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Summary
This article begins with a quantitative analysis of post-World War II strike activity in a group
of European countries and the United States. The analysis highlights two important changes.
First, over the past two decades, and particularly during the 1990s, there was a significant
decrease in strike activity in the countries surveyed (with the notable exception of Denmark).
Secondly, there has been a strong trend towards the so-called tertiarisation of conflict. This
raises major problems for the measurement, analysis and regulation of strike activity, the
strength of tertiary conflicts being based not on the number of days lost or the number of stri-
kers involved, but on the extent of harm caused to the users of services. The impact of tertiary
conflict varies from one country to another, in line with the different national regulatory
mechanisms, national institutions and national styles of industrial relations.

❖❖❖

Sommaire
Cet article commence par une analyse quantitative des mouvements de grève durant la pério-
de après la Seconde Guerre mondiale dans un certain nombre de pays européens et aux Etats-
Unis. L'analyse met en évidence deux changements importants. Tout d’abord, durant les deux
dernières décennies, et en particulier pendant les années 90, il y a eu une diminution signi-
ficative des mouvements de grève dans les pays examinés (à l'exception du Danemark).
Ensuite, il y a eu une forte tendance vers ce qui est communément appelé la tertiarisation des
conflits. Cela soulève des problèmes importants pour l’évaluation, l'analyse et la réglementa-
tion du droit de grève, la force des conflits dans le secteur tertiaire résidant non pas sur le nom-
bre de jours perdus ou le nombre de grévistes concernés, mais sur l'ampleur du mal causé aux
utilisateurs des services. L'impact des conflits dans le secteur tertiaire varie d'un pays à l'autre,
en fonction des différents mécanismes de réglementation nationale, des institutions nationales
et des modèles nationaux de relations professionnelles. 
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Introduction

What has happened to the working class? What has become of the traditional social, cultu-
ral, political and trade union identities that accompanied the growth of the industrial socie-
ties? What transformations have come about in the traditional cleavages of those societies,
which for long saw industrial conflict and its manifestations as one of the central concerns
for social regulation in pluralist democracies? These are the questions (especially the first
two) that in recent decades have marked analysis of labour issues by the social sciences and
the legal and political disciplines, but which now seem largely neglected, so taken for gran-
ted have the answers to them become. The third question – which is perhaps the one that has
been least explicitly addressed – prompts a further question regarding the fate of the strike
in present-day society, be it post-industrial or post-modern. Is it a coincidence that, albeit
with a delay of more than four decades, confirmation now seems forthcoming for Ross and
Hartman’s (1960) celebrated diagnosis of ‘the withering away of the strike’, and that their
endeavour ‘to explain the general decline in strike activity throughout much of the indus-
trialised world’ (p. 42) has finally met with success? It is this third question, and the related
one of the decline of the strike, that we shall seek to answer in this article.

What is certain is that strike action, its patterns and waves, its multiform nature and its dif-
fusion among the most disparate settings have for decades been topics of great appeal to the
historical and social sciences. The strike has demonstrated the central importance of labour
in the history of the development of the industrial countries. Few other social phenomena
display such profound roots in economic and political reality, such a rare combination of
innovation and conservation, such a mix of spontaneity and organisational capacity, such
close linkage between the logic of interests and the logic of solidarity, such variety in their
concrete manifestations, and such importance in the culture and history of almost two cen-
turies of the workers’ movement.  But interest in the strike has also been prompted by a

Zusammenfassung
Dieser Artikel nimmt eine quantitative Analyse von Streikaktivitäten in einer ganzen Reihe
von europäischen Ländern und den Vereinigten Staaten nach dem 2. Weltkrieg vor. Daraus
lassen sich zwei wichtige Veränderungen ableiten. Erstens ist in den beiden letzten
Jahrzehnten, und zwar insbesondere in den 90er Jahren, ein deutlicher Rückgang bei der
Streikaktivität in den erfassten Ländern (mit der bemerkenswerten Ausnahme Dänemarks)
festzustellen, und zweitens fällt ein klarer Trend zur so genannten Tertiarisierung von
Arbeitskämpfen auf. Das wiederum wirft einige Probleme in Bezug auf die Messung, Analyse
und Regulierung von Streikaktivitäten auf, denn die entscheidende Stärke von tertiären
Arbeitskonflikten liegt nicht etwa in der Zahl der Streiktage oder der Streikenden, sondern
vielmehr in der Reichweite des verursachten Schadens für die Nutzer von Diensten. Die
Wirkung von tertiären Konflikten schwankt von einem Land zum anderen; das liegt in den
unterschiedlichen nationalen Regulierungsmechanismen sowie den nationalen Institutionen
und Gepflogenheiten der Arbeitsbeziehungen begründet. 
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practical consideration: strikes are the only social phenomena of this type, the only forms of
collective action, on which there exists an ample and detailed body of statistical documen-
tation, in almost all countries. The quality of this documentation is not always satisfactory
(see Shalev 1978, Franzosi 1995), not least because of the heterogeneity of the data collec-
tion criteria used, which makes comparative analysis difficult. But this shortcoming affects
other phenomena (from unemployment to national product) as well, without it having pre-
vented their constant analysis in economics and the social sciences. Nevertheless, particular
caution is required when conducting international comparisons, not only because of diffe-
rences between industrial relations systems but also because of the heterogeneity of statis-
tical criteria. Comparison centred on the levels of strike activity may prove misleading, and
sometimes serves more the purposes of polemic than scientific inquiry. Much better is com-
parison based on strike trends or on patterns of relations between strikes and other variables
(socio-economic or institutional).

The last half-century has seen studies of great importance, from both the analytical point of
view and that of social history: from the famous and path-breaking book by Knowles (1952)
on industrial conflict in Britain (historically the most enduring experience of all) to Shorter
and Tilly’s fascinating Strikes in France (1974), to the more recent The Puzzle of Strikes by
Franzosi (1995), the title of which well conveys the intellectual effort required of those who
set out to analyse strikes. The interest of social scientists in the phenomenon has waned in
the last two decades, however, and this is a signal that should be taken into account.

Many of the methodological problems that beset the study of strikes are well known, and have
long been so. We too had the opportunity to address them in a study published more than two
decades ago (Cella 1979) and they will consequently not be re-examined in their entirety here.
There are, however, two problems that should be recalled because they still retain their
importance today. We refer to the relationship between strikes and industrial conflict, and to
the multi-dimensional nature of the phenomenon. It is obvious that the strike cannot be taken
to encompass every form of industrial conflict. Strikes, especially those recorded in the offi-
cial statistics, never exhaust the range of possible types of workers’ protest or militancy. We
are reminded of this by the most attentive scholars of strikes, who stress the multiplicity of
forms that protest may take: ranging from more ‘normal’ ones such as high absenteeism or
turnover, through intermediate forms of hidden conflict such as working-to-rule, go-slow and
overtime bans, to more exceptional ones such as the sabotaging or boycotting of production.
The problem, as we shall see, has once again become topical with the spread of labour dis-
putes in the service sector, where protest actions are often short of strikes, or even just based
on an ‘announcement effect’, whereby a strike is called but does not actually take place. The
effectiveness of strikes as proxies for labour conflict therefore depends on numerous factors:
the features of the industrial relations system, historical contingencies (e.g. periods of war),
the traditions and forms of trade union organisation, and the sector concerned. With all due
caution, however, we may consider strikes in pluralist democratic systems to be an indicator
– imperfect and non-exhaustive but nonetheless adequate – of industrial conflict.

The second problem concerns not so much the definition as the representation of the phe-
nomenon of the strike: how are strikes represented, how are they defined and counted and
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how are they compared? These questions centre on the most interesting features of the phe-
nomenon, namely those relating to its multidimensionality, a characteristic which comprises
the diversity of the onset, significance, scope and disruptive capacity of strikes. In almost all
countries, this characteristic is statistically captured by three elementary indicators: the num-
ber of strikes or work stoppages, the number of workers involved in disputes, and the num-
ber of working days lost. Each of these measures highlights different aspects or dimensions
of strike action, and analysis should not give priority to any one of them without specifying
the reasons for doing so. The first indicator – the frequency of strikes – is the roughest of
them from the statistical point of view, especially because of the non-commensurability of
the actions surveyed. This assumes particular, and more appropriate, importance in strongly
decentralised bargaining systems such as that of the United States. It is the indicator most
sensitive to economic variables, perhaps because it signals the reaction of labour to changes
in the cycle, and as such it is often given prime importance in econometric analyses. But it
has acquired renewed significance with the spread of strike activity in the service sector,
which is often decentralised and fragmented, as well as highly disruptive, even when it
involves modest numbers of workers and days lost.

The second indicator, the participation or number of workers involved in strikes, mainly
measures the scale of industrial conflict and also, in certain respects, the relevance of union
militancy. Although it may give rise to distortions due to the multiple recording of workers
involved in disputes which provoke repeated strikes, it is useful for gauging the organisa-
tional, and also ‘political’, dimension of industrial conflict. The third indicator – the number
of working days lost (volume) – represents the severity of the conflict as a whole. It is almost
always the measure most widely used, both because of its conciseness and imme-
diacy, and because of its efficacy in depicting the overall economic ‘damage’ caused by strike
action, at least in the traditional sectors of manufacturing industry. It is more reliable than
the other indicators because it is little influenced, in aggregate form, by the small-scale
strikes that may have evaded official surveys.

Multidimensionality should not be represented by the aggregate levels of the elementary indi-
cators alone, however. Ideally, it should be specified in terms of the dimensional features of
each individual strike action, and by examining information about the form or shape of strikes.
As we shall see, if this information is not available, one solution is to construct average measu-
res on the basis of the aggregate indicators. Its methodological shortcomings notwithstanding,
this approach has been successfully used to describe the changes that have taken place in
strikes in the various phases of industrial society, and in diverse industrial relations systems.

In what follows we shall conduct comparative analysis of the levels and forms of strike
action, concentrating in particular on dynamic aspects. The first question addressed con-
cerns the decline of the strike. This will be immediately followed by analysis of the so-
called tertiarisation of labour conflict. In this case, the crucial questions will concern the
actors hit by strike activity, and the nature of the strikes themselves. We shall seek to
answer questions about convergence and divergence by drawing on the main interpreta-
tive models of the phenomenon. The final section of the article will mention briefly cer-
tain mechanisms for conflict regulation which are strongly influenced by different natio-
nal styles of industrial relations.

Lorenzo Bordogna and Gian Primo Cella
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Levels and shape of strike activity
The questions 
At the beginning of the 1990s, two comparative studies (Shalev 1992, Edwards and Hyman
1994) set themselves similar questions as regards the changes apparent in industrial conflict
within the democratic industrial countries since the great wave of strike activity of the late
1960s and early 1970s, but they came to somewhat different conclusions. The questions cove-
red issues with a long tradition in studies on such matters, although they were reformulated
to reflect the changes then in progress. A first question concerned the trend in the levels of
industrial conflict, and, specifically, whether since the mid-to-late 1970s strike activity had gone
into general decline in, if not all, at least most of the democratic industrialised countries. And,
if it had, whether this was a temporary downswing due largely to conjunctural and short-term
factors, or rather a long-period trend connected with structural factors difficult to reverse.

A second set of questions concerns the shape and patterns of industrial conflict. Have recent
developments altered the patterns that prevailed in previous decades, breaking up the tradi-
tional clusters of countries (Nordic, Latin, etc.) or is there some sort of continuity with them?
Are the traditional differences among countries still apparent or is there now a tendency
towards convergence? And to what extent can traditional explanations of international dif-
ferences account for the developments of recent years?

Additional questions concern the industrial composition of conflict, the relative weights of the
various categories of workers, and and how strike prone they are. To be determined in parti-
cular is whether there has been a permanent and general shift of conflict from the traditional
industrial and manufacturing sector to the service sector, and especially to public services.

This last aspect is of considerable interest because it shows that although the questions set
out above are analytically distinct, they may influence each other, and therefore should be
considered jointly. For example, it is likely that strike action in services by its nature does not
require a large number of participants or of days lost to be effective. It can easily be resor-
ted to by even small groups of workers, as long as they occupy strategic nodes in the organi-
sation of services, and it may have major disruptive effects (one thinks, for example, of air
traffic control or the railways). A significant sectoral shift in this direction, therefore, may not
only change the geography of industrial conflict but also contribute to the general decline in
strike activity recorded by the official statistics. Moreover, because this type of conflict often
occurs in ‘sheltered’ sectors (especially if it coincides with activities of public administration),
it is less exposed to fluctuations in the economic cycle. This feature questions the adequacy
of the main explanatory models of short-term variations in industrial conflict, especially
of the models based on the economic cycle, and suggests that to explain recent changes
structural factors can have greater importance than conjunctural ones. 

Ascertaining whether industrial conflict has shifted to the service sector is important for
another reason. In various cases, especially that of essential public services, this type of con-
flict notoriously involves subjects other than the parties directly in dispute, with a possible
threat to rights which in not a few countries are subject to the same constitutional protection
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as the right (or the freedom) to strike. At the legal level this raises delicate problems of re-
conciling the two rights, and, from the point of view of large, encompassing unions, equally
delicate problems of safeguarding their organisational cohesion, given that the bearers of
these rights are often dependent employees and therefore potential or actual members of the
same trade union confederations. Whence derives the twofold importance of a possible ter-
tiarisation of labour conflicts: for analysis and explanation of the phenomenon (including its
measurement), and for its regulation.

The above-mentioned studies offer somewhat different answers to the questions that have
been raised in previous paragraphs.

Shalev tends to emphasise a rather general decline in strike activity during the 1980s –
although the clear assertion made by his article’s title is greatly qualified in the text – as well
as a marked shift of industrial conflict from manufacturing to the service sector. Edwards and
Hyman are much more cautious on both counts, considering the decline in strike levels to be
a temporary downswing, not a secular trend, and the tertiarisation of industrial conflict to be
a phenomenon that may affect certain individual countries rather than a general trend. But
both Shalev, and Edwards and Hyman stress (albeit to different extents) the inadequacy of
single factor explanations – especially those of the traditional political economy theories on
patterns of conflict, both in the ‘power resources’ approach and in its corporatist variant – to
predict or explain the changes that took place in strike activity during the 1980s. Edwards and
Hyman are especially critical of the static character of these models and of their almost
exclusive focus on the national level. And they appropriately emphasise the importance of
international differences between the country-specific industrial relations institutions that
regulate work at various levels: the workplace and company level (the existence or otherwise
of peace clauses; representation systems), the sectoral-industrial one (the collective bargai-
ning structure and organisational features of the unions) and the national-state one (policies
to control inflation and regulate the economy).

These studies reach partly different conclusions because they use different indicators (main-
ly relative involvement and duration of strikes for Shalev1 and a wider set for Edwards and
Hyman) and different periodisations. While Edwards and Hyman consider annual averages
over five-year periods since 1950, Shalev excludes the 1950s and analyses four periods cor-
responding to the main turning points in the economic history of advanced capitalist socie-
ties (1960-67, 1968-73, 1974-79, 1980-89), where comparison with the period 1968-73 obvi-
ously accentuates the impression of labour quiescence during the 1980s.

In order to avoid these pitfalls, in the analysis that follows we shall use both the three stan-
dard measures for levels of industrial conflict, weighted for total employment, and the ave-
rage size (number of strikers relative to number of disputes) and duration of strikes. And we
shall consider all five of the decades since World War II, in annual averages over five-year or
ten-year periods. The possibility of examining the 1990s, too, will provide us with a privileged

Lorenzo Bordogna and Gian Primo Cella

1 ‘Relative involvement’ is the number of workers involved in disputes relative to the total num-
ber of workers in employment; ‘duration’ is the number of days the average striker spent on 
strike, that is, the number of total working days lost relative to the number of strikers.
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vantage point with respect to the studies cited (obviously through no merit of our own),
enabling us to verify whether the trends that they identified were confirmed in the following
decade, or whether they proved ephemeral.

Levels of strike activity
A rapid survey of the post-war period as a whole reveals a tendency in the past 20 years for
a generalised fall in levels of strike activity in the countries analysed, albeit to different
extents across countries and with one or two significant exceptions. This fall is not only
apparent, and understandably so, with respect to the 1970s, the reference period that is con-
sidered by Shalev and the first half of which was characterised by one of the greatest waves
of conflict ever recorded in the history of strikes, but in many cases it is also apparent with
respect to the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, it is a decline that was further accentuated in the
1990s with respect to trends already under way in the 1980s. 

There is a great deal of evidence to support this general impression. A straightforward way
to test its veracity is to inspect the variations in the annual averages of the three indicators
of strike activity, weighted for total employment, over all the five post-war decades.
Consideration of ten-year periods is only an arithmetical convention to simplify the analysis:
obviously, nothing supernatural happens as one decade ends and another begins. However,
it does make it possible to grasp significant variations across quite long periods, dampening
the distorting effect exerted on shorter periods by exceptional outbreaks of conflict in one or
two years. A viable alternative might be to divide the analysis into subperiods corresponding
to the main phases of the economic and social history of democratic industrial countries –
which was the option taken up by Shalev and various previous studies (Shorther and Tilly
1974, Cella 1979). But in addition to the fact that the turning points are not strictly coinci-
dent in all countries, and therefore entail distortions in any case, there is the risk that the
periodisation will pre-package one conclusion rather than another – a weakness which
Edwards and Hyman attribute to Shalev. All in all, a ten-year periodisation seems to be an
appropriate solution, or at least one that is no worse than the others.

We consider the 1980s and then the 1990s, first with respect to the immediately previous
decade and then with respect to to the entire post-war period. Tables 1 and 2 show that in the
1980s, compared with the 1970s, all three indicators of strike activity diminished considerably
in all the countries analysed2 with the important exception of Sweden. In Sweden, in sharp con-
trast with the general trend, the frequency of strikes increased by 30%, relative involvement
went up five and a half times, and volume underwent a fourfold increase. Denmark also does
not entirely comply with the tendency towards decline. But, assuming that it can be regarded
as an exception, it is less striking (in the 1980s) than the Swedish case: although frequency rose
by about 40%, relative involvement was stable, and volume decreased by almost 30%.

The general decline in strike activity is even more apparent in the 1990s compared with the
1980s. Once again, most countries saw strike activity decrease on all three of the measures.

Change in industrial conflict and its challenges

2 It should be borne in mind, however, that the United States series since 1982 are not compa-
rable with previous ones. Since that year, in fact, work stoppages involving fewer than 1 000 
workers and lasting less than a full day or shift were excluded, while prior to 1982 only work 
stoppages involving fewer than 6 workers were excluded.
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DK FR GER IT SW NL UK USA
Loc+
Gen

Frequency: strikes per million employed persons
1950-59 12.5 115.5 n.a. 92.6 7.1 16.9 89.1 68.6
1960-69 15.9 85.9 n.a. 170.9 4.9 11.2 100.3 57.6
1970-79 66.3 168.4 n.a. 192.0 21.7 6.7 105.4 60.6
1980-89 92.5 101.2 n.a. 79.5 28.3 4.5 45.6 6.9
1990-99 216.3 76.2 n.a. 42.9 7.0 2.9 10.3 0.3

Relative involvement: workers involved per 1 000 employed persons 
1950-59 5.7 83.1 6.0 117.9 2.0 3.6 27.8 35.8
1960-69 13.6 118.5 3.1 175.9 1.3 4.1 55.7 25.2
1970-79 39.6 86.6 7.6 456.9 5.1 5.9 65.2 26.7
1980-89 40.0 20.9 5.2 320.2 28.6 4.1 42.3 5.8
1990-99 39.3 14.5 6.6 90.7 7.3 4.7 7.7 2.2

Volume: days lost per 1 000 employed persons
1950-59 62.9 315.5 47.5 301.5 49.2 19.4 135.9 550.2
1960-69 129.4 138.5 12.0 730.5 14.7 16.7 145.7 382.3
1970-79 212.4 167.8 44.7 1041.0 41.1 35.7 521.6 457.1
1980-89 153.3 61.7 22.9 433.3 167.8 12.8 292.8 132.0
1990-99 151.5 31.2 10.5 110.6 44.3 19.3 25.0 37.0

Size: workers involved / strikes
1950-59 324.7 757.0 n.a. 1336.3 270.7 191.3 315.4 512.4
1960-69 941.7 1120.3 n.a. 1003.0 211.8 331.2 550.5 431.7
1970-79 574.8 501.7 n.a. 2979.9 271.3 1545.1 652.7 432.4
1980-89 336.6 214.7 n.a. 3908.5 807.8 1317.1 924.1 5423.3
1990-99 189.6 183.3 n.a. 2106.1 1051.0 1650.7 796.3 7762.0

Duration: days lost / workers involved
1950-59 3.75 2.65 12.43 2.86 36.29 4.99 5.11 15.79
1960-69 4.78 1.23 3.80 4.25 10.39 3.20 3.22 15.03
1970-79 3.45 1.99 3.98 2.83 5.70 4.41 8.16 17.40
1980-89 3.47 2.82 1.88 1.31 4.85 2.99 6.99 24.62
1990-99 2.20 2.47 1.98 1.42 5.46 3.44 3.11 19.42

Table 1
Levels and shape of strike activity (annual averages 1950-1999)

Source: ILO, Yearbook of Labor Statistics, Geneva, several years
(available for the years since 1970 at the address: http://laborsta.ilo.org/) 
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Notes on labour disputes series
DK: up to 1995 excl. work stoppages in which fewer than 100 working days not worked. 

Excl. political strikes.
FR: excl. agriculture and public administration (therefore also France Telecom and public 

postal services). Since 1983 the data on workers involved are supplied as ‘monthly 
average of workers involved in disputes in progress each month’, and have therefore 
been multiplied by 12 (as in Edwards and Hyman 1994); localised strikes: the call to 
strikes concerns only one establishment; generalised strikes: the call to strike extends
to several enterprises (this series is provided separately since 1976 for days lost, 1982
for workers involved and 1984 for number of strikes). 

GER: prior to 1993, the series relate to the territory of the Fed. Rep. of Germany before
3.10.1990; incl. work stoppages lasting less than one day only if more than 100 wor-
king days are not worked; excl. workers indirectly involved.  

IT: excl. workers indirectly affected; prior to 1975, excl. political strikes; prior to 1970, 
days not worked computed on the basis of an 8-hour working day, since 1970 on the 
basis of a 7-hour working day.

UK: incl. work stoppages lasting less than one day only if more than 100 working days not 
worked; incl. work stoppages involving fewer than 10 workers only if more than 100 
working days not worked; excl. political strikes.

USA: series discontinued since 1982; excl. work stoppages involving fewer than 1 000 
workers and lasting less than a full day or shift; prior to 1982, excl. work stoppages 
involving fewer than 6 workers.

Notes on total employment series
DK: persons aged 15 to 66 years; prior to 1994: persons aged 15 to 74 years; prior to 1984: 

civilian labour force employed.  
FR: incl. professional army, excl. compulsory military service; persons aged 15 years and 

over. 
GER: persons aged 15 years and over (prior to 1993: 14 years and over); incl. conscripts; 

prior to 1993 the series relates to the territory of the Fed. Rep. of Germany before 
3.10.1990.  

IT: prior to 1993 persons aged 14 years and over; since 1993 persons aged 15 years and 
over; incl. conscripts and permanent members of institutional households; since 1993 
revised methodology. 

SW: persons aged 16 to 64 years, prior to 1986, 16 to 74 years; incl. professional army, 
excl. compulsory military service; 1993, methodology revised, data not strictly com-
parable. 

UK: persons aged 16 years and over; incl. armed forces.
USA: persons aged 16 years and over; civilian labour force employed; beginning 1990 

estimates based on 1990 Census benchmarks; 1994, methodology revised, data not 
strictly comparable.  

NL: persons aged 15 to 64 years; prior to 1981, 14 years and over; beginning 1992, ques-
tionnaire revised.

Prior to 1970, Edwards and Hyman (1994: Table 10.2) elaborations have been used 
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The signs of the bottom rows in Table 2 are almost all negative for the three indicators, and
to considerable extents. There are a few exceptions, some of them partial and much less con-
spicuous than Sweden in the 1980s, but there is one of distinct importance. The Netherlands
saw both relative involvement and the volume of days lost increase slightly in the 1990s com-
pared with the previous decade, but in general it was a country with negligible levels of con-
flict. Likewise in Germany there was a slight increase in relative involvement but a 54%
decrease in the volume of days lost, despite the occurrence of major disputes including one
involving public-sector workers in 1992. The most salient exception is Denmark, where fre-
quency during the 1990s – with 216 strikes per million workers – was much greater than in
all the other countries considered, the Latin ones included, although this was in part an effect
of a change made to the survey criteria used (nevertheless, the increase in the number of

Lorenzo Bordogna and Gian Primo Cella

Table 2
Percentage change in the 1980s and 1990s on preceding decades

DK FR GER IT SW NL UK USA
Loc+
Gen

Frequency: strikes per million employed persons
80s/50s 639.9 -12.4 n.a. -14.1 298.4 -73.4 -48.8 -89.9
80s/60s 481.7 17.8 n.a. -53.5 480.9 -59.7 -54.5 -88.0
80s/70s 39.6 -39.9 n.a. -58.6 30.5 -33.2 -56.7 -88.6
90s/50s 1630.2 -34.0 n.a. -53.7 -1.0 -82.8 -88.4 -99.6
90s/60s 1260.2 -11.3 n.a. -74.9 44.4 -73.8 -89.7 -99.5
90s/70s 226.3 -54.7 n.a. -77.7 -67.6 -56.7 -90.2 -99.5
90s/80s 133.8 -24.6 n.a. -46.1 -75.1 -35.2 -77.3 -95.9

Relative involvement: workers involved per 1 000 employed persons 
80s/50s 601.2 -74.8 -13.2 171.6 1331.8 13.9 52.0 -83.8
80s/60s 193.9 -82.3 67.8 82.0 2086.7 -0.7 -24.1 -77.0
80s/70s 0.8 -75.8 -31.8 -29.9 456.3 -30.6 -35.2 -78.2
90s/50s 589.6 -82.5 9.6 -23.1 267.2 30.3 -72.4 -93.9
90s/60s 189.0 -87.7 112.0 -48.4 460.8 13.6 -86.2 -91.3
90s/70s -0.8 -83.2 -13.9 -80.1 42.7 -20.7 -88.2 -91.8
90s/80s -1.7 -30.6 26.3 -71.7 -74.4 14.4 -81.9 -62.3

Volume: days lost per 1 000 employed persons
80s/50s 143.8 -80.4 -51.8 43.7 241.1 -34.0 115.5 -76.0
80s/60s 18.5 -55.4 90.4 -40.7 1038.5 -23.4 100.9 -65.5
80s/70s -27.8 -63.2 -48.8 -58.4 308.2 -64.1 -43.9 -71.1
90s/50s 140.8 -90.1 -77.8 -63.3 -9.9 -0.5 -81.6 -93.3
90s/60s 17.1 -77.4 -12.4 -84.9 200.7 15.5 -82.9 -90.3
90s/70s -28.7 -81.4 -76.5 -89.4 7.8 -45.9 -95.2 -91.9
90s/80s -1.2 -49.4 -54.0 -74.5 -73.6 50.7 -91.5 -72.0
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strikes had already begun in the mid-1970s, which was well before the survey criteria were
altered)3. In their turn, relative involvement and volume, although they remained substan-
tially at the levels of the previous decade (which were significantly lower than those of
1970s), place Denmark at the top of the table of the most militant countries, in a context
where all other countries saw them sharply decline4. This latter tendency is particularly pro-
nounced in the United Kingdom, Italy and the United States, and was not influenced in the
latter case by changes to the survey criteria (made in 1982). In the UK, relative involvement
and volume fell respectively by approximately five and ten times compared with the 1980s;
in Italy the fall was approximately fourfold and in the United States threefold and fourfold.
Sweden, which had been the most striking exception in the 1980s, saw strike action decrease
markedly in all its aspects.

If the period of observation is extended to previous decades, matters change for the 1980s
but much less so for the 1990s. Shalev (1992: 109) pointed out that in the large majority of
countries (nine of the 13 that he considered) in which strike involvement had fallen in the
1980s with respect to the immediately previous period, ‘it was still higher than it had been
in the 1960-67 period’, which does not offer evidence of a general drop in the ‘floor level’
of industrial conflict. Edwards and Hyman (1994: 258-259) for their part stressed that this
qualification applies even more forcefully to the 1950s.

These observations are substantiated as regards the 1980s. Our smaller group of countries
proves to be, if not split into two, at least sharply differentiated. Two cases stand out:
Denmark, and, even more so, Sweden. Both of these countries belong to the Nordic group,
where in the 1980s all three measures of strike activity increased sharply with respect to
both the 1960s and the 1950s. It is true that they started from negligible levels, which accen-
tuates the percentage variation, but in the 1980s they displayed values for the frequency, re-
lative involvement and volume of days lost several times higher than those of Germany and
Netherlands, although they had been close to them in the 1950s and 1960s, much higher
than those of France (except for frequency), having previously been considerably lower
than them, and values not too distant from those of the United Kingdom: not quite the
realm of ‘labour quiescence’ that Denmark and Sweden once had been. By contrast, the
most evident cases of decline in the 1980s, compared with both the 1960s and 1950s, are
France (with the partial exception of frequency), the United States (but here the figures are
affected by the change of survey criteria), and, to a certain extent, the Netherlands. The
other countries show less clear-cut trends: in Germany, volume and involvement in the
1980s were higher than in the 1960s, but not the 1950s. The United Kingdom displays a
sharp fall in frequency during the 1980s compared with both the 1960s and 1950s, with va-
lues half or even less what they had been in those decades, although this is not the case for
the volume of days lost, which in the 1980s was instead around twice as high as it had been
in the first two post-war decades, and only partly the case for relative involvement. Finally,
in Italy the frequency of strikes was lower in the 1980s than in the 1950s and 1960s, while
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3 Up to 1995, work stoppages with fewer than 100 working days not worked were excluded.
4 The overall volume, with 152 days lost per 1 000 workers, came very close to the figure for Italy, 

but it is considerably higher if only economic strikes are considered in the latter country. And 
the figure for relative involvement is also similar to that for economic strikes in Italy.
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relative involvement was substantially higher (much less so, however, if only economic strikes
are considered5), while the volume of days lost was around 40% higher than in the 1950s and
40% lower than in the 1960s (respectively stable and 57% lower if only economic strikes are
considered).

Hence, setting the 1980s in a longer time frame justifies the caution of both Shalev, and
Edwards and Hyman in considering that decade as a phase of general decline in levels of
industrial conflict. The exceptions are numerous and sometimes striking.

This is not the case for the 1990s, however, a decade which on all indicators was charac-
terised by lower levels of strike activity than in the 1960s and also the 1950s – the period on
which Ross and Hartman (1960) based their well-known thesis of the ‘withering away’ of
strikes. In several cases, the levels were very much lower, as in Italy, France (except for fre-
quency), the United Kingdom and the United States. The main, and in a certain sense sur-
prising, exception is Denmark, where, although industrial conflict during the 1990s dimi-
nished in volume compared with the 1970s, it remained at levels much higher than those of
the 1950s and 1960s, and indeed the highest of all the countries considered. Much more mo-
derate are the cases of Sweden and Netherlands, where strike activity in the 1990s stayed at
levels similar to those of the 1950s and 1960s (except for frequency in the Netherlands, which
fell to an all-time low).

To sum up, the 1980s saw a decrease in strike activity that was rather general and pronounced
compared with the immediately previous decade, and less clear-cut with respect to the 1950s
and 1960s. But the 1990s (Denmark excluded) unambiguously display the downward trend:
where the levels of strike activity on all indicators were high in the 1950s and 1960s, they were
much lower in the 1990s and in countries where they were negligible, they have remained so
or have diminished even further.

Does this confirm the thesis of the ‘withering away of strikes’, of a secular trend towards a
decline in the occurence of labour disputes or of the definitive ‘resurgence of labour quies-
cence’? Not necessarily.

First, Ross and Hartman’s mistake is at hand to remind us of the risks of extrapolating long-
term predictions from short-period trends – although 20 years are not now exactly a short
period, and their analyses were more accurate than numerous critics have acknowledged.
Secondly, the case of Denmark, and, to a much lesser extent, that of Sweden (which partly
‘re-aligned’ in the 1990s), are perhaps something more than simple exceptions. Once the
epitomes of labour quiescence with negligible levels of conflict (together with Germany, the
Netherlands, Norway and others), these countries now display a relative strike activity which

Lorenzo Bordogna and Gian Primo Cella

5 Since 1975, strikes ‘for reasons extraneous to the employment relationship’, i.e. ‘political’ 
strikes against provisions by the government (economic policy measures, reforms of the pen-
sions system and the like), or even against terrorism and the Mafia, have been recorded sepa-
rately in Italy. These strikes, which are usually nation-wide, were numerous in the second half 
of the 1970s and early 1980s, and to some extent in the early 1990s (1992 in protest at the mur-
der of two anti-Mafia judges; 1994 against the reform of the pensions system proposed by the 
first Berlusconi government). By their nature, these strikes involve a large number of workers 
for relatively short periods (a few hours or at most a day).
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is comparable to, if not greater (sometimes much greater) than, those of countries previously light
years distant from them like France, Italy and the United Kingdom. Given that these radical
changes have persisted through various economic phases, they highlight how sensitive the strike
movement is to the changing features of industrial relations and the political system of which they
are part – in the case in question, to the instability of the corporatist arrangements that prevailed
in the Nordic countries until the mid-1970s and to the difficulties of the welfare state.

To assess whether this is a temporary downswing or a longer-period decline requires analysis of
whether the cause lies in prevalently cyclical and conjunctural factors, which differ across coun-
tries, or in structural factors which are difficult to reverse such as changes in the competitive
context of firms and national economies which make labour conflicts less tolerable, or long-term
changes in the composition of the labour force – by gender, firm size, type of employment rela-
tionship and productive sector. These issues will be addressed in the sections that follow.

The shape of strikes
What have been the effects of changes in industrial conflict over the last two decades on tra-
ditional patterns of strike activity?

Until the end of the 1960s, the countries examined here can be divided into three groups
according to their differing patterns of industrial conflict. The first group is characterised by
frequent and widespread strikes involving large numbers of workers for a few working days
(100 or more strikes per million workers, each involving around 1 000 or more workers for a
maximum of four working days). This is often considered to be the pattern of mass demonstra-
tion strikes typical of countries such as France and Italy where trade union and labour move-
ments are relatively strong but excluded from the political arena or kept at its margins, and
partly in difficulties in the industrial relations arena as well. Prevalent in this group since the
end of the 1950s has been industry-wide national bargaining, while company-level bargaining
has been substantially absent or weak throughout the period. France and Italy have also been
the countries with the highest levels of relative involvement and overall volume of days lost of
all the countries considered, with the partial exception of the United States for days lost.

Almost the opposite pattern is displayed by countries in which strikes are almost negligible
in quantitative terms, being very rare (no more than 20 a year per million workers) and
restricted, with few participants (10-15 workers involved per million) and limited volume.
This is the case of Sweden, of Denmark (although both average size and overall volume rose
considerably in the latter country during the 1960s), of the Netherlands and Germany – all
of which are countries, as Edwards and Hyman (1994) also point out, with peace obligation
clauses that greatly reduce industrial conflict during periods covered by collective agree-
ments. However, when strikes do occur, they may be long-lasting, cases in point being
Sweden and Germany during the 1950s.

Finally, a third pattern, in a sense midway between the two previous ones, is characterised by
relatively frequent strikes (between 60 and 100 a year per million workers), each invol-
ving between 300 and 500 workers in protracted disputes. This is the case of the United
Kingdom and the United States, the latter being distinguished by particularly lengthy strikes
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(around 15 days lost per striker), which, together with a rather high overall volume of days
lost, reflects a somewhat confrontational system of labour management relations.

In the 1970s these three clusters of countries, with their distinctive patterns of strike activity,
remained relatively stable and manifested few changes. Italy and France continued to be dis-
tinguished by large, short and very frequent strikes, with a sharp increase in their numbers
with respect to previous decades. However, one notes the beginnings of diversification in the
average size of strikes: a remarkable fall in France, as much as by 50% in the second half of
the decade, and a strong increase in Italy, especially (but not only) if ‘political’ strikes after
1975 are considered as well. In the second half of the 1970s, in fact, strikes in Italy involved
on average three to five times more6 workers compared with the 1960s and early 1970s,
which testifies to the powerful capacity for mobilisation of the Italian unions. The main fea-
tures of the second group were on the one hand the considerably increased frequency of
strikes in Denmark, now close to levels in the United States and to a lesser extent the United
Kingdom, and, on the other hand, the halving of the frequency and the marked increase in
the average size of strikes in the Netherlands. Finally, in the last group, frequency and ave-
rage size remaining equal, there was a considerable increase in the duration of strikes in the
United Kingdom connected with an increase in the overall volume of days lost during the
decade (which persisted into the early 1980s).

The picture changes substantially in the 1980s and 1990s. First, France departed sharply from
the pattern of frequent, large and short strikes that had linked it with Italy, together with
greater relative involvement and volume than in other countries. While the frequency of
strikes was substantially stable (more than in Italy), and so too was duration, the average size
of strikes diminished dramatically, dropping to well below not only that in Italy, but also that
in Sweden, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Denmark and, to a striking extent, the
United States. France therefore turned out to have the lowest average size of strikes of all
the countries considered. It was a fall accompanied by an equivalent decrease in relative
involvement and overall volume which, were it not for frequency, would align France with
the countries of negligible levels of industrial conflict. In the case of Italy, by contrast,
although frequency diminished somewhat throughout the 1980s (especially the first half of
the decade), and to a lesser extent also during the 1990s, the average size of strikes remained
high, which is evidence of the continuing capacity for mobilisation of the unions. However,
if only economic strikes are considered, the average size in the 1990s was markedly smal-
ler than in the United States, somewhat smaller than in the Netherlands, and close to (but
smaller than) the figure for Sweden. Once again, this was a pronounced change with respect
to previous decades.

The second group also displays a number of changes. Mention has already been made of the
strong increase in the average size of strikes in Sweden and the Netherlands in both decades
until, in the 1990s, it exceeded the figure for the United Kingdom and for economic strikes
in Italy. But the most striking difference with respect to previous years concerns Denmark,
where already in the 1980s and early 1990s strike frequency approached or exceeded that in
France and Italy, reaching values much higher than in all the countries considered in the
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6 In the years between 1975 and 1979 the average size was respectively 2 903 and 4 829 strikers 
if only economic strikes are considered in the former case, or also ‘political’ ones in the latter. 
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second half of the 1990s7. At this point Denmark shows a pattern almost opposite to that pre-
vailing in the Netherlands, Germany and to some extent Sweden, strikes in Denmark being
among the most frequent, smallest and shortest, together with a relative involvement and
overall volume among the highest of all the countries considered. This is opposed to a pat-
tern of extremely rare, relatively broad-based and protracted strikes in the other countries
(but short in Germany), where volume and relative involvement were almost negligible.

Finally, as regards the third group of countries, during the 1990s the United Kingdom experien-
ced a sharp fall in the frequency of strikes, which dropped to levels similar to those of Sweden
and the Netherlands and well below those of Denmark, France and Italy, as well as experien-
cing a reduction by half of the average duration. In the United States, the fall-off in frequency
(due to changes in the survey criteria) was matched by an enormous increase in average size
(which was not only a statistical effect8) and a persistently long duration of strikes, which con-
firms the highly confrontational character of labour-management relations in that country.

In conclusion, comparative analysis of international differences in the shape of strikes, espe-
cially if combined with the discussion of levels of strike activity conducted in the previous sec-
tion, reveals significant changes over the last 20 years, and especially in the 1990s, in the clus-
ters prevailing in previous decades. With markedly decreasing levels of relative involve-
ment and volume, and with the most restricted and shortest strikes of all the countries exami-
ned, France has pursued a different path from Italy, to join – were it not for frequency, which
is still rather high – the pattern typifying central and northern Europe with their almost neg-
ligible levels of industrial conflict. However, these latter countries are in their turn somewhat
differentiated.  Denmark, aside from a modest average size (influenced by unofficial strikes),
in terms of frequency, duration, relative involvement and volume displays what used to be
considered the typical pattern of the Latin countries. Finally, the United Kingdom and the
United States seem to join the group of countries with negligible levels of industrial conflict,
although the pattern of strikes in the United States is still singularly stable and indeed has
increased its confrontational character. 

The tertiarisation of industrial conflict
The sectoral composition of industrial conflicts has always been of central interest to histori-
cal and social research on strikes, especially if the aim has been to identify the most strike-
prone industrial sectors and the most militant portions of the working class. From a theore-
tical point of view, the focus has been on the causal factors responsible for certain strike-
prone sectors: social and geographical isolation, the harshness of working conditions and the
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7 However, the changes made to the survey criteria in 1996 (see Note 3) should be borne in mind. 
Nevertheless, the intensification of frequency had already begun in the mid-1970s, reaching its 
peak in the 1980s and early 1990s, survey criteria remaining equal. Already in the period 1985-
89 and in the following five years, the frequency of strikes in Denmark was in fact the highest 
in all the countries considered here. 

8 The extremely marked reduction in frequency and the growth of average size over the last 20 
years in the United States have been due to the changes in the survey criteria mentioned in 
Note 2. However, average size, after the ‘statistical’ leap of the early 1980s, grew constantly in 
all five-year periods until the second half of the 1990s (more than 8 000 workers per strike), 
survey criteria remaining equal.
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introduction of profound technological and organisational changes (see the celebrated essay
by Kerr and Siegel of 1954).

In the past two decades, this type of analysis has covered the decline of the traditional industri-
al sectors that for many decades had contributed exceptionally to the strike movement (for
instance, coal mining in the UK), the profound changes that had taken place in productive sec-
tors such as the car industry and textiles, the new international pattern of industrial production
resulting from the globalisation of markets, and the extraordinary growth of employment in the
private and public service sectors. The first three phenomena combine to explain the decline of
industrial conflict in the European and North American industrial countries. The fourth sug-
gests that a deep change has taken place in the nature and form of industrial conflict – the
process that has been called the ‘tertiarisation of conflicts’ (see Accornero 1985). Our thesis is
that this tertiarisation is the principal process that industrial relations systems must and will
have to address and manage. In certain respects, in quantitative terms, the growing relative
weight of labour conflicts in services may simply be due to the decline of disputes in the tradi-
tional industrial sectors, without depending on increased worker militancy in services. But from
the point of view of the regulation of disputes nothing changes: at present and in the future it is
these conflicts that will create the greatest difficulties and tensions in the service society.

It might be objected, with some justification, that this is not so much a thesis as a hypothe-
sis, bearing in mind its erratic statistical confirmation by international comparison. This
objection is reasonable, even though at the methodological level it should be pointed out that
it is precisely the intrinsic features of labour conflicts in services that highlight the inade-
quacy of official statistics on strikes, and also of the traditional interpretative models, for a
thorough understanding of the phenomenon. There are several reasons for this. First, the
most ‘effective’ and ‘disruptive’ forms of strike action cannot be entirely accounted for by the
traditional indicators (especially participation and days lost). Emblematic in this regard are
strikes in the air traffic control sector (one of which has only recently taken place Europe-
wide in 2002) which, with very few workers involved and working days lost, may disrupt the
entire organisation of air traffic. Industrial action short of strikes has also been spreading and
this may be even more disruptive than traditional forms of industrial action (see Morris 1986:
119). In short, the official figures and traditional measures are unable to take account of the
disruptive capacity of certain categories of workers. This capacity is unevenly present in the
service sector, in connection with the relative importance of the individual services to socie-
ty as a whole. Such a diversity is not to be found in the traditional industrial sectors, where,
whatever the cause of dispute, strikes are directed against a single opposing party.

A second reason for the inadequacy of conventional data and models is the indeterminacy of
the ‘opposing party’ to service workers, especially those who are employed in services of public
utility, irrespective of whether the utility is publicly or privately owned: the management of
firms, the controlling authorities,  the local and central administrative bodies which commission
services. This different configuration has led industrial relations scholars to put forward a
theory of multilateral collective bargaining (see Kochan 1974) to account for a negotiation
process in which there is no clear-cut dichotomy between workers and management. Moreover,
the most damaging consequences of strike action do not directly affect the formal opposing
party, but rather the users of services, whether these are individuals or other enterprises.
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Consequently, it cannot be taken for granted that aggregate official data on strikes are socio-
logically homogeneous. Sometimes, they represent the interests of parties socially in conflict,
and for this reason a question unheard-of in the past arises: strikes, yes, but against whom?

The comparative studies published in the past decade do not entirely agree that levels of
strike activity are generally on the increase in services. Shalev (1992: 119-120) has no doubts
on the matter: ‘White collar and service employees in the growing and naturally ‘sheltered’
public sector have become substantially more militant … It is clear that there has been a very
widespread decline in the contribution of industrial workers to the overall strike movement.’
To be sure, this increased militancy in one sector and the decreasing readiness to strike in the
other have come about on time scales and at rates which differ among countries.
Nevertheless, ‘despite such variability, the overall trend is clear: in the median country in the
1970s, half of strike volume originated in manufacturing; by the following decade, this had
fallen to a third.’ Edwards and Hyman (1994: 264-267) are much more cautious. They notice
that the growth of strikes in the service sector is typical of some countries (Italy especially,
but also the United Kingdom) but not all of them. For example, it is not the case of France
(where, however, account is not taken of the absence from official statistics of strikes in the
public administration) or of Germany. The conclusion seems clear: ‘These differing experi-
ences suggest that there has been no general trend towards a growing role of the service sec-
tor in strikes’ (p.265). This conclusion is only partly blurred some lines later by the following
remark: ‘Although public sector workers seem to have become more militant, their use of the
strike has not counteracted its reduced role elsewhere.’ Neither study, however, fully grasps
the changed nature of tertiary strikes which is not entirely captured by quantitative data and
requires the use of new interpretative models.

Taking due account of the shortcomings of the official data on strike activity in services, our
elaborations (see Table 3) nevertheless show a tendency for the proportion of strike activity

Change in industrial conflict and its challenges

Table 3: Percentage of days lost 
in manufacturing industry on total days lost (annual averages)

DK FR GER IT SW NL UK USA

1972-74 85.35 48.08 82.66 60.76 38.27 89.38 54.33 49.28
1975-79 76.44 73.64 78.76 50.76 44.02 34.59 78.21 52.71
1980-84 80.06 74.15 75.01 58.03 48.13 30.97 47.60 38.18
1985-89 71.28 72.48 78.17 39.77 38.36 46.02 29.83 43.56
1990-94 76.06 55.97 57.60 46.65 6.15 34.95 26.54 26.25
1995-99 64.78 47.15 68.23 54.08 3.95 32.12 19.40 70.59
2000 56.33 n.a. 45.31 35.13 0 35.59 10.49 7.39

FR: the data for manufacturing refer only to localised strikes and the percentage has been computed on total days 
lost in localised strikes only.

GER: prior to 1993, the series relates to the territory of the Fed. Rep. of Germany before 3.10.1990. Year 1984 
includes groups 9 512, 9 514 and 9 519.

IT: prior to 1975, excl. political strikes.
SW: 1980, 1981 and 1982 incl. mining and quarrying.
NL: 1987 incl. electricity, gas and water; 1989 incl. agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing. 
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attributable to manufacturing industry sectors to decline in all countries. The sole exception
is the United States, whose time series, however, are not strictly comparable because of the
changes made to the survey criteria. This does not necessarily imply that service sectors are
increasingly strike prone but it is at least indicative that the phenomenon of the strike is
increasingly one of tertiary conflict, with the connected problems of measurement, interpre-
tation and regulation mentioned above. 

One country in which this change is particularly pronounced is Italy. If we take the ratio
between the metalworking sector – the traditional pattern-setter for Italian industrial relations
and the protagonist of all the
strike waves, including the 1968-
73 cycle – and the transport sec-
tor (see Table 4), the trend is
absolutely clear as regards the
frequency: the number of strikes
in the transport industry were
only a quarter of strikes in the
metalworking sector during the
1950s, but rose until they almost
equalled them in the 1990s. This
indicator should be reconsidered
carefully for the service sector
(transport in particular), where
disruption is caused by frequent and short strikes. The bargaining structure of the two sectors
is not dissimilar (industry-wide national agreements integrated by company-level agreements),
so it cannot be cited in explanation of the tendency. Furthermore, a law regulating strikes in
essential public services has been in force since 1990 and was renewed in 2000. Under this law,
a national authority has been created which has achieved some degree of success in institu-
tionalising disputes, while no legal regulation exists for strikes in industrial sectors, where only
weak dispute settlement procedures of a contractual nature apply. The configurations of trade
union actors in the two sectors differ, however. Large industrial unions, affiliated to the
national confederations, prevail in the metalworking sector while numerous, often indepen-
dent and small-sized, unions are found in the transport sector, with the constant appearance of
new actors (a pattern also apparent in the French service sector). But this feature, too, is part
of the phenomenon that needs explaining. The privatisation processes undertaken over the
past ten years have created competitive markets only to a minor extent, and in return have
generated protests over the loss of the protections and guarantees typical of the Italian public
sector. Perhaps the Italian case cannot be used to tell the other countries, particularly those of
Europe, ‘de te fabula narratur’. However, the problem merits closer attention on the part of
industrial relations scholars and practitioners. 

Patterns of strike activity: convergence or divergence?
The abundance of data on the strike movement during the twentieth century has encoura-
ged, indeed almost imposed, attempts to interpret trends and changes, as well as

Table 4
The ratio between strike action in the transport 
and metalworking sectors in Italy (1950-1999)

No of Workers Days
strikes involved lost

1950-59 0.24 0.43 0.51
1960-69 0.48 0.48 0.57
1970-79 0.54 0.22 0.29
1980-89 0.60 0.31 0.71
1990-99 0.98 0.51 0.38
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numerous international comparisons. Interpretative models should first of all enable
assessment of the extent to which strike action depends on sets of other variables or
whether it varies relatively autonomously. They should then reveal the significance of this
action (mainly prompted by economic factors, mobilisation processes, political influence
and the like). Finally, they should make it possible to identify the regulatory mechanisms
used by industrial relations systems in different historical periods. Comparative analysis,
which is of uncertain reliability when conducted on the levels of strike activity, will be facili-
tated by specification of the causal factors underlying different patterns of strikes, in diffe-
rent countries and in broad historical periods. The old adage that a bad theory is better than
no theory at all applies to comparative analysis more than ever.

Certainly, the theoretical model most widely used, also with refined econometric analysis,
has been the economic model which envisages ‘struggles during expansion’, or, more cor-
rectly, a pro-cyclical trend in strikes sensitive to ups and downs in economic prosperity, and
especially to unemployment dynamics. This model has been well proven historically, as
Hobsbawm documented in his celebrated Labouring Men of 1964. Other interpretative mo-
dels have emphasised the role of mobilisational and organisational factors (see Franzosi
1995: 99-101). In their various versions (see also Shorter and Tilly 1974), all these models
have highlighted the necessity of organisational resources for collective action. A specific
characteristic is assumed by the model when it centres on the role of unionisation, on the
hypothesis that there is a positive relation between strikes and rapid and concentrated
increases in trade union membership. This results in a union mobilisation model. The addi-
tional use of institutional variables that denote the role of governments in the management
and regulation of industrial relations, through various kinds of political exchange mecha-
nisms, has produced the political model of strike activity. In its neo-corporatist version, this
model has been able to account for the decline in strikes during the first post-war decades in
many of the countries of central and northern Europe (see Korpi and Shalev 1980). 

Unfortunately, the use of these models for analysis of strike activity stopped at the begin-
ning of the 1980s. On the one hand, this is indicative that the interest of scholars in strike
activity diminished as its decline began (the rise of a social phenomenon almost always
attracts more attention than its decline). On the other hand, it is indicative of a certain
obsolescence of these models, due both to the profound transformation of the Taylorist-
Fordist form of industrial production and to the end of the ‘glorious Keynesian thirty
years’, when they were developed and applied. Nor has theoretical analysis been helped by
the diversification of national experiences which began in the 1980s. As Shalev (1992: 124)
has aptly pointed out: ‘The generic trend towards erosion of overt labour militancy in the
course of the last decade has been subject to significantly greater national diversity than
the expansive trend in industrial conflict during the period between the late 1960s and the
mid-1970s.’ In opposite manner to the number of the scholars who study them, the paths
of labour unrest are less numerous than those of labour quiescence. A good example of this
increased diversity, or, more precisely, of this increased instability of the consolidated clus-
ters of countries represented by the theoretical models outlined above, is provided by the
changing shape of strikes discussed in the previous sections.

Change in industrial conflict and its challenges
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Of course, it may be that the economic model, at least on first impression, is able to explain
a large part of the decline in industrial conflict in almost all countries during the 1980s, and
especially the 1990s. The return of unemployment in the advanced societies has inevitably
affected strike activity, especially in the absence of the containment policies that proved
particularly successful during the expansionary period of industrial mass production. But
the union mobilisation model also displays considerable interpretative capacity, given
recent trends in unionisation. Unionisation has fallen in most countries owing to the com-
bined effect of unemployment and the changed composition of the labour force (femini-
sation, the spread of atypical and contingent workers, the reduction of company size,
increase in services and the like). As an important study (Boeri et al. 2001: Ch. 1) has
recently pointed out, it is only in countries where union prerogatives at the workplace
level and a certain degree of centralisation of collective bargaining are flanked by the
involvement of the unions in the management of unemployment insurance (the so-called
Ghent system), that the unionisation rate has remained stable or indeed increased in the
past decade. Among the cases considered here, this is the experience of the Scandinavian
countries, which not coincidentally have seen unexpected upsurges of strike activity in the
past two decades: Sweden as regards days lost in the 1980s, and Denmark as regards the
frequency of strikes in the 1990s. The differences among the Scandinavian countries are
important, because they have occurred within largely similar industrial relations systems,
and are to a significant extent the result of differences in the rigidity of the bargaining
structure, as Stokke and Thörnqvist (2001) have shown. Nonetheless, broader-scale com-
parative analysis should stress the now uncertain position of at least some of the
Scandinavian countries within the so-called ‘Nordic model’, that is, in the cluster of coun-
tries where ‘industrial peace’ was granted by neo-corporatist arrangements.

The other significant change, which also undermines the efficacy of the traditional models of
strike action, is the now close similarity between the UK and the US, regardless of the
methodological issues raised by the changes made to the survey criteria used in the US. This
change suggests that comparison among models of strike activity could be helped by adop-
ting the ‘varieties of capitalism’ approach proposed by Hall and Soskice in their recent work
(2001), with its distinction between liberal market economies (LMEs) and coordinated mar-
ket economies (CMEs). As far as industrial relations are concerned, this distinction now
seems more appropriate than the traditional ones (centralisation versus decentralisation, for
example) and sheds light on ‘the sources of resilience in labour institutions in the CMEs as
well as the fragility of traditional institutions in the LMEs’ (Thelen 2001: 102).

A sure sign of convergence is the already mentioned lower share of the manufacturing sec-
tors in overall aggregate strike activity, which signals the process of tertiarisation of conflict.
As regards tertiarisation, however, we have frequently emphasised (especially in the previ-
ous section) the unreliability of the traditional statistical indicators. The regulation of such
conflicts will restore weight to the institutional mechanisms and styles of national indus-
trial relations systems. Hence is a possible source of divergence, since it is unlikely (although
not impossible) that regulatory measures will be taken at supranational level in the near
future (for the European Union see Treu, in this issue). 
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Decline and transformation: concluding remarks
Is the evidence discussed in previous sections sufficient to confirm the thesis of a secular
decline in conflict in advanced industrialised societies formulated 40 years ago by Ross and
Hartman, and the more recent one of the tertiarisation of strikes? As regards the first ques-
tion, it should not be forgotten that industrial conflict is a complex social phenomenon
which resists linear interpretations. This is an area in which forecasts, even soundly argued
ones like those of Ross and Hartman, have often been proved wrong. Over one and a half
centuries, strikes have gone through periods of expansion and contraction connected,
according to some observers, with long cycles of capitalist development (Screpanti 1987).
This suggests much caution in predicting secular trends in the ‘withering away of strikes’.
However, the inevitable oscillations notwithstanding, strikes have been declining for some
20 years now in many developed countries, for reasons that do not seem to be conjunctural
alone. With few exceptions, this downward trend has proved resilient to different economic
and political conditions and has been without significant reversals even when the economy
has undergone strong growth, as during the expansion of the mid-1980s or the exceptional-
ly long and intense American boom of the 1990s. Structural changes have taken place in the
economies and labour markets of advanced industrialised democracies. These changes
include intensified competitive pressures connected with globalisation, changes in the
industrial composition of the labour force, an occupational decline of the traditionally
strike-prone sectors, the wide diffusion of contingent and ‘atypical’ workers and increased
employment in small and medium-sized enterprises. These are all changes that, without
ruling out the possibility of sudden upturns (perhaps triggered in European countries by
pressures to reform the pension systems, as has already happened in 1994 and 1995 in Italy
and France, or by major industrial restructuring), have presumably non-contingent and non
short-term effects in depressing the levels of strike activity9.

The answer to the second question (as to the thesis of the tertiarisation of strike activity) is
less straightforward. It is true that in strictly quantitative terms the shift of conflict from the
manufacturing sector to services is not as marked as the fall in aggregate levels of strike acti-
vity, that strikes in services have not quantitatively matched the decrease in other sectors,
and that their percentage weight (especially the volume of days lost) may vary substantially
from year to year in relation to strike levels in industry. But to use these findings to deny the
crucial importance that strikes in services have assumed in many advanced democracies is to
fail to grasp the distinctive nature (and logic of action) of this type of labour unrest compared
with traditional disputes in industry. A strike in services represents a conflict whose strength
is based not on the quantity of workers involved or days lost, nor on the economic losses
caused to the direct counterpart, but on the amount of damages created to the customers of
the services and the citizens at large even by very small groups of strikers. This is why the ter-
tiarisation of conflict is more than the mere quantitative transfer of strike activity from the
secondary to the service sector, and why it makes little sense to neglect its novelty on the
grounds that the volume of strikes in services has not counterbalanced the decline of strikes

9 Things, of course, may be different in newly industrialised and developing countries, such as 
Brazil. 
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in industry. It could hardly be otherwise. The debate on the ‘withering away of the strike’
should take into account the effects of such a transformation.

This transformation, moreover, raises major problems for the measurement and the analysis
of the phenomenon, as well as for its regulation. 

For purposes of measurement, we have pointed out that the indicators of the number of stri-
kers and volume of days lost diminish in importance, while that of the number of strikes
increases. With regard to interpretative models, the presence of high disruptive capacity,
often insensitive to market conditions, the availability of numerous forms of action (inclu-
ding that short of strikes) and the multilateral nature of the bargaining process are all aspects
which give greater margins of freedom to actors. This undermines traditionally deterministic
models, especially economic ones, and stresses the importance of devising explanatory
frameworks which give greater space to the role of the actors and to the strategic dimension
of their action.

No less important are the implications for regulation. As stressed above, these conflicts may
threaten rights that in numerous countries are subject to the same constitutional protection
as the right (or freedom) to strike. There is thus a need for a method to reconcile these two
rights. Large and encompassing unions are well aware of this need, because tertiary conflict
is often an important means to assert sectional interests, to fragment workers’ representation
and to disperse trade union power, with highly divisive effects on the solidarity within the
working class. In some countries, this situation has given rise to the specific regulation of
strikes in so-called essential public services, the aim being to prevent the outbreak of open
conflict and to contain its most disruptive effects once it has erupted – for example, through
adequate advance notice rules and by requiring the provision of minimum services. However,
the techniques of regulation differ from case to case, as do the combinations of legislative
and contractual measures and their effectiveness (see the articles in this issue on the various
national cases). In some countries, Germany for instance, the regulatory function is per-
formed by the main features of the industrial relations system as a whole (mainly through the
regulation of union representation and of the collective bargaining process, and the disci-
pline of public employees), without resorting to specific measures. The severity of tertiary
conflict is certainly conditioned by such a diversity of regulatory mechanisms, mediated as it
is by different national institutions and styles of industrial relations (Edwards and Hyman
1994: 269), as is also shown by comparative analysis of some European countries (Bordogna
1993).

In conclusion, to describe tertiarisation as one of the main changes that have taken place in
labour conflict in the past 20 years is not necessarily to argue that service workers, especial-
ly in the public services, are by their nature more strike-prone than their counterparts in
industry, with strikes in services superseding those in traditional sectors also in quantitative
terms. But it is to argue that tertiarisation is one of the main challenges facing the institu-
tions of industrial relations in the service society, as well as one of the most stimulating ques-
tions for industrial relations analysis. 
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