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Abstract 

Declining union density rates have been and continue to be an ongoing issue and worry 

around the world. In Sweden, union density remains high in comparison to other 

countries, although not an exception to the declining rates which have largely 

encompassed young workers. The objective of this study is to research two phenomena 

that have been identified as influences surrounding why young workers do not become 

unionised. The research questions are 1. Can individualistic attitudes be linked to the 

decline in union density among young workers, if so how? and 2. Can employer 

resistance towards trade unionism be linked to the decline in union density among 

young workers, if so how?. 

There are substantial amounts of quantitative research devoted to trying to 

understand the decline, which motivated writing a report with a qualitative approach. 

Focus was put on the thoughts and views of six young individuals who are all involved 

with three Swedish trade unions, HRF, Handels and Seko. The results of the study 

revealed that both individualistic attitudes and employer resistance can be linked to 

declining union density rates among youths. Individualistic attitudes were analysed 

alongside Allvin and Sverke’s theories on the ‘era of individualisation’, which includes 

declining preparedness to participate in collective movements, the belief in the efficacy 

of the self and autonomous attitudes towards institutions. Individualistic attitudes that 

were conferred in the interviews revolved around matters such as young workers not 

being able to identify themselves with trade unions and their officials. Employer 

resistance methods were discussed in line with, among others, Brulin’s theory on the 

work place as a political arena, where employers and trade unions battle for the loyalty 

of the employees. Resistance towards trade unions seem to appear in various forms and 

different methods are used in order to obstruct individuals from becoming or remaining 

unionised. This includes subtle threats and ostracism from managers and co-workers 

and unmotivated changes of rosters. 
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Introduction 

At the same time as union density rates are declining globally, scholars provide European 

Social Survey (ESS) data1 that present the public opinion as contrary to what the decline in 

union density is expressing. Instead of the pessimism one would expect, a striking optimism 

towards the necessity of trade unions is provided (D’Art and Turner, 2008). This paradox 

encourages questioning what it is about trade unions that make people remain outside of them. 

Although, the declining figures speak for themselves – are trade unions a relinquishing 

phenomenon, regardless of the public opinion? 

In comparison with other European countries Sweden can remain satisfied in having 

remarkably high numbers of unionised working inhabitants. However, along with Slovenia 

and Slovakia, Sweden is on top of the list of countries where union density is declining the 

fastest (Kjellberg, 2015). The decline largely encompasses young workers and union density 

among youth is low compared to the average of the whole working population. An important 

aspect concerns reaching out to young workers, as someone has to uphold the trade union 

tradition in the future. After all, today’s youth is tomorrow’s future. It may appear natural that 

unions would put resources into the recruitment of young workers, but the view of them as an 

entity of their own with separate concerns and priorities appears to be relatively new. 

Williams and Quinn (2014: 140) even refers to it as: “a product of the 1990s”. In 2010 it was 

reported that less than half of Sweden’s workers below the age of 29 were unionised, 

compared to three out of four in 1993 (Kjellberg, 2011). A survey conducted in 2006 focusing 

on the same age group revealed that 74 % would possibly, or definitely, become members if 

given the choice (LO, 2007). Similar to the ESS study mentioned above, these statistics speak 

for something restraining people from joining.  

Discussions on how and why unionisation among young workers has become less popular 

varies. Doubts on the benefits a membership can provide, being employed on precarious 

contracts and membership fees being too high are the three main reasons pointed out by 

Sweden’s largest trade union confederation LO (LO, 2007). From an academic perspective, 

scholars highlight intrinsic motives, such as past generations of workers accrediting values 

                                                 

1 The European Social Survey (ESS) is a cross-national survey among European countries. 
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towards the union movement that separates them from young workers today (Allvin and 

Sverke, 2000). Others refer to employers resisting trade unions and unionism and 

discouraging their employees from joining as explanations (Waddington and Kerr, 2002). 

Broadly summarising, scholars have come to very different conclusions which may indeed 

have much to do with different samples, locations, cultures and other factors. One thing that is 

agreed upon is that the declining rates are alarming and that this phenomenon is something we 

need to further investigate in order to eventually resolve. 

The intention of this report is to go into depth with specifically two aspects that have been 

reasoned to cause young workers to abstain from unionisation: individualistic attitudes and 

employers using resistance methods in order to obstruct unionisation.  

Objective 

The purpose of this study is to examine factors that previous research has pointed out as 

influences on declining union density among young workers. As there are many of these, the 

study had to be restricted and a commitment to two aspects for further investigation was 

made. Thus, this report focuses mainly on unionised youth and their experiences with 

employers actively discouraging union memberships and on individualistic attitudes. 

Ultimately this will assist to see whether or not they can be used as explanatory factors for 

declining union density rates among young workers. The research questions are: 

 

1. Can individualistic attitudes be linked to the decline in union density among young 

workers? If so, how? 

 

2. Can employer resistance towards trade unionism be linked to the decline in union 

density among young workers? If so, how? 

Limitations of the study 

When approaching the subject of unionisation one is faced with substantial quantitative 

research and analytics. By looking at unionisation among youth through a qualitative lens, this 

report attempts to broaden the perspective. There may be many alternative explanations as to 

why Swedish youths decide not to join trade unions and it must be acknowledged that this 

report is limited to analysing two selected aspects and how they can be linked to the matter. 
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The empirical data that has been used involves interviews with six individuals who are 

involved with HRF, Handels and Seko, all three blue-collar trade unions affiliated with LO. 

Disposition 

To begin with, a brief background of the union movement will be provided followed by the 

theories and previous research which the study revolves around. After this, the choice of 

method will be explained and discussed with ethical considerations and specifics about the 

sample displayed. The results based on the empirical material will then be given followed by 

the discussion section in which the research questions will be analysed. Finally, a deliberation 

regarding further research will be presented. 
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Background 

Understanding the role of trade unions, both their importance in the past and their future, is 

vital for understanding this report as a whole. For this reason, a description and definition of 

what a trade union is and how a trade union functions will be provided.  

Defining trade unions 

A brief description would declare trade unions as organised workers gathered in a union, 

using the power of the collective in order to gain authoritative influence in decision-making 

over matters regarding the workplace, such as general working conditions. A definition of 

trade unions referred to by many scholars within the industrial relations field is the following, 

specified by Sidney and Beatrice Webb: 

 

“A Trade Union, as we understand the term, is a continuous association of wage-earners for the 

purpose of maintaining or improving the conditions of their working lives.” (Webb, 1965: 1) 

The role of trade unions 

The history of trade unionism is long and many of the working conditions we take for granted 

today have been fought for by past generations of organised workers. There are many 

different branches in society that are influenced by trade unions, some more than others and 

of course differing between countries. Bray et al. (2014) speaks of unions’ role in the 

workplace and discusses one of their main objectives as providing employees with a 

collective voice. According to Bray et al. (2014), workers may voice their concerns and 

opinions either individually or together as a group to a trade union, where their voices are 

better protected from sanctions from employers. Trade unions could therefore be seen as 

communication channels, challenging the power relationship between employer and 

employee. Another way in which we can understand this power relationship as challenged is 

through Lysgaard’s classic research theory on the worker’s collective. In his study, Lysgaard 

found that although inferior to their employer, co-workers found their working conditions 

protected as of their strong unity at the workplace (Hasle and Sorensen, 2013). The worker’s 

collective also functioned as a control mechanism; if someone would approach the employer 
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with the ‘wrong’ intentions, such as individual bargaining, it could result in exclusion from 

the collective or punishments in other ways (Hasle and Sorensen, 2013). 

Another perspective on the role of trade unions is provided by Fick (2009), who states 

that trade unions’ importance stretches beyond the workplace as it is vital for creating and 

maintaining democracy in a society. Fick (2009) discusses the abundant research that has 

been made about the relationship between trade unions, workers and employers as oblivious 

to trade unions’ impact on society as a whole.  

It is generally understood that high rates of union density, in relation to those eligible to 

join, evaluates the strength of a trade union (Visser, 2006). As such, union density can be 

viewed as one of the direct measurements we have access to in regards to understanding the 

strength of organised workers. 

Understanding trade unions as something that stretches over the frames of the labour 

market, such as Fick’s (2009) discussion on its importance regarding democracy, contributes 

to making the rises and falls in union density exceedingly significant. 

 

Theory and previous research 

There are many theories which addresses trade union decline and its whys and wherefores. In 

order to provide more knowledge on these matters, previous research concerning union 

density both globally and in Sweden will be conveyed. Furthermore, the decline in union 

density among young workers will be discussed, followed by theories and previous research 

that addresses individualism and employer resistance. 

Explaining the decline in union density… 

 

… globally 

The decline in union density is not exclusive for any country and has been an international 

trend for several decades (Kjellberg, 2001: 21). Discussions of potential reasons for the 

decline varies. Globalisation is mentioned, as it has led to the exchange of labour across 
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borders, which in turn has led to labour standards no longer being the exclusive concern of 

national governments (Tzannatos and Aidt, 2002). Technological changes, the mounting 

unemployment rates and increase of precarious employment contracts are other issues that are 

being brought up. Kjellberg (2001: 40) argue that there is no simple reason which we can use 

to extrapolate between countries, since declining rates have always varied over time and in 

size in different countries. 

 

… in Sweden 

Sweden started experiencing declining union density rates for the first time in the 1980s 

(Kjellberg, 2001: 40). Contributing factors to this included a changing labour market which 

put power in favour of employers, the accelerating internationalisation, decentralisation and 

employers’ lack of interest in collective agreements (Kjellberg, 2001: 40). According to 

statistics by the OECD, Sweden’s unionisation rate was 66.6 % in 2013. This was after a 

period of density downfall, as between 2003 and 2013 it declined by 10.3 % (OECD). An 

immense drop occurred over the course of two years, 2007 and 2008, when Sweden’s trade 

unions lost roughly 8 % of its members (Kjellberg 2011). 

Compared internationally, Sweden is still at a high level with Denmark, Iceland and 

Finland on roughly the same rates (OECD). These four Nordic countries have the Ghent 

system in common, which has been said to be a crucial factor for the unionisation rates 

remaining high (Holmlund and Lundborg, 1999). Traditionally, trade unions and 

unemployment insurance have come hand in hand – one had to become a member to receive 

insurance. The Ghent system incorporates governments’ subsidisation of unemployment 

insurance funds which the trade unions then administer (Holmlund and Lundborg, 1999). This 

is still the case, although since 1990 direct affiliation, that is affiliation to unemployment 

funds without union membership as the middle-hand, has become a popular alternative 

(Kjellberg, 2011). 49 % of all workers in the hotel and restaurant industry, where union 

density has dropped sharply in recent years, were directly affiliated in 2010 (Kjellberg, 2011). 

The potential reasons for the vast decline in union membership in 2007 and 2008 are being 

discussed as a cause of the new government policies that came into action after the election in 

2006. This is because part of the new policy that was implemented radically changed the 

financing system of unemployment funds (Kjellberg, 2011). 
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… among young workers 

The substantial decline between 2003 and 2013 that was mentioned above largely 

encompassed younger workers in Sweden. Trade unions lost 10 % of their members aged 16 

to 24 and 7 % of their members aged 25 to 29 (Kjellberg, 2011). In 2013 more than half of 

Sweden’s working youth were not unionised (Kjellberg, 2015). Looking at the historical 

pattern of young workers and the extent to which they have unionised, it is difficult to 

comprehend why this lack of interest has emerged. In 1987 more than 71 % of workers under 

the age of 29 were unionised (Kjellberg, 2001). The fact that this has changed points towards 

some kind of intrinsic or extrinsic change. 

An international study argues that if young workers today are similar to previous 

generations of workers, that is in their inclination to unionise, the decline in union density 

among young people could be explained by factors such as lack of opportunity to join 

(Williams and Quinn, 2014). The combination of employer hostility, employment insecurity 

and anti-union regulations are being referred to as other important factors (Williams and 

Quinn, 2014). The alternative, that the overall attitudes on unionisation have changed, would 

possibly mean that we have reached a point where trade unions are a vanishing form of 

communion (Williams and Quinn, 2014). Other research from abroad confirms that the 

industries that young people work within are relatively hard and costly to organise, which 

may serve as evidence for some workplaces being more unionised than others (Haynes et al., 

2005; Serrano Pascual and Waddington, 2000).  

Albert Hirschman’s exit, voice, loyalty and neglect (EVLN) model analyses how 

employees respond to job dissatisfaction by predicting the outcomes of such. It postulates 

mainly four ways in which dissatisfaction is expressed: by leaving the workplace, voicing 

concerns, remaining loyal or by neglecting assignments and work tasks. Haynes et al. (2005) 

found that young workers are more likely to leave an organisation they are not happy working 

for than to face management with help from a union. One could argue that young people are 

less committed to their workplaces as it is part of a phase when they still have not figured out 

what they want to do with their working lives, a hypothesis that could explain why youths 

would find it better to leave the organisation than to remain there and try to change what they 

are dissatisfied about. 

Kjellberg (2011) states that structural components in young employees’ working 

environments are important factors when discussing youth and unionisation. Precarious 

contracts for instance, are the most common type of employment engagement among young 
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workers in Sweden in the age group 16 to 24 (Kjellberg 2011). It is characterised by a lower 

grade of connection to the labour market, unsocial working hours and less of a chance to 

come in contact with union representatives in comparison to the full time employment 

(Kjellberg 2011). The Swedish Trade Union Confederation points out precarious contracts as 

one of three main reasons to why young workers abstain from union memberships (LO, 

2007). The other two are membership fees being too high and doubts on whether or not 

organising oneself is beneficial enough to go through with it (LO, 2007). Temporary jobs may 

possibly have a wider effect as it may result in many insecurities surrounding everyday life. 

For example, the inconsistency of not knowing what salary one will receive on a monthly 

basis may result in insecurities over expenses, therefore abstaining from monthly fees such as 

union memberships. 

 

Choice of focus area 

When exploring previous research, statistics and theories on young workers and trade unions 

both through an international and a national perspective, it is evident that union density 

among young workers is very unstable and that the decline is a concern for many. The 

explanations and consequences of the global decline are widely discussed and contributed to 

my interest in the field. As of the abundant research that has been conducted wherein results 

differ, a choice of an in-depth focus for this report had to be made. The upswing of 

individualistic attitudes among young workers suggest a rather pessimistic view of the future 

of trade unions. By using resistance methods in order to obstruct employees from 

unionisation, it is arguable to claim that employers affect the union density rates as well. It is 

reasonable to think that the latter have considerable influence on newcomers to the labour 

market, a group which largely encompasses young workers. This report intends to highlight 

the effects employer resistance may have as well as investigate how individualistic attitudes 

may affect young people’s choice of joining a trade union, by researching the links of these 

matters to declining union density rates among youths. 
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Theory 

This report examines the linkages between young workers and declining union density, where 

focus lies on individualistic attitudes and employer resistance towards trade unionism. In 

order to describe, understand and interpret the empirical material and previous research 

several frames of references have been used. Among others, Michael Allvin and Magnus 

Sverke’s theories on individualism and Göran Brulin’s theories about the workplace as a 

political arena. The theory and results sections will be divided into two parts, one for each 

research question.  

 

The era of individualisation 

Allvin and Sverke (2000: 71) argue that the Swedish workforce is in a changing phase and 

that today’s youth share different values than those shared by earlier generations of workers. 

They state traditional union goals as un-coherent with the demands and values of today’s 

young workers by questioning whether or not trade unions really supply what is really in 

demand in today’s society. Allvin and Sverke (2000) speak of the ‘era of individualisation’, 

where young workers are more autonomous than previous generations of workers have been 

and that the understanding of the collective good and collective needs are of less importance 

than they have been in the past. The focus now lies instead on the individual and its potentials. 

They also argue that young individuals are less inclined to take part of collective movements, 

which includes trade unions (Allvin and Sverke, 2000). 

The theories which Allvin and Sverke (2000) have developed their argument from resides 

with sociological theorists Beck (1992) and Giddens (1994) contexts of individualisation and 

modernisation. This view includes collectivism as the source of individual identity and 

working-class solidarity, although changing and slowly being replaced by more individualist 

frames of reference, where there is: 

 

“… a belief in the efficacy of the self, more autonomous attitudes towards institutions and a declining 

preparedness to participate in collective movements.”  

(Allvin and Sverke, 2000: 72). 

 

Fifteen years has passed since Allvin and Sverke published this report, thus the relevancy of it 

in today’s societal climate must be questioned. As it functions more as point of departure for 
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which we understand the respondents’ views and analyse them, the main ideas still serve a 

purpose and must not be understood as a consistent rule which is provable or not, but rather as 

guidelines.  

 

Individualism and its relation to the labour market 

Allvin and Sverke (2000: 74) speak of individualism as one of the ‘slow threats coming from 

within’. They argue that trade unions are used to threats from external parties and that they do 

not put enough effort in fighting internal issues, which among others involve recruiting young 

members (Allvin and Sverke, 2000). They reason that the density statistics speak for 

themselves and that the trend towards a more individualist society goes in line with people 

losing their interest in trade unions as a whole (Allvin and Sverke, 2000: 74). Although, a 

more individualist population does not in particularly exclude collectivism. Nilsson (1990) 

found that independence and individuality in one’s work were valued highly among young 

unorganised workers, although this did not have to exclude solidarity with others. 

Along with Allvin and Sverke many scholars discuss individualism and its relation to the 

labour market. Haynes et al. (2005: 95) discusses an “… intergenerational attitudinal change 

towards a more individualistic approach to work” as a theory behind young workers’ 

inclination to unionise. In a small project researching explanations for the difficulty in 

recruiting youths to trade unions, Nilsson (1990: 2) finds that ideological circumstances, such 

as changes in the societal climate towards individualism, is one of two main reasons. 

These attitudinal changes towards unionism have had their effects on trade unions. In 

order to recruit new members, unions have had to change their approach and face demands 

they have not needed to take into consideration before. Part of this includes prioritising both 

the individual member and its needs as much as the needs of the group while still maintaining 

and demonstrating the necessity of collective action. 

 

Employer resistance towards trade unionism 

One of Sweden’s central organisations for trade unions, TCO, The Swedish Confederation of 

Professional Employees (Tjänstemännens Centralorganisation), reports that there since 2008 

have been new laws introduced in several European countries promoting anti-union 

principles. TCO shows that these laws have brought on a weakening of trade union influence 

and that they may result in deteriorating working conditions for employees (Wingborg, 2014). 
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The process of weakening unions’ lawful rights has been followed by harassment and threats 

towards union activists in some of the European countries where the new laws have been 

established (Wingborg, 2014). This development of unionism can be seen as concerning. 

After all, unionisation is considered to be a human right according to article 23 in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and should therefore not be anyone else’s concern but 

the individual’s (UN, 1948). 

So why are organisations becoming more anti-union, if the right to join is a human right? 

Many scientists point towards managements taking on more unitarist approaches as an 

explanatory dimension (Bacon, 1999; Dundon, 2002; Gall, 2004). Unitarism can be viewed as 

a managerial framework and was presented by Alan Fox in 1966. Fox (1966) explained that 

organisations habituating the unitarist ideology are opposed to trade unions as they are mainly 

seen as ‘troublemakers’ disrupting the common goal of managements and their employees, 

which is loyalty. Furthermore, employers are to lead and make decisions and employees are to 

follow (Fox, 1966). Unions are therefore not necessary and industrial conflict should not 

occur, as employees are loyal to their management (Fox, 1966). There are many ways 

organisations demonstrate this unitarist side. Robert Hoxie (1921) compiled a list of methods 

used by employers in order to attack unions, to make employees leave their union 

memberships or refrain them from obtaining one. That list included persuading union leaders 

to support management, refusal to work with unions and rejecting them by declining them 

entry to workplaces and obtaining information on unions with the purpose of destabilizing 

them (Hoxie, 1921). Although Hoxie’s examples are reasonably old they are not outdated. 

Organisations still use different resistance methods in order to refrain workers from joining a 

trade union or prevent them from staying members. The ways of oppressing trade unions in 

America have coined their own term known as ‘union busting’. This involves employer 

resistance to union organising, in which the purpose is to weaken trade unions by using 

different measures. Dundon et al. (2006) speak of union busting as a management ideology 

which expresses a revulsion towards sharing power with employees. Union busting strategies 

may include harsh intimidation tactics with the purpose of instilling fear of reprisals. Other 

more neutral approaches includes proclaiming that unions are bad for various reasons and 

with that communicating a dislike towards them which ultimately affects employees’ choice 

on whether or not to join (Dundon et al., 2006). 
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Employer resistance and the workplace as a political arena 

Nilsson (1990) discusses employers using methods in order to create an exclusive ‘us’ and 

‘them’ kind of culture at work. This goes hand in hand with Brulin’s (1989) theory of the 

workplace as a political arena where unions and managements battle over workers’ trust, 

loyalty and commitment. In his dissertation, Brulin discusses a management strategy used in 

Sweden, which he explains as the idea of a workplace being successful when it has developed 

a strong sense of motivation among its employees (Brulin, 1989: 150). This in turn will make 

employees more loyal to the employer and the workplace as a whole. Brulin (1989) studies 

three separate workplaces and how they conceive this management strategy, where he is 

mainly interested in whether or not these workplaces could be described as political arenas 

and if the unity that managements strive to uphold goes in conflict with the work of the local 

trade unions. In his theories, Brulin is inspired by Ouchi (1982), who argues that an 

egalitarian, intimate atmosphere is what works best at a workplace and that employees should 

feel strongly bonded to each other and to their management for success. It is arguable that this 

management strategy would work perfectly at a small workplace with a limited amount of 

employees where employers often work in close proximity and often commit to the same type 

of work as the employees. These kinds of structures are often found within the retail or 

restaurant industries where young workers are commonly found. We must assume that this 

creates a bond between management and employees, which is ultimately the ideal position for 

an employer in regards of creating commitment and loyalty between him or herself and the 

employees. 

According to this theory, employer resistance towards unionism could be viewed as 

employers suppressing the necessity of unions at a workplace and creating a challenging 

environment for them to function in. This view is strongly connected to Fox’s unitarist theory, 

where trade unions are seen as external forces challenging management for the loyalty of 

employees (Fox, 1966). As long as all employees are loyal to their employers this is not an 

issue, problems only occur when employees find themselves outside the bonded network. It is 

this type of employer resistance towards trade unionism this report will revolve around when 

examining the second of the reports research questions.  
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Linking individualism and employer resistance 

The decentralisation of collective agreements and a change towards a more individualised 

employment relationship has occurred in Sweden over recent decades (Hansson, 2010: 99). 

Hansson (2010) argues that this change is more advantageous for the individual employee as 

it provides the benefits of bargaining for terms and conditions suitable for him or herself. 

Although this may work for many, it must be addressed that not all individuals have equal 

amounts of bargaining power and that some therefore have to settle with arrangements not 

meeting their needs. The individualised employment relationship is preferable for many 

employers opting to keep third parties such as trade unions outside the bargaining process, in 

order to avoid increased risks of conflict or costs. Some employers are more reluctant to 

cooperate with trade unions than others and with that, reluctant to have their employees in 

trade unions at all. As mentioned above, many workers prefer individualised agreements as 

well. As trade unions’ fundamentality relies on solidarity within the collective, this goes in 

direct contrast with the rise of individualist values. 

There may be, such as much literature and previous research have concluded, many 

underlying reasons to why youths decide not to join trade unions. As of this, individualism 

and employer resistance should only be viewed as factors among many that could have an 

effect on the decision-making regarding union membership among young workers. 

 

Method 

In this section of the report explanations will be provided regarding the choice of method, 

namely the pro’s and con’s in the context of this report. The background information about 

the respondents and the trade unions they are members of will then be discussed. Next, the 

way in which this report has taken ethics into consideration will be outlined and finally, two 

key points that show what could have been done better with respect to the method will be 

explained. 
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Choice of method 

As the purpose of this study is to comprehend if individualistic attitudes and employer 

resistance can be linked to the declining union density rates among young workers 

interviewing unionised youths appeared to be an insightful instrument and was therefore 

chosen as suitable method. The fact that five out of six of the interviews were conducted over 

telephone was mostly due to it being the most flexible and convenient alternative for everyone 

involved and functioned well throughout the study. By using semi-structured interviews, a 

varied width of information was obtained.  

The report was written with a mixed inductive and deductive approach. It took a deductive 

approach at first, overlooking previous research and theories which functioned as inspiration 

to the interview guide. Over the course of interviewing, a more inductive approach was 

proceeded with as patterns started to appear. 

Ethical considerations 

The Swedish Research Council have developed the web site Codex, which contains rules and 

guidelines for research being conducted in Sweden. These rules incorporate the fundamental 

criterion of protection of the individual when involved in research, which means that the 

individual shall not be exposed to any physical nor psychological harm, scrutiny, humiliation 

nor offence at any time nor any stage because of its involvement (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011). 

This study has been conducted in accordance with the ethical principles regarding 

information, consent, confidentiality and utilization. 

The reactions were mixed when asking whether or not the respondents wished to be 

anonymous in the report. One respondent said that she did not care as she already had a 

reputation on the internet based on her union activism. She stated that she understood why 

others wanted to remain anonymous and referred to employers using information found on the 

internet against individuals. Furthermore she contemplated that it is not very good for one’s 

future in the labour market to be associated with battling alongside trade unions. Two 

respondents only accepted their first names in the report and one wanted to read her quotes 

through before agreeing. One respondent said she preferred to be anonymous and only one 

said that she did not mind, without hesitating or asking further questions. The respondents’ 

reactions to their association with this report is concerning and proves that trade union 
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commitment is not without complications. In order to achieve uniformity throughout the 

report all respondents were made anonymous. 

Sample 

When choosing the sample for a study Jacobsen (2002) speaks of fulfilling an information 

criterion. That is, the sample should consist of respondents that are able to deliver useful 

information and that have good knowledge in the field which the report is focused on 

(Jacobsen, 2002: 199-200). By writing an ad in the Facebook group ‘StreetGäris’ asking for 

people engaged in trade unions, I came into contact with five individuals willing to participate 

in the study. The Facebook group ‘StreetGäris’ is a social network made for women and 

intergenders, with the purpose of being a communication channel to inspire, support and 

provide contact with members from all around Sweden. Chain sampling led to the contact 

with the sixth respondent. As young workers themselves and engaged in unions in various 

ways, it was theorised that the respondents would have a perspicuous view of the ways 

employer resistance and individualist attitudes is demonstrated among other young workers. 

All respondents are women between the ages of 21 to 31 who in one way or another are 

involved in trade unions. 

 

Respondents and trade unions in the sample 

There are approximately 55 trade unions in Sweden today and most of them are affiliated with 

three national union organisations: SACO, TCO and LO (Hylander, 2010). This report 

includes interviews with members from Handels, Seko and HRF, all three affiliated with LO. 

As the respondents are anonymous they will be referred to as H1, H2, H3, H4, S1 and HRF1. 

Coding the respondents this way makes them distinguishable from each other in regards to 

which trade union they are members of. 

 

LO. The Swedish Trade Union Confederation is the central organisation for 14 independent 

trade unions, including the three mentioned below. Combined, these 14 unions have 

approximately 1 470 000 members gathered in LO (LO, 2014). 

 

Handels. The Commercial Employees’ Union is Sweden’s third largest blue-collar union with 

around 154 000 members (Handels, 2015). It describes itself as a young union as 
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approximately a third of its members are below the age of 30 (Handels, 2015). The first 

respondent from Handels, H1, has been a member since 2013 and works in a clothing shop. 

The second, H2, has been a member since 2012 and works at a beauty store. The third, H3, 

has been unionised since 2013 and was a member of HRF until recently when a change of 

workplace resulted in Handels being the better option. H3 now works with informing youths 

about trade unionism and its benefits. The fourth respondent from Handels, H4, has a similar 

story with her background in HRF, changing to Handels not long ago when getting a job at a 

convenience store. H4 has been a member of Handels for less than 6 months. 

 

Seko. The Swedish Union for Service and Communications Employees has approximately 

121 000 members, its focus lies on recruiting members working within public services such as 

educational institutions or civil personnel in the Swedish armed forces (Seko, 2015). The 

respondent from Seko, S1, has been a member since 2010 and works at one of Stockholm’s 

postal offices. 

 

HRF. The Swedish Hotel and Restaurant Workers’ Union has roughly 31 000 members with 

most of its member’s working within the hotel and restaurant industry (Arbetet, 2015). 

Kjellberg (2011) announces that union density within this industry has dropped sharply over 

the last couple of years, whereas the overall low density could be explained by it being a 

‘young’ industry. HRF by itself is dominated by younger workers as 70 % of its members are 

under the age of 30 (LO, 2007). The respondent from HRF, HRF1, has been a member since 

2007 and works at one of Sweden’s casinos. 

Process of interviewing 

Interviewing respondents was followed through over a period of nine days, between the 25th 

of November and the 4th of December 2015. All the interviews were done over telephone 

except for one which was done in person at a coffee shop. For the latter, field notes were 

taken, although the respondent did not appear to have been disturbed by her surroundings. 

The duration of the interviews varied from 24 to 58 minutes. Kvale (2009) argues that pilot 

interviews are useful exercises for interviewers as they among many things specify how long 

the interviews will take and how much effort it will take to transcribe them. As for that 

reason, one pilot interview was done on the 4th of November in order to try the interview 

guide and see whether or not its structure worked. It will not take part of the results. After the 
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pilot interview was made, some of the questions were redesigned to open for further 

discussion.  

In the beginning of the interviews a presentation of the study and its focus was given. 

Once this was complete several demographic questions were asked, such as name, age and 

occupation, followed by some general questions specifying their union memberships, such as 

which trade union they were members of and how long they had been members of it, how 

long they would consider themselves have been active in unions and how they became 

members in the first place. Thereafter the interview was steered by the interview guide which 

functioned as an important tool for structuring the interviews and helping to maintain focus. 

The interviews were semi-structured, which means that they contained a couple of predefined 

questions with space for follow-up questions if necessary (Aspers, 2011: 143). The questions 

were designed to help cover the relevant themes that had been selected in the early stages of 

processing theories and previous research. They were not asked in any particular order nor 

were they asked word-for-word as they are written in the guide. Instead the interview was led 

by the conversation and key questions were asked whenever appropriate, in order not to 

disturb anything the respondent found important to share. 

Analysing interviews 

Transcribing was done immediately after each interview, except for two which were 

completed two days after due to time constraints. After the transcriptions were finished and 

the interviews had been recorded to their full extent, they were read multiple times. 

Subsequently patterns were detected and quotes were selected according to these. The patterns 

were colour coded, which means that depending on what issue the respondents were 

discussing, the quotes received a separate highlighting colour. For instance, when speaking of 

individualistic attitudes, the quotes were highlighted in red and when mentioning employers 

subtly disparaging trade unions, the quotes were highlighted in blue. Once all the interviews 

had been colour coded they were read through once again and the coloured sections were 

gathered in a new document. When written in the results section of the report, the quotes were 

translated from Swedish to English.  
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Criticism of method 

The interview is made to represent the thoughts, views and experiences of the respondents and 

it is important to acknowledge the fact that it is the respondents’ subjective thoughts, views 

and experiences that make up the empirical material. What the respondent say and what they 

expose may be influenced by many different factors, including how comfortable they feel 

with their interviewer and how the physical surroundings are while they are being 

interviewed. It is not possible to take for granted that the interviewer had no impact on the 

respondent whatsoever. There may also be reactive effects to knowing that they are being 

evaluated or recorded (Quinn Patton, 2001). 

It has to be acknowledged that both my prior and limited knowledge in the field has had 

its impact on the questions being asked and that the respondents’ prior knowledge matters as 

well, as it may influence how they interpret the questions (Becker, 2008: 122-124). As being 

one single observer, it is also arguable that there was personal involvement in the study, 

which subsequently may have led to selective perception and bias in the reflections that were 

made (Quinn Patton, 2001). 

The fact that the duration of the interviews varied substantially depended much on the 

respondents’ situations, some of which were on their way to work and others having ample 

time to discuss their thoughts, which indeed was very interesting to observe. While telephone 

interviewing can be seen as a helpful tool due to its flexibility, it may also work as a 

disadvantage. It is for example impossible to see the respondents’ non-verbal cues, which may 

be of much importance when interpreting which question to ask next, nor does it make it 

possible to validate the environment the respondent is located in and whether it is beneficial 

on the interview’s behalf and does not cause inattentiveness. The fact that one interview was 

done face-to-face may have had its impact on the study, as those aspects in that case were 

accessible. 

The report is also recognised by its sampling and selectivity bias. According to Quinn 

Patton (2001: 211), a report is sampling biased if its respondents were self-recruited, which 

they were in the case of this study. This systematic error means that the sample is a non-

random sample from the population and that we may not assume that the answers collected 

from the respondents represent any bigger population. It is also arguable that the report is 

selectivity biased as only very opinionated and union-engaged individuals were interviewed. 

As of this, the sample does not provide a proper randomisation of individuals which adds to it 

not being generalizable. 
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Writing an ad in the Facebook group of ‘StreetGäris’ was done in order to quickly gain 

access to the field as the report was very time constrained. Ads were written in other 

Facebook groups with a larger focus on unionism, although they received little to no attention 

there. As the ‘Streetgäris’ group is only open to women and intergenders there were no men 

reached out to at all. As a result, there are no men in the sample. Last but not least the sample 

size (N = 6) is very small. These two problems have had their effect on the reports 

transferability. However, Kvale (2009) argues that it should not be the qualitative researcher’s 

main objective to make its research generalizable, instead the researcher should strive for 

writing a report in such a way so that the reader can make a judgement on whether or not the 

study may be transferred to other contexts. 

Results and analysis 

In this section of the report the most relevant parts of the empirical material will be presented. 

It has been divided into two parts to make the distinction between the research questions more 

comprehendible. 

1. Individualistic attitudes 

Autonomy towards institutions 

Allvin and Sverke (2000) found that young unionised workers more frequently than theitr 

older counterparts appear to have instrumental attitudes in regards to their union 

memberships. They also state that young people feel alienated from unions, which they 

further on explain as having been the result of: “… long-term changes of values and 

identities.” (Allvin and Sverke, 2000: 79). When asked about commitment and thoughts on 

unions among young people, there appeared to be a common understanding among the 

respondents that young workers have difficulties in identifying themselves with trade unions. 

 

“Ehm… It’s just that, you don’t identify yourself with trade unions as something that is ‘us’. Trade 

unions are something that is them, someone else, an institution, an authority or something like that.” 

(HRF1). 
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The identification issue may be a major problem for some, in particularly for those workers 

who have experienced sexual harassment in their workplaces. HRF1 lifts the problem of the 

stereotyped trade union official and proves the importance of being able to identify oneself 

with trade unions in order to feel comfortable with approaching and asking for help. 

 

“Ninety percent of everyone who works in my line of business has been sexually harassed by someone. 

I would guess it’s a hundred percent really, that is of all girls. Imagine being 16-17-18-19-20 up to 25 

years old, girl, been sexually harassed, knows that it’s wrong, thinking there’s probably someone who 

can help me with this. And then look at the union and see ten men in suits.” (HRF1). 

 

Preparedness to participate in collective movements 

All of the respondents had become members themselves because of the ideological 

commitment of their parents or other relatives. This seems to be the case in many situations 

regarding why individuals unionise in the first place (Bruhn, 1999). One of the respondents 

argues that ideological commitment to trade unionism is heavily dependant on where in 

Sweden you are from. LO’s (2015) statistics verify that union density in Stockholm is 49 %, 

which proves that it is lower than anywhere else in Sweden. Union density is especially high 

in the north, where 77 % of all workers are unionised (LO, 2015). It must be acknowledged 

that there are more white collar-workers in Stockholm that bring down the overall union 

density as they do not unionise to the same extent as blue collar workers.  

A frequently occurring way of explaining why young workers abstain from unionisation 

was suggestions how young people in general have a hard time committing to work places, as 

youths want to remain free and unattached. 

 

“Now days it’s more like, yeah I can work here for a while, but you might not even want to get full 

time employment because you want to be free, like no, I want to be able to travel whenever I want to if 

I can afford it, or, I want to be able to change jobs from one day to another if I feel like this is boring 

and, ehm, yes I want to be able to do, start studying again whenever.” (S1) 

 

Another recurring thought was of young workers not unionising as the jobs they get are not 

often jobs that they intend on staying in. H1 spoke of the will to unionise as something that 
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exists but something that youths postpone to the future when they themselves are in a position 

of full time employment. 

 

“There’s like a lot who think: ‘That sounds good, when I have full time employment and work with 

what I’m supposed to be working with. So like, now when I’m graduating high school and work extra 

then I’m not gonna join the union, but after I finish studying, and start working with what I want to 

become, then I can join the union’.” (H3) 

 

Nowadays when in doubt over working conditions, it is simple to search for answers online or 

call a trade union helpline. This has functioned as a great tool for young workers who are not 

fully aware of their rights but still want to be informed, or help others. One respondent argued 

that there exists an outstanding will to organise, just outside the union arena. Social media has 

become a popular alternative.  

 

“There is this wonderful feeling of, or there’s this wonderful like, I call it unorganised will to 

organise, because they are unorganised, but they want something. I mean, you see, a lot of really big 

Facebook groups with thousands of workers in them, like: ’my boss told me today that he would, yeah 

someone skipped out on their bill, and he told me he’d take it off of my paycheck, what do you all 

think?’, and people go together and like: ‘no he can’t possibly do that’. So there’s this belief in 

supporting each other and fighting together. It’s there! (HRF1). 

 

The efficacy of the self 

Youth unemployment in Sweden is high which may result in high competition as well as 

difficulties in finding work. This in turn may result in young people settling for work with 

doubtful terms and conditions. Being new to the labour market also puts young people in an 

insecure position, not knowing for sure what one can expect, what is normal and what is not. 

When speaking of how working life was before unionising, many of the respondents spoke of 

obliviousness to the importance of unions’ work and agendas. 

 

“You’re naive! And you think that you can take best care of yourself. I mean I know how I was before, 

before I put things in perspective. […] I think that’s a pretty obvious point of departure when you get 

out on the labour market. Like ‘Eh, whatever, I can take care of myself, and I can do this and that’. 

Before you put things in perspective.” (H1) 
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When asked about the influence of individualistic thoughts and attitudes among young people, 

one of the respondents referred to a study made by Ungdomsbarometern: 

 

“I can’t remember the numbers but a big part of all teenagers, under thirty years old then, believe in a 

positive future for themselves. But if you look at society in general there were very few who believed it 

will look positive. […]. And I feel like that also shows individualism a little. That you, you don’t fight 

for the collective, but you think that the prospects will keep looking bad generally. But for me it will be 

just fine, you believe in yourself and think that ‘I will work my way up’.” (S1) 

 

According to the above mentioned study, 43 % of all 15 to 24 year olds believe in a bright or 

a somewhat bright future for society (Ungdomsbarometern, 2015a) and 76 % of the same age 

group in a bright or a somewhat bright future for themselves (Ungdomsbarometern, 2015b). 

This goes to prove that there is a widespread belief in the efficacy of the self among the 

young. That this must somehow be reflected upon working life is a presumption based on 

these statistics.  

 

2. Employer resistance towards trade unions 

The workplace as a political arena 

H4 (who had been a member of HRF until recently) and HRF1 expressed that the hotel and 

restaurant industry is not very union friendly nor easy going regarding full time employment. 

H4 admitted that there is a thorough understanding within the industry that you can not be 

unionised without it having its consequences. Precarious employment contracts, which is the 

dominant way of employment among young workers in the hotel and restaurant business, 

contribute to insecurities surrounding union membership. 

 

“Like, an industry which is completely torn by ehm, like, precarious employment contracts and if you 

complain you get fired and stuff, it, it is not an industry which you organise yourself in.” (HRF1) 

 

Another respondent refers to union memberships as not being completely unproblematic and 

refers to friends and their experiences with unionism and anti union cultures at work, saying 

that there are many examples of people who lie about or hide their union memberships from 

their employers. Although there is an understanding among the respondents that if anyone 
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would lose his or her job because of their union membership, that matter would be solved by 

union intervention – something that many workplaces ultimately want to avoid. Although, 

union intervention has a backside of its own which by many is not seen as a particularly 

attractive alternative to doubtful working terms and conditions. As this may eventually lead to 

the social working environment worsening, it might be better to sustain the employment 

relationship as it is.  

 

“Ehm, the sad part is like, if we say that your manager fired you because you’re unionised, you 

succeeded in winning that fight, well then when you get back to work and the atmosphere is shit, which 

instead, leads to like, getting a pessimistic view on the social working environment.” (H3) 

 

Union busting methods, that is methods used in order to discourage union organising by using 

various means, are according to the respondents a common form of showing employees that 

unions are unwelcome within organisations. Many of the respondents had experienced 

hostility in subtle ways from employers, managers or even from colleagues. One of the 

respondents experienced subtle opposition towards her being opinionated at the workplace, 

primarily expressed by colleagues but also by the increasingly tense relationship with her 

manager. Other respondents spoke about resistance methods expressed in a variety of forms, 

with examples such as unmotivated roster changes, ostracism or reprimands. 

 

“And suddenly things start happening like, weird unmotivated roster changes that comes out of the 

blue. Our shop stewards who work days suddenly get to work nights instead, or like, you get pulled 

into a room and subtly threatened with different consequences if you should really keep up with your 

union fights and stuff. And that’s us, like, we’re shop stewards.” (HRF1) 

 

One of the respondents mentioned the need of being many unionised workers at the same 

workplace. Unionisation being the rule and not the exception is a lot better, as union 

membership may otherwise be a heavy load to carry. Another respondent had experiences of 

harsh resistance methods at her previous workplace, where the employer intervened after the 

respondent had gone for union advise. 

 

“My boss was a bit like: ‘you should come to me before you go to the union’ even though I couldn’t 

speak to her, she was like, there were no communication between her and I in almost any way. Ehm, 

so, she put some intimidation tactics in motion, so if you contacted the union you’d take a lot of 

scolding from her like, yeah, reprimands.” (H4) 
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When asking how the employers behaviour towards her affected the social working 

environment, H4 stated that everyone at the workplace understood that unionising was a bad 

idea if you wanted to get along with the manager in the first place. Even though this was 

entirely non-verbal, the anti-union environment which the employer had created, spoke 

clearly.  

 

“She never said word-for-word that you’d get fired if you joined the union or anything like that, but 

she made it pretty hard for others to join the unions as she became very anti. […] So it was never 

outspoken that she didn’t like trade unions and stuff. […] I mean, you’re in a position of dependence 

in relation to your employer and it becomes difficult if the employer’s opposed to the union and has a 

bad, like, contact with them.” (H4) 

 

HRF1 states that the approach some employers take towards employees who want to change 

working terms and conditions for the better is hostile and discourages unionisation. The threat 

of losing one’s job, or becoming the subject of management reprisals, lies within voicing 

one’s concerns whether unionised or not. Hirschmann’s EVLN model would suggest that this 

dissatisfaction would lead to employees choosing to use the exit, voice, loyalty or neglect 

option, whereas the two latter ones would be preferred by the employer. 

 

 “Those who are not members, there’s awfully much going on there as well. Like, you should know the 

entire time that there’s no room for demands. Because if you do, then you should feel so 

uncomfortable so you don’t return to work. Ehm, and it’s never spoken but everyone knows it. I mean, 

there’s a reason to why not many individuals employed as extra or by the hour, […] why they don’t 

dare saying anything. Ehm, there’s a thousand examples.” (HRF1) 

 

Some respondents spoke of employers wanting to portray themselves as open to unions but 

when workers ultimately do become unionised and start demanding better working conditions 

they turn hostile. Reprisals have resulted in employees not daring to become active within 

trade unions as of the underlying threat of getting worsened conditions at the workplace. 

Precarious contracts functions as the foremost defence for employers. As they do not provide 

much safety at all for employees, they can be used against them while still benefiting the 

employer, thus creating a big difference in the power hierarchy at the workplace.  
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“A lot of people do not dare to become shop stewards, you know like, you always have a 

representative in every store out of the workers who knows a bit better how everything works. But 

many don’t dare, they are afraid of taking on any battle with the employer, so maybe they won’t be 

asked about… next time, or asked about getting those extra hours that makes everything go around a 

bit easier. Because as youths, we’re often hired on precarious contracts, short contracts, and never 

full time employment contracts, I’ll tell you, I don’t even have that today.” (H1) 

 

Discussion 

As the fundamentality of trade unionism lies in solidarity and collectivism it worried me, as a 

young worker myself, that previous research and literature points towards a rise in 

individualistic attitudes among young – something I, amongst many, found threatening to the 

whole idea of collective action. Subsequently this promoted a commitment to researching the 

phenomenon further. Whilst getting in touch with the respondents it came to my knowledge 

that individualistic attitudes may not only be incorporated by the young individual but also by 

the employer. Being a young individual and a newcomer to the labour market, one is extra 

vulnerable for external influences. Having been new to the labour market myself quite 

recently, I understand how influenced you are by the environment you are in. As of this, the 

report expanded its focus area to include un-collectivist attitudes towards trade unionism as a 

whole, by including employers using various resistance methods towards unionism. By going 

into depth with these two areas I hope to provide attention to an area in which young people 

need guidance that promotes the idea of togetherness. As of this, the purpose of this study has 

been to examine specifically two aspects of declining unionism among young workers, 

individualistic attitudes and employer resistance. In order to do this, six individuals who are 

all involved in trade unions were interviewed. The research questions and key findings are 

detailed below.  

Research questions and key findings 

The research questions the study has been focusing on are: 1. Can individualistic attitudes be 

linked to the decline in union density among young workers? If so, how? and 2. Can employer 
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resistance towards trade unionism be linked to the decline in union density among young 

workers? If so, how? 

When examining the first research question, several topics appeared to be more frequently 

crossing the respondents’ minds. One of the respondents mentioned that there is a huge will 

among youths in Sweden to organise, but not necessarily within a union. Young workers 

appear to have found ways of helping each other that does not include trade unions, thus, still 

partaking in unity. Some of the respondents mentioned that the interest young people show in 

participating in collective movements is vast, however trade unions are not necessarily 

included among such new collectives. The sense of supporting each other has developed 

along with forms of communication that did not exist to the same extent when union density 

in Sweden was at its highest. The internet has challenged old ways of sending and receiving 

information quickly and this is something young workers today have grown up with and in 

many ways are dependent on. Trade unions might appear out of this perspective as unmodern 

and bureaucratic. 

Albeit the above stated, that is youths gathering themselves in collectives online, 

individualistic tendencies that speak for a decline in the willingness to participate in collective 

movements are young workers’ lack of will to commit. Young people wanting to remain 

unattached to their work places as they want to have the opportunity to switch workplace, 

start studying again or travel abroad whenever they feel like it may affect young workers’ 

decision to join a union. Committing to a trade union may be seen as equally binding as 

committing to a workplace and therefore does not occur. 

It appears that trade unions must work on their image in order to make young workers feel 

like they can identify themselves with them and their officials. Further, they must modernise 

themselves in a way that young workers can understand and take part of. There is a need to 

change the idea and stereotype of trade union officials as ‘men in suits’ so that they do not 

appear intimidating. Perhaps trade unions must think more broadly in terms of their 

development and change their entire approach. Freeman and Rogers (2002) speak of a new 

type of unionism which they call the open source unionism. This would function as a 

collaborative platform which anyone can add to in the creation of a more unified labour 

movement, which hopefully everyone could relate to, regardless of age or work (Freeman and 

Rogers, 2002). Such ideas could be included in future ways of challenging the management 

prerogative, with Internet not just on our doorstep but incorporated in our lifestyles. 

The belief in the efficacy of the self and other autonomous attitudes may make young 

workers abstain from unionism as they believe they do fine by themselves, without trade 
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union involvement. Some of the respondents mentioned feeling this way before they were 

talked into memberships by relatives and that they first by that stage had realised the 

importance of trade unions. Some respondents stated themselves as having been naïve, 

thinking that everything would work out well and also defined that ‘they know better today’. 

Some of these spoke of inexperience, obliviousness and of not understanding the value of 

collective action as reasons to why young workers do not join trade unions, suggesting that 

this is linked to youths being individualistic in their way of thinking. Others disagreed to this 

and discussed the different ways young people organise themselves online as examples of 

how they most definitely understand why joining together is beneficial for all, they noted that 

education is important in teaching them why a union is a good platform to do this. 

Other respondents referred to young workers, precarious contracts and not knowing 

whether or not one will stay at a workplace for very long as affecting the choice to join a trade 

union. Many said that young workers agree that trade unions are beneficial, but that the type 

of jobs they get when they are young are not jobs they intend on staying in and that they 

therefore postpone union memberships til future employments. The duration of jobs may also 

incur problems for some. Being employed on a precious contract that is limited to a temporary 

time may affect the willingness to join. 

One of the respondents had a notable quote, saying that unionisation is ultimately selfish, 

as an individual becomes unionised for the sake of oneself. But in order to actually get better 

working conditions, everyone else must too: 

 

“Individualistic thinking is a direct threat towards the collective. Although, you can twist and turn it, 

like I usually say it like this, that unionisation is individualistic to the highest degree. 

I mean it’s ego, really.” (HRF1) 

 

The above statement goes along with one of Bruhn’s (1999) four ideal types of reasoning to 

why individuals choose to become unionised. The third category in his study included people 

who joined trade unions with the objective of it being advantageous, although this group was 

divided into two categories. One of these subcategories joined mainly based on the judgement 

that membership would be advantageous out of individualist benefits and the other 

subcategory joined because of the collectivist benefits membership provided. Individualistic 

attitudes might, as seen through this perspective, actually create an inclination to unionise and 

not only the other way around as the first research question is phrased. 
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When it comes to the second of the reports research questions, the views and experiences 

of the respondents suggest that it is common for employers and managements to suppress the 

necessity of unions at workplaces and that their behaviour sometimes challenges trade unions’ 

functions. 

A general understanding is that the employer or manager sets the bar at whether or not 

trade unionism is accepted at the workplace. This is according to the respondents often subtly 

expressed but functions in order to create an anti union environment at the workplace where 

people who are unionised gets rejected. The employer enforces and upholds the anti union 

environment by reprisals, which function as a reinforcing method encouraging workers not to 

engage in this unionised behaviour. These reprisals may manifest themselves in various 

forms, with examples such as ostracising or speaking ill of appointed individuals. 

Furthermore, this often leads to the individual leaving the workplace as a result of him or her 

not feeling comfortable in the social working environment. 

People do not often lose their jobs as a result of their memberships in a union as this, 

according to the respondents, would possibly mean that unions would intervene which the 

employer ultimately wants to avoid. This goes along with Brulin’s theory on the workplace as 

a political arena. When an employer creates and maintains an “us” and “them” structure at the 

work place, the employee basically has to choose between the workplace or the union, where 

one supersedes the other. As stated above, many young workers do not see their pre-academic 

jobs as long term commitments and would therefore base their decision of not joining a trade 

union as rational, having more to earn by being loyal to the employer than being loyal to the 

union. 

Particularly the respondent from HRF and the respondent from Handels (who had up until 

recently been a member of HRF) mentioned that different forms of resistance methods 

towards members of unions are regularly used. The respondents admit that being unionised 

may be a heavy load to bear as it may have its effect on everyday life. Experiencing resistance 

methods such as sudden, unmotivated roster changes or even ostracism and bullying at the 

work place may lead to questioning whether unionisation is really worth the hassle. Some of 

the respondents who were interviewed found that colleagues became annoyed or tired of them 

as they got more involved and started demanding things at their work places. A respondent 

from Handels mentioned that getting involved in unions at a higher level, such as becoming a 

shop steward, is not something one does without considering the risks. 

By creating an anti union environment at the workplace, the whole phenomenon of joining 

a union becomes stigmatic. One of the respondents goes as far as saying that the Swedish 
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hotel and restaurant industries are not industries one gets unionised in. The reason for this is 

explained as the industries having become “completely wrecked” by precarious employment 

contracts, which do not provide any safety or security. According to the respondent, this has 

led to a lot of workers not daring to speak up as they are afraid of loosing their jobs. 

Subsequently they do not join trade unions as they do not find it worth the risk. 

Previous research confirms that being employed on precarious contracts is one of the main 

explanations for not joining a trade union (LO, 2007). Further, as youth unemployment is at a 

high level in Sweden today, many young workers may settle with working conditions below 

acceptable terms and conditions. Even though these youths are not fully content, they still 

choose to be loyal to the employer or neglecting their concerns, i.e. not joining a trade union, 

as to keep the relationship to their employers as peaceful as possible. 

Structural components that are often connected with individualistic attitudes, such as 

young individuals being instrumental in their motives for joining a union, may in some ways 

be linked to employers resisting unionism at the workplace. If young individuals felt more 

secure with their employments, we must assume that they would find more benefits with 

joining a union rather than drawbacks.  

Suggestions for further research 

Previous research concludes that young workers often feel alienated from trade unions and 

they argue that in spite of the broad support of the trade union agenda, young people cannot 

identify themselves with the people who deliver it, hence deciding not to join (Allvin and 

Sverke, 2001; Waddington and Kerr, 2002). Although published many years ago this could be 

an interesting field to research further as statistics speak for a continuing decline in union 

density among youths. It would also be interesting to look at the issue through the eyes of 

Swedish young workers, possibly including ideas from Marx’s theory regarding alienation. 

Similar thoughts were projected by one of the respondents from this study. 

Another aspect that would be interesting to look into further is researching young 

workers’ relationship with the labour market whilst focusing on Hirschman’s exit, voice, 

loyalty and neglect (EVLN) model. Perhaps with a comparative approach and researching 

which of the alternatives exit, voice, loyalty and neglect, unorganised young workers would 

be inclined to use versus organised young workers. 

The respondent in this study with a membership in HRF had very much to say in regards 

to employer resistance methods commonly used in order to keep workers from unionisation. 
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Both respondents who had worked within the restaurant business spoke of employer 

resistance as a major issue within the industry. This could be worth looking further 

investigation. Focusing completely on HRF and only interviewing respondents from there 

would also give more in-depth knowledge, which could ultimately prove useful for the 

organisation of the union as a whole. 
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Appendix 

The main questions that the interviews were based on are presented below. These questions 

were complemented by follow-up questions, such as asking the respondents to develop their 

answers or give examples regarding a phenomenon. It must be acknowledged that the 

questions were sometimes not asked word-for-word as they are written in the guide.  

 

 Interview guide  

 

Background 

1. Name/Age 

2. Where do you work? – With what? – How long? – Education? – Previous/other jobs? 

3. What union are you a member of? – How long? – What do you do for them? 

4. Why did you become a member in the first place? 

 

Employer resistance 

1. Does your employer know that you are a member? 

2. Have you ever encountered any problems because of your membership in a union? 

– Have you ever heard of anyone else who’s encountered problems because of 

this?  

3. Do you believe that it matters whether or not an employer/manager is optimistic or 

pessimistic about unions on whether or not one becomes a member? 
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4. Do you experience that your employer/manager, on this job or any you’ve had before, 

have tried to hinder you from being a member in your union in any way?  

5. How do you work in x to limit these effects?  

 

Supply and demand 

1. Do you experience that there’s any interest in trade unions among youths? 

2. Why do you believe there’s so many young workers who’s not unionised? – What 

impressions do you get when you speak to youths? 

3. How does x work in order to make more young workers interested in unions? 

 

Individualism 

1. Do you experience that young people often find trade unions unnecessary? 

2. Do you experience that young workers or young people in general understand the 

weight of collective action? 

3. Do you experience that older people in your trade union are more dedicated to the 

organisation than people of your age? 


