dual 

environmental and workers’ rights, while protecting American workers (USW: Blue Green 

Alliance 2008). Thus, policy testimony, policy releases, and interviews all demonstrate that they 

believe in solutions that combat clauses in trade agreements that allow for capital flight in 

response to one country increasing environmental standards; and that there should be progressive 

taxation on the consumption (the target of American legislation is often largely on  production) 

of products with high carbon emissions regardless of where they are made, so as to ensure 

companies cannot avoid abiding by emissions legislation by importing goods made in countries 

with lower environmental standards (L. W. Gerard 2009).  Influenced by the dominant neo-

liberal paradigm which in many ways determines the legitimate discourse of actors within the 

system, the Steelworkers argue for market-based solutions, however they deviate from the norm 

in that they pressure legislators (both domestically and for trade agreements) to ensure there are 

fair clauses protecting labour rights and to promote American-made products (Young 2009) (L. 

Gerard 2006).  

 Additionally, the Steelworkers, in order to gain the support of the membership, focus on 

making solutions appear tangible and possible (Young 2009). Thus, they focus on Green Jobs, 

which aims at revitalizing the American manufacturing sector through using manufacturing 
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workers to produce environmentally-friendly goods, such as wind turbines of public transit 

vehicles (USW: Blue Green Alliance 2008). From their social unionism or new unionism 

paradigm, the Steelworkers also advocate for the creation of green jobs as a means of renewing 

urban areas which have been hit hard by capital flight and environmental destruction (areas near 

chemical plants which tend to be poor, for example) and as a pathway out of poverty (The New 

Apollo Program: Clean Energy, Good Jobs 2008).  

UAW: As the UAW is highly concerned about the effects of emissions legislation on its 

membership, it has proposed alternative solutions as a response. Perceiving CAFE legislation as 

unfairly targeting the American auto industry, the UAW has proposed an alternative, which 

would target all industries with high emissions equally. Gettelfinger, in testimony before a 

congressional subcommittee, stated that the US needs “a comprehensive policy, which would 

include all sectors discussing ways to reduce emissions” (Testimony of Ron Gettelfinger before 

the Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy and Commerce 2007). 

Thus, they believe there must be protection in place that if there is any increase in emissions 

standards, it will not be possible for the auto manufacturers simply to move production to 

another state or country with lower union and environmental standards. Also following from 

their framing of the issue as one in which the American auto industry is necessary for the 

existence of an American middle class, the UAW argues solutions to the high emissions of 

automobiles should be combated through government funding of research and development of 

cleaner technology, in order to ensure the industry’s continued existence (UAW: Energy and 

Environment 2009) done through a new “Marshall Plan.”  This would include government 

funding into new technology that would help keep the American auto industry competitive, 

would keep “good union jobs in America” and would help reduce overall emissions (Testimony 

of Ron Gettelfinger before the Subcommittee on Energy and Air Quality; Committee on Energy 

and Commerce 2007) (UAW: Energy and Environment 2009). Ultimately, they frame the issue 

as one of survival, thus their solutions are aimed at ensuring the continued place of the auto 

industry within the American economy and social life.  

IF Metall: As IF Metall does not believe that they as a trade union are the main actor in dealing 

with the problem of climate change, nor do they think the work of their membership is highly 

threatened either by climate change itself or proposed action to combat it, they have not been 
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particularly vocal in advocating for solutions to the issue (Bern 2009). Their main interest is to 

preserve the institutional status quo which has afforded them much power and influence within 

the neo-corporatist system, thus their solutions aim to defend the economic and production 

systems as they currently exist, as seen through their assertion of the importance of 

industrial/technological solutions and dialogue between labour, the state, and industry. Their 

main document on environmental problems, titled “Industry, a part of the solution” argues that 

most environmental and climate problems are a result of technological inefficiency (2007). Thus, 

through innovation, technological solutions can be found which lead to decreased emissions and 

less energy-intensive technology. Deviating from dominant environmental discourses on the 

sources of renewable energy, but in line with their own ideal technological solutions, IF Metall 

argues that nuclear power is an essential component of any climate change solution and that the 

government should not decommission nuclear power plants (as had been the plan until a recent 

moratorium which halted this process ) (IF Metall: Miljön i centrum 2007).This presents a point 

of contention between IF Metall and the Social Democrats political partners, MP and V, whom 

are both vocal opponents of nuclear power (Bern 2009). Thus, Metall has attempted to use its 

influence over the Social Democrats arguing nuclear power should remain, at the expense of 

positive relations with the MP and V (Metall ska försöka ändra mp:s politik 2008) (Johnsson 

2009). As this situation is ongoing, the implications for how it will affect Metall’s positions on 

solutions to climate change as well as potential partners in finding solutions can only be 

speculated upon. 

Kommunal: The paradigm held by Kommunal frames the climate change issue as one that is 

international in nature, does not always directly affect the work of their membership, but one that 

can still be influenced by the work and choices of the membership (Ylva Thörn's tal pa 

Kongressen 2007) (Berglund 2009). So, solutions to climate change and the role of the union is 

to play an educational role, teaching the membership about the causes and effects of climate 

change as well as what they as citizens can and should do about it (Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur 

gör man 2008). Through their union newspaper and via speeches by the chairperson Ylva Thörn, 

they focus the actions one can do, such as conserving energy in the home or pressuring 

employers to use food which is produced locally and in non-energy intensive ways. This focus is 

framed and interpreted as a more direct link to the action and influence of the membership over 

climate issues (Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008). Likewise, working in solidarity with 
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other unions and at the international level is essential to finding comprehensive, worldwide 

solutions to climate change which simultaneously target other forms of inequality such as those 

based on the North-South divide, gender, and race. The international wing of Kommunal has 

been active in combining local issues with the global, working internationally to teach workers 

about sustainable agriculture and linking day-to-day work issues with their larger impacts. 

Kommunal, following the channels of action within the neo-corporatist system, believe that 

solutions must also come from working with established actors, such as the Social Democrats 

and their partners, and with large environmental organization. 

5.3 Discussion of Table 4.0: Agency and action 

5.3.1 Action, Strategy, and Tactics 

USW: Having acknowledged climate change as the biggest threat to humankind in 1990, the 

Steelworkers have since taken an activist approach to dealing with the related issues of work, 

production, consumption, politics, and climate change. Acting within a particular structure and 

dominant macro and organizational paradigms, the Steelworkers have developed a mixed 

strategy of action aimed at fomenting progressive alliances, using legislative pressure, and 

defining the issue as one fundamentally within the realm of trade unions. Since 1990 they have 

since systematized environmental action through the creation of an institutionalized health, 

safety, and environmental department (from what used to be the health and safety department) 

(United Steelworkers: Health, Safety and Environment Department 2008). Furthermore, the 

USW has argued the one cannot solve environmental problems through a defensive posture, as 

jobs and environment cannot be separated from one another. The Steelworkers have advocated 

for working with other major social actors to advocate for the creation of green jobs, which use 

which use unionized workers and are aimed at poverty elimination, urban renewal, and the 

resurgence of the United States as a world manufacturing leader (Pollin 2008). In addition, the 

Steelworkers have used legislative pressure to support and influence particular policy proposals 

such as the Bingaman-Specter Bill and to create domestic cap and trade programs.  

 One of the main strategies of the Steelworkers is education, both of their membership and 

of the community at large.  This involves a process of discussing climate issues with the 

membership, to discuss how it might affect the workers, and to highlight the need for offering 
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tangible solutions and opportunities to workers who have been or might be displaced by 

changing production methods. Focusing on green jobs which use workers currently and formerly 

employed in the manufacturing sector is the main way of garnering support of the membership 

(Young 2009). The Steelworkers also demonstrate agency through the importance they place on 

education of environmentalists and other community actors on the importance of worker and 

union issues. The main area of action and awareness-raising currently surrounds getting support 

for the Employee Free Choice Act and to get support for labour protection within trade 

agreements, emphasizing the relationship between worker and environmental exploitation.  

UAW:  The UAW, while having been active in forming alliances and advocating for 

environmental legislation in the past, has shifted to a defensive position as their main strategy. 

Largely targeting emissions legislation, the UAW use pressure tactics and align with industry to 

prevent increases in CAFE standards. Their main strategy, relating to the rules of organizing and 

the structure, (such as regional concentration) though not entirely determined by those factors, is 

to vigorously defend the jobs which currently exist. Having framed the issue in which both the 

causes and proposed solutions to climate change are a threat to their organizational survival, the 

UAW mobilizes its membership to use electoral pressure to influence policy-makers’ positions 

on emissions legislation (Community Action Program: Energy and the Environment 2008). 

Furthermore, they use their historical and economic power to influence the Democratic Party. 

This is evidenced in the 1992 presidential campaign and subsequent election of Bill Clinton and 

Al Gore, whose political platform was in large part based on proposed climate and 

environmental action. Using their influence, the UAW likely played a role (along with the auto 

industry) in persuading the Clinton and Gore campaign to drop plans to stringently increase 

emissions standards once they were elected (Bradshear 1997). Overall, the UAW has used a 

narrow arsenal of tactics in order to act defensively to protect themselves as an organization, 

often falling into the job blackmail trap, where industry argues that environmental legislation and 

environmental actors represent a threat to American jobs, thus pressuring the union to defend the 

action of management. 

IF Metall: IF Metall has not been particularly active concerning environmental issues and most 

action occurs within the context of defending institutionalized labour-capital arrangements. IF 

Metall has proposed investment into research and development of green technology at the 
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national level and action from the central level to increase markets for this technology (Bern 

2009) (Bern, Industrin-en del av lösningen 2008). Further, their strategy involves looking to 

industry to find a solution to environmental problem. Having acknowledged climate change as a 

major environmental issue to be dealt with, IF Metall has engaged in some education of the 

membership surrounding the issue, using an entirely top-down approach to discussion (Bern 

2009). Overall, IF Metall has used a very narrow approach which fits into the confines of 

previously types of action in order to deal with energy and climate issues, engaging mainly with 

industry and the Social Democrats as their main strategy. 

Kommunal: Kommunal is an active union attempting to incorporate issues of climate change 

into their platform and making it a fundamental trade union issues. The fundamental strategy of 

Kommunal is to frame this issue as one which is fundamentally linked to the trade union as an 

organization, and to the actions and work of the members. Thus, their major tactic is to educate 

the membership on the climate crisis, and to help teach them about lifestyle changes which can 

have an effect on energy use and emissions. Further, Kommunal actively tries to demonstrate 

how the work of their members can be made more energy efficient, even if it is not always 

obvious (Ylva Thörn's tal pa Kongressen 2007). Kommunal tries to show that such things as the 

type of food that its members in the care sector serve can affect the climate, as how it is grown 

and where it comes from may be more or less environmentally friendly, depending on 

circumstances. Emphasizing that the causes of climate change disproportionately originate in the 

global North, while overly affecting the global South, Kommunal ties issues of global 

exploitation, race, and gender together, arguing for the need for international solidarity to combat 

the problem. In conjunction with educational tactics targeted at the membership, Kommunal has 

worked with the Social Democrats, mostly through a major climate conference in September, 

2008, to highlight the importance of international action on climate change and its relation to 

social democracy and trade union work. Ultimately, Kommunal acts to create a moral dimension 

to climate change issues in order to develop support from their membership and action from the 

community. 

5.3.2 Alliances 

USW:  The Steelworkers are the most active blue-collar manufacturing union in terms of 

alliance formation. As a major part of their strategy is to facilitate the formation of major 
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progressive movements (Young 2009) (Securing Our Children's World: Our Union and the 

Environment 2006) and influenced by their paradigm of social unionism it is logical that the 

Steelworkers are active at forming alliances with environmental organizations in order to foment 

solidarity and joint action to overcome the fallbacks of the competitive American system, which 

often pits interest groups against one another. Short-term alliances have emerged to oppose 

particular legislation or agreements, such as through mutual opposition to NAFTA or at the 

WTO protests in Seattle in 1999, however no direct long-term alliances formed through this 

direct action (Dreiling 1997) (Young 2009). 

There are two major current labour-environment alliances currently at work of which the 

Steelworkers are a major actor: the Blue-Green Alliance (BGA) and the Apollo Alliance. The 

Blue Green Alliance formed in 2006 after being initiated by the Steelworkers and the Sierra Club 

(Young 2009) one of the United States’ largest environmental organizations—it is currently 

active in six states (Indiana, Kansas, Minnesota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin). The BGA 

aims at creating a larger, more long-term united labour-environment force than has existed in the 

past. It has four major points to its platform and to which prospective partners must agree to 

support: agree to support and work on global warming solutions that are based on sound science; 

reform of international trade agreements so that they include labour and environment protection; 

agreement to support labour rights, particularly through the EFCA; and to support toxic use 

reduction (USW: Blue Green Alliance 2008) (Young 2009). Thus, the Steelworkers acted in part 

to garner broad support for the EFCA by offering support for environmental reform in trade 

agreements and to work on global warming issues. However, while the strategic elements to the 

alliance cannot be ignored, the creation of the alliance deviates somewhat from theoretical 

expectations that interest groups will ally with other interest groups in the short term to gain 

support for a narrow policy issue. The creation of the BGA and the work that they have done 

emanates from a larger paradigmatic ideal in which the Steelworkers believe environmental and 

labour issues are fundamentally related and must be addressed simultaneously. Further, it was 

largely initiated from the work of District 11 Steelworker David Foster, who had done labour-

environment work in the Pacific Northwest, bringing his experiences to a broader stage (Young 

2009).The BGA focuses on education concerning environmental and climate issues for the union 

membership, as well as education of community actors and environmentalists about the 

relationship between workers’ rights and environmental issues. Furthermore, the BGA has a 
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strategy of only allowing large, mass-based organizations to become part of the alliance 

(although they do work with smaller organizations)—this is in order to extend their outreach as 

far as possible and to increase their legislative influence. As it stands, in addition to its activism 

in six states, the BGA also targets policy at multiple levels, including internationally (Young 

2009). 

 The Apollo Alliance is the other major alliance of which the Steelworkers are a part. 

Although this alliance is not purely a labour-environment alliance (it includes municipal and 

business leaders as well) it focuses on a 10-year policy plan, which aims at public investment 

into the research, development, and creation of Green Jobs (The New Apollo Program: Clean 

Energy, Good Jobs 2008). Aimed at reinvigorating the manufacturing sector, revitalizing and 

greening impoverished urban areas, and providing pathways out of poverty, the Apollo Alliance 

releases policy proposals and guides of action for various members and municipalities (New 

Energy for America: The Apollo Jobs Report 2004). The Steelworkers play a major role in 

ensuring that there is a focus on ensuring that green jobs are unionized that any advocacy of 

them includes an emphasis on workers’ rights. This particular alliance deviates from previous 

ones in that it includes labour, environment and business.  

UAW: While the UAW has, in the past, worked with environmental groups in order to combat 

environmental problems, it is not currently part of any major labour-environment alliances. 

Although the UAW itself is in part to blame for the lack of recent alliance-formation, so too are 

environmental groups who wasted the opportunity to create long-term alliances when they had 

the chance beginning in the 1970s (Bomberg, US Environmentalism in Comparative Perspective 

2008). While the UAW did attempt to incorporate environmental issues into their larger social 

activism and work with environmental groups, many did not reciprocate (Foster 1993). The 

environmental movement refused to see how issues of employment and work exploitation were 

related to their cause; in a sense, workers’ rights issues were not part of their policy paradigm 

(Bryner 2008). This lack of reciprocation combined with the increasingly hostile environment in 

which the UAW worked (huge membership losses and deindustrialization), have led the United 

Auto Workers to pursue a largely defensive strategy which does not include alliances with 

environmentalists, and often leads to alliances with industry to maintain the status quo on 

environmental legislation. 
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IF Metall:  Despite the Swedish propensity to work with other established actors in order to 

solve major problems, IF Metall have not used discussion and alliances with major 

environmental organization as part of a strategy and remain sceptical of working with political 

parties other than the Social Democrats (Bern 2009). This may be that, despite these actors 

gaining more social legitimacy, IF Metall works within its own ideal paradigmatic framework 

which defines certain actors, in particular industry, the state, and labour as the legitimate actors, 

at the exclusion of others. However, as climate change issues and environmental actors (in 

particular WWF and SNF) have become increasingly legitimate, Metall has started to view them 

as actors with whom they may start a dialogue. According to Metall, there are still major cultural 

differences between environmental organizations and established labour organizations, along 

with a suspicion among many in the union that environmentalists’ main course of desired action 

is to attack the very industrial system from which they have achieved success (Bern 2009). 

However, there may be a slow shift in understanding of the issue and of which actors they are 

ones in which they will work with, as they have shown some interest in discussing issues with 

the WWF, possibly the SNF in order to “get to know each other” and gauge their stances on 

issues, however there is no talk of any joint work (Bern 2009). 

Kommunal: Kommunal, while fairly active in making climate issues fundamental to the union’s 

platform, have not generated many alliances up to this point. This is in part due to the channels 

of power which emanate from Swedish institutional arrangements, allowing unions access to 

decision-makers and other actors without needing to creating social movement alliances. Most 

action has been done at the international level or through work with the Social Democrats and 

their alliance partners, MP and V. However, the recent climate conference which was put on in 

conjunction with the Social Democrats also included SNF, from which further discussion 

between the union and the environmental organization has occurred. As Ylva Thörn recently 

stated, a new challenge for the union is to find ways to work with environmental organizations 

who are fighting for and want similar things, particularly as it relates to the climate challenge 

(Klimatpolitik i pratiken-hur gör man 2008). Following the traditional Swedish institutional 

structure, in which much change comes from established and elite organizations, this potential 

alliance comes from work with a major political party and involves one of the largest trade 

unions working with one of the largest environmental organizations. According to interview 

data, there are no concrete plans for an alliance, but both groups are interested in starting a 
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dialogue to get to know one another and to figure out where their views, ideologies, and areas of 

action converge (Berglund 2009).  

5.4 Links to literature review 

 Much of the literature on union-environment actions revolves around American alliance 

formation between the two social movements, and for this research project, that was but a small 

part. Previous studies point out that most alliances are short-term in nature and are typically 

instrumental, revolving around the need for mutual support regarding a particular issue. This is 

evident in the short-term labour-environment alliances which merged out of mutual opposition to 

NAFTA, but which did not persist (Dreiling 1997). Using a neo-institutional analysis, we can see 

that in many ways it is the structural context of the United States which contributes to a 

simultaneous push to both work independently and with other organizations may be one reason 

explaining why labour-environment alliances have emerged, though never in the long-term. 

However, the work of the Steelworkers, while informed by the structural context, is aimed at 

overcoming this history, and attempts to create broad-based, comprehensive alliances. Thus, we 

can see how previous analyses which use a class-based approach or focus highly on structure, 

ignore the agency of particular organizations that attempt to diverge from the established norms 

of action. Further, class-based or social movement analyses, while critical to the overall 

knowledge and research on the labour-environment relations, have not fully assessed all of the 

factors of analysis, including the importance of environmental constraints (and those constraints’ 

relationship to the agency and institutional arrangements). In addition, class-based theories, or 

the treadmill of production theory often assert that labour must either align with environment or 

capital, however within this case study there are several examples of alliances with both, such as 

the Apollo Alliance which includes labour, environment, and business. Additionally, previous 

assessments, being mostly American-based, did not account for the importance of the political 

structure on actions, as it was mostly assumed. Comparing this study with previous studies, the 

importance of structure and context becomes apparent.   

5.5  Discussion of Methods 

  The methods used here were very useful for analyzing context and discourse, particularly 

as it relates to determining paradigms and the effects of political and organizational structure. 
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While no quantitative methods were used for this particular study, it would be possible to use 

such methods as surveys, for example (of the membership of the trade unions, in order to gain a 

better understanding of the effectiveness and knowledge of actions at higher levels).  Further, a 

larger number of interviews with other social actors who possess knowledge of or have worked 

with trade union-environment issues would have strengthened the study. The inability to do 

direct field work in the United States may have influenced my ability to speak with and assess all 

relevant actors, thus on-location field work in both Sweden and the US would have made the 

pursuit of interviews easier, strengthening the study. 

5.6 Implications for trade union participation in environmental governance 

 Although the ubiquity of the academic concept of governance is relatively recent, it can 

be argued that trade unions, as influential social actors (though not and official part of 

government) have historically constituted a governance partner.  As governance encompasses the 

aspect of rule-making and informal norms of action outside of the realm of officially-sanctioned 

policy makers, the work and power of trade unions is essential. In the United States and Sweden, 

trade unions have participated in regulating workplace relations and local environmental 

standards, largely through health and safety conditions in collective agreements (B. K. Obach, 

Labor and the Environmental Movement: The Quest for Common Ground 2004). The ability of 

trade unions, particularly the Steelworkers and Kommunal (and others who were not part of this 

study), to extend these issues beyond the local workplace, demonstrates the ability of trade 

unions to be a relevant actor influencing environmental practices that can have a larger effect on 

climate and energy use/production. Further, alliance work initiated and done by the Steelworkers 

fits in well with the auspices of governance, which includes participation (in rule-making, both 

official and unofficial) by myriad public and private actors. The framing of solutions to the 

climate change issue by American environmentalists as largely based around reduction of carbon 

emissions (Bryner 2008) has led to a disproportional focus on the auto industry and its need to 

reduce emissions. While this focus is important, many (though not all) in the environmental 

movement have ignored or disregarded the consequences on the livelihoods of workers who may 

be affected by legislation (Foster 1993). This lack of awareness regarding workers’ rights and 

livelihood issues has led to an increasing ability for industry to pit workers against 

environmentalists, arguing that regulation represents a threat to jobs. Past alliances, such as the 



58 
 

EFFE, demonstrate that this need not be the case, and that dual participation to increase mutual 

understanding and advocacy for such things as environmental retraining programs, are key to 

governance solutions which incorporate both worker and environmental rights. However, the 

increasing defensiveness of the UAW and the occasional lack of recognition of the importance of 

workers’ rights by certain environmental actors represent a barrier to this. The work of trade 

unions, particularly one such as the Steelworkers, thus becomes instrumental at finding solutions 

to overcome these misunderstandings and damaging conflict. The competitive, interest-based 

system in the US in many ways hinders partnerships between actors, as can be seen with the 

narrow action by the UAW, for example and serves as a hindrance to effective joint participation 

in environmental governance. Alternatively, some of the institutional arrangements in the United 

States, such as its federal structure and the ability to do multi-level work (including the ability to 

do work at the international level) is conducive to environmental governance, which stipulates 

the need to solve environmental problems at multiple levels, both within and beyond the nation-

state. Thus, the multi-level work of the Steelworkers, including their participation in 

international climate regimes, bodes well for their organizational inclusion in governance aimed 

at solving multi-level climate issues.   

 The Swedish case, like the American case, also represents particular possibilities and 

barriers to environmental governance. Institutional relations that lead to high levels of self-

regulation between labour and capital are conducive to governance, in which many rules of 

action are determined by non-state actors and through negotiation. Although self-regulation has 

declined in the last several decades, it has not entirely disappeared, and Kjellberg argues that it is 

still viewed at the most legitimate and desirable means of solving issues. As trade unions, even 

the reluctant IF Metall, begin to address climate and energy problems, this institutional 

arrangement and norm may set the conditions for participation in governance. Further, the 

Swedish system recognizes legitimate and well-established actors as the desirable participants in 

policy and rule-making, thus as both trade unions are highly legitimate actors, they will likely 

have a place in discussions and negotiations aimed at dealing with climate issues. Kommunal’s 

international work is also beneficial to their participation in multi-level governance aimed at 

solving joint environmental-worker issues. Their activism and framing of the issue as one that 

requires multi-level, in particular international action, leads them to gain an active voice in 

international governance regimes, such as at the United Nations and European levels. 
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 Overall, each country’s institutional relations and the power afforded to trade unions 

affect the ability to devise multi-level, participatory governance arrangements. The United 

States’ multi-level, federal system and the influence of that system on trade unions, allows for a 

basis for the multi-level environmental action required at multiple levels. Sweden’s focus on 

compromise and self-regulation of labour-capital relations, provides the basis for public-private 

consultation to create both official and unofficial rules and practices as part of an overall 

solution—an inherent part of governance.  

5.7 Recommendations and further research: While the implications for governance were only 

touched upon in this work, a full analysis of trade unions as they relate to environmental 

governance would be useful. Further, while multiple levels (including local, state, national, and 

international) of influence and action were factors of analysis in this work, further in-depth 

assessments of trade union action at each level is necessary. Exploration into the extent to which 

active trade unions have been able to incorporate and institutionalize action at the local level, for 

example, would enlighten the literature on the effectiveness of action, particularly that which is 

aimed at membership education. Further research into paradigm shifts as they concern energy 

and climate issues, and analyses of the extent to which they have been institutionalized also 

represents a future research area. 

 Overall, the research demonstrates that it is a false assumption that labour and 

environmental interests are inherently at odds. While interests may clash under certain 

circumstances, it is often due to job blackmail (in which industry claims that workers will lose 

their jobs if environmental legislation or practices are changed) or to a lack of outreach by and 

dialogue between environmentalists and unions. Ultimately, this research demonstrates that trade 

have the ability to play an active role in connecting work/production issues with environmental 

issues, thus outreach by both environmental organizations and trade unions can help to prevent 

trade union support of environmental destructive policies and practices. Outreach may, in fact, 

lead to a more united labour-environment movement aimed at connecting sustainability, social 

justice, and fair economic distribution. 

Implications for further research on trade unions: This study pinpoints the major factors of 

analysis determining trade union action on a common issue. While it is not possible to make 

predictive generalizations about how a particular trade union will act on other issues, it is 
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possible to use the factors of analysis identified in this project to analyze and assess trade union 

positions on other issues.  

6.0 Conclusions 

While it may appear that the membership represented and the organizational structure of each 

trade union is the largest determining factor defining action, this is too narrow a conclusion. The 

UAW and the Steelworkers, representing similar memberships and working within a similar 

organizational structure, have reacted divergently in response to membership threats based on 

material conditions such as deindustrialization.  While the Steelworkers redefined themselves 

and branched out into representing different types of employment beyond the manufacturing 

sector, as well as addressing social problems beyond those traditionally dealt with by 

manufacturing trade unions, the UAW became defensive of its current membership and the type 

of industrial model providing its members jobs. Thus, the importance of other factors, beyond 

the membership represented and the organizational structure become important. The 

Steelworkers strategically used the federal structure of the union in order to experiment with 

alliance formation and to address non-traditional trade union issues in order to broaden their 

activism to include environmental action and alliances. It is not simply due to the fact that they 

have a geographically diverse and broad-based membership that environmental issues became 

important, but because of a confluence of factors including working within a paradigm of social 

unionism and through the work of key actors within the organization who believed that 

addressing climate and environmental issues was important for the organization.  

While all four trade unions in this study have a cause d’être of protecting and representing 

their membership, it is how they interpret and define what the best interests of the membership 

are. Thus, the concept of paradigm becomes a key analytical factor necessary to understand why 

similar types of unions acting in specific contexts act in divergent ways. Furthermore, external 

factors affecting the unions, such as the federation structure also have large impacts on the types 

of action taken, although it is not always obvious. While it may seem that the differences 

between Kommunal and IF Metall are solely based on membership difference, allowing 

Kommunal more space to address environmental issues due to positive material conditions 

(membership growth), it is not that simple. In the first place, we must look at why Kommunal 

represents the types of workers it does, and why it is impossible to compare two manufacturing-
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based unions in Sweden. The larger federation in which both work, LO, is based around the 

notion of solidarity and non-competition, thus leading to strict definitions of which types of 

workers can join each union. Therefore, there is little overlap between the types of workers 

represented. However, this does not automatically lead to one union to address certain issues 

while another will not. IF Metall`s workers and the industries in which they are involved are 

more directly related to energy and climate issues, as they are often involved in industries with  

high carbon emissions or that are energy intensive. On the other hand, it is not immediately 

obvious how Kommunal`s workers are related to environmental issues. From this, it would seem 

that Metall would be more involved in addressing environmental issues, as they are more directly 

influential on the work of the membership. However, it has been Kommunal who have been the 

most active on climate and energy issues. While the fact that their membership is increasing, 

allowing them some opportunity to expand into non-traditional trade union areas, it is not 

automatically obvious why they would address climate issues specifically. So, as stipulated by 

the theoretical framework, we must look beyond the organizational structure and the membership 

represented and to the specific paradigms held by the trade unions and key actors within them. It 

is, as with the Steelworkers, out of a larger paradigm of social unionism, in which the union’s 

social and political role extends far beyond workplace issues, that action on climate change 

became important to Kommunal. The raison d’être of the union, that is working on behalf of the 

membership, converges with this paradigm and the union works to make climate and energy 

issues relevant to the membership and to frame them in  way that will be beneficial to 

employment and the well-being of the membership. 

Furthermore, while both IF Metall and the UAW can be seen as defensive, they do so in 

divergent ways. While the UAW tries to protect the current membership, IF Metall works to 

protect the institutional relations which have benefitted it throughout the 20th century, to the 

neglect of larger environmental and climate issues (and due to LO rules, it may be difficult for 

them to expand into different types of employment). While both argue that this is to protect the 

membership and to continue to ensure jobs and well-being within the manufacturing sector, it is 

the institutional setting that leads to the particular type of defensiveness exhibited by each union. 

Thus, we cannot only look at the organizational and its membership in a narrow sense, but must 

look at the larger outside factors, such as the rules of organizing or the power of trade unions 

within the larger political and social structure, in order to understand the specific ways in which 



62 
 

each union acts. Overall, it is an interaction of many factors, including, but not limited to, the 

organizational structure; the types of employment represented; along with the political structure 

and the “rules of the game”; combined with the paradigm of each organizational and key actors 

within organizations, which combine to determine the way in which each trade union reacts in 

the face of a common threat including, but not limited to, environmental threats.  

Thoughts on Future Union-environment action: While it is impossible to make concrete 

predictions, several interesting developments that may affect future action should be discussed. 

Both the UAW and IF Metall have been negatively affected by the ongoing financial crisis, 

particularly as it concerns auto industry collapses. However, in the U.S., the current Obama 

administration and Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress may mean that the blow to 

the UAW will be smaller than it would have been under a Republican administration, due to their 

legitimacy and importance within the Democratic Party. Current negotiations are taking place 

and legislation is being drafted on auto bailouts and climate issues (separately) and may open up 

the possibility for the UAW to gain some degree of influence in coupling industry protection and 

funding for greener auto-technology. Thus, while the larger material conditions for the UAW are 

negative, the political structural conditions are favourable. While IF Metall fights for their 

continued power within the Swedish system, the Social Democratic Party and other major actors 

are increasingly responding to the need to deal with climate and energy issues. Thus, if any shifts 

in paradigms or action occur within IF Metall, it will likely be influenced by the main established 

actors with whom they have worked historically, rather than from any internal environmental 

activism. However, how that would be dealt with depends on a confluence of factors, including 

environmental constraints (particularly from the social environment, such as membership loss 

and high unemployment) and internal organizational processes. Further, IF Metall is a vocal 

supporter of nuclear power, and many Swedish environmental organizations are opposed to its 

continued use, thus presenting a potential conflict and barrier to joint action on environmental 

issues with other environmental actors and historical political allies. 

While the USW and its members have been affected by the financial crisis and job losses 

in the United States, it, like the UAW, views the current executive and legislative administrations 

as positive (Young 2009). Thus, their climate action will likely be targeted at the federal level 

and due to the power of their joint labour-environment work, will likely have high levels of 
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influence in policy-making, in particular through promoting American-made green products 

(United Steelworkers Media Center: USW says U.S. House Climate Change Bill ‘Moving in the 

Right Direction’ 2009).  While Kommunal’s main political ally, the Social Democrats are not 

currently in power, they do view S’s partnership with the Green Party and the Left Party as 

positive developments and are active in working with all three to develop more comprehensive 

climate advocacy and to ensure a trade union voice in the climate debate.  

Reflection on the project: Overall, this study concerned an area that has rarely been thoroughly 

researched and thus provides valuable information in the area of labour-environment action. This 

demonstrates that an often-overlooked organization, the trade union, along with the interests of 

workers involved in energy-intensive professions (regardless of trade union membership), must 

be considered when addressing environmental governance and sustainability. Ignoring the 

importance of the effects on workers of various attempts to address climate change and to reduce 

energy use could prove a fatal flaw in potential environmental legislation, agreements, and 

action, as this study reveals. If the rhetoric on sustainability and the necessity of addressing 

environmental health, economic well-being, and fair distribution is to be realized, the concrete 

needs of workers and organizations representing them must be incorporated and addressed.  

While this project demonstrates the importance of trade unions as it regards climate and 

energy issues both in Sweden and the US, there are several points in both the research and the 

writing that could have improved the overall quality of the work. First, on-the-ground research in 

the United States, in combination with a greater number of interviews, would have helped 

solidify and improve insights concerning American unions’ views and action on climate and 

energy issues as well as the analysis concerning why they have acted the way they have. On the 

whole, improved methods, most importantly a greater number of interviews would have 

improved the quality of the work.  Further, due to the lack of research on this topic previously, I 

believe I, at times, focused too much on presenting factual information that I thought to be 

important, rather than focusing on the theoretical analysis of the topic, thus the analytical aspect 

of this project could have been stronger. Despite what I could have done differently or better, I 

believe that the research provides important conclusions, both factual and analytical, into the 

work of trade unions in divergent socio-political settings and thus can be applied beyond climate 

and energy issues.  
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Glossary: 

Key Concepts and Definitions: 

Actors/Organizations: concerned with action such as the mobilization of resources in order to 

achieve specific goals and pursue specific values, the practice of which are created, influenced 

and developed by institutional values (Lundqvist 2004) 

Blue-Collar Union: unions that—mostly—represent manual labourers earning hourly wages 

Business Unionism: Union action which uses collective bargaining to ensure better conditions 

for union members to the omission of broader social and political issues (Waddington 2005) 

Cognitive Frame: a way of conceptualizing an issue or set of events which determines concrete 

practices and behaviour and limit the means of implantation of a particular strategy (Surel 2000) 

Framing: “Interpretation schemes that enable actors to perceive, identify and understand 

important events and circumstances” (M. Boström 2004) 

Governance: “the shaping and sustaining of the arrangements of authority and power within 

which actors make decisions and frame policies that are binding on individual and collective 

actors within different territorial bounds” (Hanf and Jansen  1999: 3, in Lundqvist 2004)) 

 Green Jobs:  jobs based on renewable sources of energy or in the production of products which 

are involved in a low-carbon economy, such as wind turbine on public transit vehicle production. 

These jobs should provide living wages, are ideally unionized, and aim at revitalizing the 

declining manufacturing sector, urban areas, and at providing pathways out of poverty 

Institutions: Formal rules and cognitive scripts, moral templates (Hall 1996); relationships, roles 

and norms which regulate interaction processes among participants in socially-defined settings 

(T. a. Burns 2005) “ a system of authority and power that defined legitimate actors, rights and 

obligations; defines the context of interaction and normative behaviour and the cognitive basis 

which allow for participants to frame, interpret, understand; provides values, norms, beliefs 

(Burns 2008) 

• “Hard” social structures: Formalized rules, organizational structures, policy processes 

(Carson 2008) 

• “Soft” Social Structures: ideas; conceptual models; paradigms (Carson 2008) 

Interest Groups: A group of actors working representing or advocating for a certain cause 
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Neo-Corporatism: an institutionalized system which involves the regulation of social tensions 

and conflicts with explicit integrative strategies and well-defined public agents; specific 

organizational procedures and arrangements are in place (T. R. Burns 2005) 

Norms: implicit and internalized ways of acting which are taken for granted (M. Boström 2004) 

Paradigm: a way of conceptualizing issues, problems, interests, goals (Carson 2008) Problem 

solving—what is legitimate, who is the authority, who is expert; articulation through discourse 

concerning institutional problems, threats, and crises (T. R. Burns 2005)  

Political Culture: ideas, assumptions, and beliefs concerning who is a legitimate political actor; 

the regulatory style; norms concerning where policy-making should occur and the roles of the 

market and the state—these are institutionalized into rule systems (M. Boström 2004)  

Pluralism: existence of interest-groups, which are often competitive with limited integration and 

regulation (T. R. Burns 2005) diverse actors and organizations at multiple levels with  apparent 

openness to participation in the political system, though access is often dependent on economic 

power 

Rules: Socially accepted ways of acting (can me mandatory) 

Social Movement:  A set of Opinions and beliefs in a population which represents preferences 

for changing some elements of the social structure (McCarthy 1977) 

Social Movement Organization: organized collectivities with the aim of changing either a 

particular policy, opinions or structure which currently exist 

Social Unionism/New Unionism: A type of union activism in which the union’s role is to 

address social and political issues which extend beyond the workplace and to employ action 

beyond the collective agreement 
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Appendix 1: Selected Interview Data 

Framework for interview with the Blue-Green Alliance (questions asked diverged somewhat 
from this framework) 

1. Alliance formation 

•         How did the Blue-Green Alliance emerge?  Who initiated it?  
                          •         The main actors in the formation of the alliance—individuals, groups; at the 

federal level, state, or local, or some combination thereof? 
                          •         The organizing process  

•         Framing of the issue to various groups –the environmental movement re: 
workers’ rights and the labour movement re: climate change    

       Was there a compromise concerning including both workers’ and environmental   
rights into trade agreements? Or, was this seen as mutually beneficial from the 
beginning?  

•          Role of the Steelworkers in the creation of the BGA, as compared to other 
unions, such as the UAW –why were the Steelworkers so involved?  

2.       Organizational Structure:  
•         Who are the main actors within the alliance now? How are new groups 

included? 
•          how are input and views of the various organizations balanced? 
•         Decision-making process: what are the organizational rules for decision-

making? how are new ideas and initiatives dealt with?  
•          How are demands from various, divergent groups reconciled? 
•         Interplay of local input (of union locals, municipal organizations, etc) and the 

larger organization—education campaigns mentioned on the website—seems to 
be an important aspect of the BGA’s work; how has that gone so far? Has most 
of the response been positive, or has there been much scepticism from the rank 
and file? Or, some combination thereof? 

3.       Tactics and action— 
•         How is the issue framed in order to gain support (to people/groups outside of 

the organization itself)? 
•         Who is the main constituency?  
•         Types of political action/pressure—legislative; public awareness leading to 

political pressure; policy initiatives (which go beyond legislative pressure 
concerning policy proposals determined by others); protest and boycott action?; 
at which level(s)  is most action targeted towards (municipal, state, federal, 
international); creation of more alliances and members as a strategy? Does the 
BGA actively seek new members for the alliance? Or, do new members usually 
come to you? 

•         Membership education (of union members about environmental issues; of 
environmental groups’ membership about workers’ rights) –how important is 
this to the alliance? How much input is there from various memberships? How 
are conflicts dealt with between the membership and the  larger organization? 
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Or, doesn’t it matter too much; is any of the funding coming from the union and/ 
or the Sierra Club? If not, where is it coming from?  

4.       Political system:  
•         Federal system—balance between the municipal, state, and federal level 
•         Election of the Obama administration —does this change the tactics and action 

of the BGA? Does it provide an opportunity for expansion?  
5.       Future of the BGA 
  Possibility expansion and work with other organizations; more states; international 

 

Excerpt from Jim Young’s Interview (March 6th, 2009) 

JY:  You know, I’ve worked for 20 years with labour-based coalitions....I’ve only been with the Labor 
Institute for the last 10, but we were founded, you know, 30 years ago by a labour leader named Tony 
Mazzocchi, who was an official with the Oil, Chemical, and Atomic Workers Union and he is sort of a 
founding father in a way of the labour-environment movement, to the extent that there is a movement—a 
sort of cross-constituency movement. He was one of the...he spoke at the first Earth Day in New York 
City and he was aggressively involved environmental groups in a major national strike against Shell Oil 
in the 1970s and helped devise and sort of roll out the first global warming training for workers, many of 
them in sort of toxic and high carbon industries, back in the late 80s and the early 90s, and that’s sort of 
the origins of the educational work. Now, the public health institute was essentially just sort of a staffing 
effort that  was, much, much, much bigger than us and the important thing to know about that was that the 
Steelworkers on the labour side,  and the Sierra Club on the environmental side were the sort of founding  
members of the Blue Green Alliance, but basically they’ve been working together on and off since the 
passage of the US Clean Air Act and the passage of OSHA back in uh....actually, OSHA passed under 
Nixon in the early 70s and also, the Sierra Club was very supportive of that effort and active in 
advocating for the passage of OSHA, understanding early on um that pollution, you know, doesn’t know 
sort of end at factory gate borders and that it’s affecting workers first and most intensely, most intensively 
and may very well affect the air and communities and children and the environment itself. SO, they had 
that recognition, sort of, at the same time the Steelworkers understood, in terms of their advocacy of the 
Clean Air Act, that their members weren’t walking away from potential toxic exposure and environmental 
hazards and that their families, many of which lived near and among industrial and polluting workplaces 
umm, were also affected, so there was a kind of recognition on the part of both big institutions that um, 
that there was an alignment of interests. But I think, more recently, the Blue-Green Alliance was officially 
formed in 2006 but there had been sort of, like I said, many efforts....many different periods of 
collaboration, or points of collaboration over the years. But it was formed...in 2006 the two organizations 
decided to, essentially create a bilateral partnership with the idea that it would be easier for them to come 
up with a joint program than it would be if there was a broader coalition where you have to get 
agreements from many groups, so it was sort of a political and structural decision all at once. So, it was 
very important because it meant that they could be a leading edge in the work and that helped pave the 
way for a very progressive environmental agenda supported by the Steelworkers and a very progressive 
workplace rights and workers’ rights agenda supported by the Sierra Club. Now, as you probably know, 
other partners have joined in, have joined...including the Service Employees International Union—they’re 
the biggest union in the United States and the Communication Workers’ Union  which represents 700,000 
members, roughly, and the Labourers’ International Union of North America, which represents an 
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important constituency—as they all are—because it represents it represents building and construction 
trades workers, so we have a nice cross-section of unions that represent a lot of different sectors. The 
Steelworkers themselves represent workers in oil, chemical, glass, steel, umm, healthcare, 
education..They’ve become very diversified through a host of....paper production, pulp and paper 
production....through a series of mergers the 10-15 years. Likewise the other unions are not just, you 
know, labourers are not just labourers and the SEIU is definitely not just health care workers, the way that 
they once were, you know. They’re dealing with service workers and security guards, and all kinds of, all 
kinds of other work and workers. The Communication workers have industrial workers , they have a 
whole industrial division, but they also have telecommunications workers--as they always have—they 
also have, or happen to represent a lot of the major media outlets in the US, which is a nice added, uhh,  
constituency there, so that’s like kind of where they are now on the labour side. ... 

 The Sierra Club brings a massive base of more than a million members and supporters, so, so I 
think it’s important to know the construction, the form...the way that this entity formed was with an eye 
toward a mass base and institutions that represent large numbers of people and so, i think that’s what, 
when you look at those numbers you see them...they’re not....they’re not, none of these organizations are 
think tanks, none of these organizations are policy shops. They actually represent a lot of people, so that 
would be one of the objectives of the Blue-Green Alliance--it was to work with big mass-based 
institutions, so that’s sort of the genesis in 2006, the launch in June and we’ve we’re running educational 
programs prior to that.  David Foster, who’s the executive director began testing these ideas, you know, 
probably, I’m guessing 5-10 years prior to the actual formation of the BGA when he was director of 
District 11 of the Steelworkers where he... I think he was executive director for , I think it was for 13 
years and he...no, I think it was 17 years, and he...and that was the whole north west quadrant of the 
country, so you know, from Minneapolis where he’s based all the way west to Washington and up to 
Alaska. And so , he was instrumental in pushing for support of issues that weren’t the kinds of issues that 
average citizens would  think the labour movement embraces, for example the opposition to drilling  in 
the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge was a position that David’s district took that was kind of a vanguard 
position, it was very important.  And, he worked with a lot of other labour organizations but was one of 
the principal labour hosts of the 1999 WTO demonstrations in Seattle that, that, that you know, I think 
also helped kind of create some cohesion between, you know, I hesitate to use the phrase, but “strange 
bedfellows”  of the usual suspects, the environmental and labour movement.  

2. Excerpt of Sofia Berglund’s interview, researcher at Kommunal (March 12th, 2009) 

I think that Kommunal is one of the unions that has been more active than any others and in 1994 it was 
decided at the congress...that Kommunal was aiming at becoming the most environmentally conscious 
and fair trade union in Sweden and in 2002, two trade unions merged: one was the Agricultural trade 
workers union and the other was Kommunal, the municipal workers`union—it took the name Kommunal 
ever after, but originally they were two different trade unions. The agricultural trade union, before they 
merged, was even more, or in a different way, more naturally engaged in environmental issues, because of 
toxics and pesticide issues, they really go hand in hand when it comes to working environment and 
general environmental interests, so that was one aspect. And when they merged, one of Kommunal`s—the 
former Kommunal`s—incentives for merging with the Agricultural workers `union was their knowledge 
of environmental systems and specifically in agricultural of course, but also in green biological processes, 
stuff like that, in order to improve the environmental work. In reality, I believe that in reality, those that 
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were interested in those issues at the time have maybe not been overwhelmed with the work that was 
actually executed. I think that the ideas were bigger or greater than the actual work that came out of it so 
far, but there have been a number of processes and quite lengthy ones where different policy documents 
have been written and re-written so there is a lot of knowledge and there`s also a lot of documents on 
environmental issues within the TU sectors. And the way into this issue is through the workplace, like 
what`s happening in our workplace, how does it affect the environment in general, are there any issues? Is 
it good or is it bad...is our activity promoting a good environment or is it deteriorating it, making it bad. 
Now, lately, the last 2 years, our general secretary Ylva Thörn, she’s lyftfragan, what’s it called (mg 
interjects: made the issue more important, brought it up?) SB: yeah, like enlightened the issue and put it 
on the agenda, the climate issue and she’s very engaged in the climate issue, especially on the global level 
and the PSI (the global trade union federation for public service employees) and she’s the chair there too 
and so  this also makes it more important. So, it’s a long process of learning and it’s really important, in 
order to legitimize the issue, it’s important to find a clear or a strong connection between the trade union, 
the reason of the trade union...why the trade union should engage in this matter and this issue. I mean, 
everyone knows these issues are important for the earth, for society and for the economy –well, not 
everyone knows that it’s important for the economy, but it’s becoming more and more of an accepted 
fact, but still what needs to be done is to make this connection even more obvious.  

MG: Ylva Thörn has been involved in doing this and how has she been approaching. I’ve read some of 
her speeches and trying to make it a central issue of the trade union. How does she really frame that to the 
membership, to the workers and to people are working here? Has she succeeded or how does she go about 
that?  

SB:Yeah, I think it is easy and difficult both . I think it’s easy on the PSI level because it’s even more 
obvious how the climate changes will affect the members in those countries and in some of those 
countries, because Sweden is, at the moment, not as directly affected. I mean, there are countries in the 
world that are affected by climate change today so that they are suffering and then it becomes a more 
direct issue to deal with, so then it’s obvious and quite easy to make that connection and at the national 
level there are certain values that are important to the trade union that can be affected by climate changes, 
so that’s why it’s important and I think that she manages very well to make that connection to the 
membership 

 

 

 

 

 

 


