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ABstrAct

This article compares views among Swedish trade unions with those of their members regarding 
cross-national union cooperation in Europe or the EU. Data are derived from two different sur-
veys, one among trade unions in 2010–2011 and the other among employees in 2006. It turns 
out that trade unions are generally more affirmative than their members to transnational union 
cooperation. In the employee survey, differences appear between members of the three peak-level 
organizations—the LO (manual workers), the TCO (white-collar workers), and Saco (profession-
als). However, controlling for education, these differences cannot be verified statistically. Higher 
education—which above all Saco members have—is linked to more positive attitudes toward 
transnational union cooperation. The gap between the organizations and their affiliates concern-
ing engagement in European issues appears to be larger in the LO than in Saco, with the TCO 
somewhere in the middle.
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The development of the EU brings about many challenges for trade unions, the aim  
of which is to improve or defend members’ employment and working conditions.  
Besides the task of trying to increase or keep up wages, unions are involved in all kinds 

of other issues and to some extent they even play a political role. There is a wide range 
of possible actions and measures to take, implying that unions—given that they cannot 
do everything—must choose what they should spend their energy and resources on. The 
process of EU integration raises the question as to what extent it is desirable for them 
to engage in EU-level issues compared with issues closer to home—at national, regional,  
local, or workplace level. It may be that union officials develop priorities that are sepa-
rate from what ordinary members would like to see. Our main research question is 
therefore whether the views of trade unions coincide with or deviate from those of their 
membership. Yet another issue to be dealt with is whether, in this connection, unions 
differ from one another due to which socioeconomic categories they organize.

In the present article, we throw new light on these topics by comparing certain 
views of Swedish trade unions with those of their members regarding transnational 
union cooperation in Europe or the EU. Data from two surveys—one with employees 
in 2006 and the other with trade unions in 2010–2011—are being used. Sweden is un-
doubtedly an interesting case, as it has been described as one of the most Euroskeptic 
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countries (e.g., Archer 2000; Dølvik 1997; Hyman 2009). At the same time, Swedish 
trade unions are rather much engaged in the activities of the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC).

swedish trade unions and the eU—a background

Union density has declined in Sweden since the mid-1990s, but a recent comparison 
of 18 economically advanced countries shows the Swedish rate to be the highest with 
71% in 2009 (Kjellberg 2011, pp. 47–48). The Finnish and Danish percentages are close 
(70% and 68%, respectively, in 2008), whereas the figures for all other countries range 
from just above 50% (Belgium and Norway) down to 8% (France). The three main 
Swedish confederations—the LO (manual workers), the TCO (white-collar workers), 
and Saco (professionals)—are to an unusually high degree class based; in turn, they 
broadly represent blue-collar workers, white-collar workers, and professionals. In 2009, 
their proportions of total union membership were about 47%, 34% and 17%, respec-
tively, which leaves 3% for other organizations (Kjellberg 2011, pp. 53–54).

In dealing with attitudes toward transnational union cooperation in Europe, we must 
be aware that trade unions are strongly rooted in the institutional structures of the nation 
state (Magnusson and Murhem 2009, p. 185; Martin and Ross 2001, pp. 53–54). Being 
embedded in national industrial relations and welfare state institutions, they show more or 
less skepticism toward European integration and the creation of a European social model 
(cf. Busemeyer et al. 2008). Their skepticism varies, among other things, due to the great 
cross-national differences in social and economic standards. Swedish union members tend 
to think that they have little to gain from cooperating with less successful organizations. 
When they were asked about which tasks the union should work with, “union coopera-
tion in Europe” was ranked number 15 of 18 and significantly higher proportions instead 
preferred traditional union objectives as “job security,” “income security,” “work environ-
ment,” and “wages and wage negotiations” (LO 2012, pp. 42–44).

The public opinion in Sweden has largely been rather negative to the EU. This also 
goes for Norway and Denmark, although only Norway has refused EU membership. 
“Scandinavian exceptionalism,” “reluctant Europeans,” and “the outposts of Euroscep-
ticism” are typical descriptions of the three countries and their citizens (Archer 2000,  
p. 87; Gstöhl 2002; Hyman 2009, p. 8; Miljan 1977). Sweden voted for EU membership 
in 1994, but in 2003 a clear majority turned down entry into the European Monetary 
Union (EMU). In the 1994 referendum, LO, TCO, and Saco leaders generally supported 
EU membership, but officially the LO took a neutral position as the affiliated organiza-
tions were divided and many grassroots members were strongly negative (Archer 2000;  
Hyman 2009, p. 11). Concerning the EMU referendum in 2003, the LO again took a neu-
tral position, but there was in fact a split within the organization with the Metal-Workers’ 
Union and the Industrial Union being strongly positive and the Commercial Employees’ 
Union and the Transport Workers’ Union being strongly negative (Aylott 2005, pp. 552, 
556; Hyman 2009, pp. 14–15; Widfeldt 2004, p. 509). Actually 69% of LO members, 
53% of TCO members, and 45% of Saco members voted no, when the introduction of 
the Euro was rejected with almost 56% versus 42% (Widfeldt 2004, p. 513).

Since the middle of the 1990s, however, Swedish union members have by and 
large become more positive to Swedish membership in the EU, but at the same time the  
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differences between the three confederations have increased. While as many as 69% of 
Saco members were positive to EU membership in 2010, the corresponding proportion 
among LO members amounted to no more than 26% (Holmberg 2012, p. 8). TCO  
affiliates took an in-between position with 49% having a positive view.

A study of Nordic metal trade unions’ views of engagement in European-level policy-
making has underscored the split in opinions (Andersen 2006, p. 34). It shows that union 
officials recognized a growing need to make their voice heard more strongly, a view mark-
edly in contrast to the otherwise skeptical attitude among unions in Denmark, Norway, and 
Sweden. One strategy to obtain increased European-level influence is to strengthen the Nor-
dic cooperation at sectoral level, which has occurred especially among the Nordic metal 
trade unions (Magnusson and Murhem 2009, p. 194). Yet another study of the Swedish 
unions in the metal industry and their international strategies stresses their increasing focus 
on European trade union cooperation (Blomqvist and Murhem 2003, p. 194). Still, they 
have taken a more reactive than active stance and they have been reluctant to hand over 
decision-making power to the European Metal-Workers’ Federation (now industriAll).

The Swedish participation in the European integration process has been described as 
“elite-driven, with the public following slowly and without enthusiasm” (Widfeldt 2004, 
p. 504). Now this is not unique for Sweden; there is generally more support of the EU 
among elite groups than among ordinary people (cf. Aylott 2005, p. 546; Hooghe and 
Marks 2006; Hyman 2005; Kohli 2000, p. 125). In a survey of all the EU referendums 
1986–2009 (on accession, treaties, EMU entry, and bilateral agreements), it turns out that 
manual workers have to a disproportionate degree voted “no” (Hyman 2009, p. 28). Thus, 
class position seems to have an impact on political attitudes. However, there is research 
emphasizing the explanatory power of education for ideological orientations along “a new 
politics dimension”—besides the “traditional” left/right ideological dimension—in ad-
vanced industrial democracies. The transmission of libertarian values in the educational 
milieu appears to make people less authoritarian and less nationalistic (e.g., Bengtsson et al. 
forthcoming; Stubager 2008). According to this perspective, it is education rather than class 
in itself that is the main explanatory mechanism behind the divergent attitudes to European 
integration. On the other hand, education may be seen as an aspect of class divisions.

A comparative international survey from 2010–2011 designed to capture the views 
of officials in unions affiliated to one of the European Trade Union Federations reveals 
that Nordic trade unionists were more skeptical about the EU project than those from 
other regions: “Northern reluctance, scepticism and, sometimes, indifference towards 
a European approach was the most unambiguous and striking finding” (Glassner and 
Vandaele 2012, p. 21). Although it can be discussed what Euroskepticism stands for 
(Hyman 2009, p. 6), there are certainly highly skeptical attitudes to the EU among 
Swedish unions and their members. The question is whether this affects the willingness 
to participate in transnational union cooperation in the EU. One important aspect is  
the role of the ETUC. It might be expected that the general Euroskepticism has some 
bearing on attitudes to union cooperation through the ETUC as such cooperation  
implies involvement with many EU institutions. There is obviously a limited “capacity 
of the Community to build an EU-level industrial relations arrangement,” because of the 
economic bias of the European integration project and the weakness of the European 
social partners in relation to their national affiliates (Dølvik and Visser 2009, p. 505).

European trade unions are generally overwhelmingly positive to joint transnational 
efforts, but it is still a long way to go to make their cooperation a large-scale reality 
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(Furåker and Bengtsson 2013). One example of the difficulties in developing transna-
tional union cooperation is the issue of statutory minimum wages (e.g., Eldring and 
Alsos 2012; Furåker and Lovén Seldén forthcoming 2013; Schulten 2008; Schulten and 
Watt 2007; Vaughan-Whitehead 2010). Most of the EU member states have legislated 
minimum wages, but the Nordic countries do not. There is a great deal of resistance 
among Nordic trade unions to such legislation, whereas many other European unions 
are strongly positive. Union strength in terms of membership and bargaining power is 
apparently a major factor behind the diverging attitudes. Those in favor of statutory 
minimum wages mainly argue that this solution helps to protect vulnerable workers 
and to prevent wage dumping. The principal argument among the opponents is that 
legislation threatens a successful bargaining model, in which wages are decided by inde-
pendent social partners without interference by the state. It is also suggested that unions 
would get greater difficulties in recruiting members if wages be determined by law.

These differences in trade unions’ attitudes to legislation on minimum wages have 
been discussed intensely within the ETUC in recent years. It will certainly be difficult to 
carve out a truly joint position among European trade unions, as national models are 
still in command. To avoid that the different views among the member organizations 
lead to open conflict, the ETUC has tried to strike a balance between the diverging inter-
ests. Its most recent strategy and action plan include a declaration that it “will support 
its members’ initiatives… in the pursuit of fair wages for all European workers includ-
ing supporting union campaigns for effective minimum wages in those countries where 
unions consider them necessary” (ETUC 2011, p. 54). In other words, the national trade 
unions are supposed to decide themselves how they want to go ahead.

The legitimacy and support for the European integration process also risks to be un-
dermined by the judgments by the European Court of Justice in the “Laval Quartet” (the 
Laval, Viking, Rüffert, and Luxembourg cases). These judgments have been described as an 
encroachment into member states’ sovereignty over social policy, labor law, and industrial 
relations (Dølvik and Visser 2009, pp. 492, 504). The principles of free movement seem to 
be more fundamental than the rights of industrial action. If unions perceive that the nation-
based constitutional rights to form industrial relations are seriously threatened, they may 
withdraw their support for the European integration project.

two competing logics

As seen above, union leaders’ and union members’ attitudes toward the EU diverge. The 
former tend to be relatively more positive and the latter to be relatively more negative. It 
has been claimed that the organizations are confronted by “serious strategic dilemmas,” 
as there has developed “a dangerous gap” between their more positive official policies and 
members’ more hostile attitudes toward Europeanism (Hyman 2005, p. 10). If unions be-
come too engaged with EU institutions they may risk to “succumb to an elitist embrace” 
(Hyman 2005, p. 24). Union participants in the Brussels machine, “trade unionists in suit 
and tie,” run the risk of distancing themselves from their members as they embrace an 
elite discourse: “Eurospeak” (Hyman 2005, pp. 26, 28). In addition, ETUC-led action has 
to a large extent been a top-down process rather than Europeanization from below, and 
it has “largely developed by borrowing resources from European institutions” (Martin 
and Ross 2001, p. 74).
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To use two concepts that have been applied on trade unions as well as on business 
associations (e.g., Dølvik 1997; Dølvik and Visser 2001, pp. 24–25; Schmitter and Streeck 
1999, pp. 19ff), it may be argued that union officials suppress a “logic of membership” 
and promote a “logic of influence.” The logic-of-membership concept refers to the policies 
of organizations that “maintain their representative credentials by articulating the wishes 
and interests of their constituents” (Hyman 2005, p. 24). Members must be offered suf-
ficient incentives so that the organizations can “extract from them adequate resources to 
ensure their survival” (Schmitter and Streeck 1999, p. 19). The logic-of-influence concept 
implies that organizations “adapt their aims and methods to the actual decision-making 
processes on which they wish to exert an impact” (Hyman 2005, p. 24). They must be 
organized in such a way that they can “gain access to and exercise adequate influence over 
public authorities (or conflicting class associations),” thereby extracting sufficient resources 
“enabling them to survive and to prosper” (Schmitter and Streeck 1999, p. 19). The two 
categories should not be treated as mutually exclusive, but ideal-typically trade unions with 
a logic-of-influence approach focus on what can be accomplished through interaction with 
other actors, whereas those with a logic-of-membership perspective are above all inclined 
to meet their members’ wishes.

data and variables

We use Swedish data from two surveys to throw light on the questions in focus. A first 
survey was conducted in 2006 with a random sample of employees in Sweden. The regular 
Labor Force Survey (LFS) was used as sampling frame and we also have access to LFS data 
for all the respondents in the dataset. At the end of the LFS telephone interview, participants 
were asked whether they would be willing to answer a questionnaire on working condi-
tions, job change, etc. Those who accepted received the survey by mail. A total of 1851 
questionnaires were filled in and returned. Calculated on those who agreed to participate, 
the response rate is 72%, but if we also include those who declined, it merely reaches 52%. 
Among other things, respondents were asked about their attitudes to various issues related 
to trade union policies in the EU. The dataset includes information about whether people 
were members of the LO, TCO, Saco, or other unions or were non-unionized.

The second survey was carried out in 2010–2011 with a large number of trade unions 
in European countries. We have access to information from 250 organizations, but the 
present article just focuses on the data from Sweden where 39 unions were selected for par-
ticipation. These 39 include the three peak-level organizations—LO, TCO, and Saco—and 
their main member organizations. Except for two unions, all responding units had at least 
10,000 members and as many as 20 unions had 50,000 members or more. The return of 
questionnaires was indeed a success; the response rate was 100%.

There is hence a time lag of about four years between the two surveys, which might 
of course to some extent impact on the outcome. As mentioned, since the mid-1990s 
public opinion in Sweden has become more positive to the EU (Holmberg 2012). Look-
ing more closely at what has happened between 2006 and 2010, we find that the propor-
tion in favor of Swedish membership in the EU increased from 43 to 53%. However, it 
appears rather unlikely that employees would have become considerably more positive 
to cross-national union cooperation, as the financial and economic crisis in the EU has 
probably had a restraining effect.
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The questions and the response options are not formulated in exactly the same way 
in the two surveys, but some of the items may nevertheless allow meaningful comparisons 
of the opinions of unions and their members. To begin with, we have two rather similar 
statements on the long-term effects of trade union cooperation in the EU or Europe. In the 
union survey, respondents were asked to what extent their organization agreed with the 
statement “Cross-national union cooperation will, in the long run, improve the conditions 
for European workers.” The employee survey had a very similar statement: “Union cooper-
ation will, in the long run, improve the conditions for wage-earners in the EU.” There were 
some differences with respect to the precoded response options. In the union questionnaire, 
respondents were invited to choose one of the following alternatives regarding to what 
extent their organization agreed: “Yes, to a high degree,” “Yes, to some degree,” “Only to a 
low degree,” or “No, not at all.” In the employee survey, respondents were asked whether 
the statement corresponded “Very well,” “Rather well,” “Neither well nor poorly,” “Rather 
poorly,” or “Very poorly” with their own opinion.

We also have two rather similar measures on whether trade unions should engage 
less in issues at the European or the EU level. The questionnaire to trade union repre-
sentatives included the statement “Unions should engage less in issues at the European 
level.” In the employee survey, the parallel statement was a bit longer, but its meaning 
was nearly the same (although this might be discussed; see further below): “Swedish 
unions should engage less in issues at the EU level and more in improving working con-
ditions in Sweden.” The response options linked to the two items were the same—and 
thus entail the same differences—as mentioned above.

The employee survey allows more elaborate statistical analyses and we have run some 
logistic regressions, in which the impact of a number of factors is scrutinized. A major 
purpose is to examine whether there are differences in response patterns related to union 
affiliation, but we also want to see what it means to be a union representative and to take 
part in some kind of union activity. Having an assignment in an organization normally 
implies that one is likely to speak on behalf of it. Union representatives of course have 
different positions in the organizational hierarchies, but we do not have access to that 
kind of information. To continue, being a union representative involves participation in the 
organization’s activities, but members without any assignment can also participate in such 
activities, perhaps then more occasionally. As control factors in the regressions we include 
sex, age, education, sector of employment, industry, size of workplace, type of employment 
contract, and working time.

Moreover, we make use of some other indicators in the union survey. Unfortunately, 
we do not have corresponding or similar data for employees, but the ones available in 
the union survey stand on their own. Respondents were asked to tell to what extent their 
organizations agreed with two statements that might be seen as expressions of a logic-
of-influence view: “To increase their power and influence, the ETUC member organiza-
tions must be prepared to transfer authority to the ETUC” and “It is necessary for the 
ETUC to adapt its aims and methods to the actual decision-making processes in the EU.” 
The latter statement is close to the definition of logic of influence suggested by Richard 
Hyman (2005, p. 6) and quoted above.

A third statement has more of a logic-of-membership focus, but we should then 
keep in mind that the ETUC does not have individuals but organizations as members. It 
reads “The ETUC should increase its efforts to mobilize and pursue the interests of its 
member organizations.” Agreeing with it means that one wants to see increased efforts 
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to mobilize affiliate organizations—and presumably also their members—and to pursue 
their interests. This item is apparently a matter of whether trade unions find it important 
that the ETUC does not embark on a road separate from the interests of its members. 
On the other hand, it also represents a top-down perspective, as it is assumed that the 
initiative to mobilization would come from the ETUC.

results

Unions’ engagement in europe or the eU

We start the presentation of results by looking at how respondents in the two surveys 
perceive the effects of trade union cooperation in Europe or the EU (Tables 1 and 2). 
About 80% of the LO and TCO organizations consented to a high degree that European 
workers would benefit in the long run from more transnational union cooperation. The 
remaining unions belonging to these two peak-level organizations answered “Yes, to 
some degree.” In contrast only 40% of the Saco unions chose the most positive alter-
native, but adding the second most positive answers they reach 87%. One of the Saco 
organizations ticked “Only to a low degree” and another could not provide an answer.

table 1  Degree of agreement among Swedish unions with the statement “Cross-national union coop-
eration will, in the long run, improve the conditions for European workers.” (in percentages)

Yes, to a high 
degree

Yes, to some 
degree

Only to a low 
degree

No, not  
at all

Do not 
know

Total

LO 79 21 0 0 0 100 (14)

TCO 80 20 0 0 0 100 (10)

Saco 40 47 7 0 7 100 (15)

Total 64 31 3 0 3 100 (39)

table 2  Correspondence between the statement “Union cooperation will, in the long run, improve 
the conditions for wage-earners in the EU” and employees’ own view. Percentages by union 
affiliation.

Very 
well

Rather 
well

Neither well 
nor poorly

Rather 
poorly

Very 
poorly

Do not 
know

Total

LO 6 22 22 4 6 40 100 (652)

TCO 6 30 21 5 4 35 100 (553)

Saco 9 40 19 5 3 25 100 (241)

Other 8 33 28 6 0 25 100 (36)

Non-unionized 3 15 21 4 9 48 100 (300)

Total 6 26 21 5 5 38 100 (1824)
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Positive views regarding the effects of transnational union cooperation were much 
less common among the members in all three organizations (Table 2). Few individu-
als thought that the statement “Union cooperation will, in the long run, improve the 
conditions for wage-earners in the EU” corresponded very well with their own opinion. 
Somewhat more respondents said it corresponded rather well. At the same time, there 
are even fewer individuals on the negative side, because more than one-third of the total 
answered that they did not know and about one-fifth chose the in-between alternative 
“Neither well nor poorly.”

Yet another interesting aspect is the differences related to which union people are 
affiliated with. The smallest proportion of positive answers (“Very well” and “Rather 
well” answers) appeared among the non-unionized and in the LO and the largest in 
Saco—with the TCO and the category “Other” (which includes only 36 respondents in 
the table) in the middle. In other words, it seems that the differences between unions 
and their affiliates are generally largest in the LO, somewhat smaller in the TCO, and 
smallest in Saco.

The next twin items concern whether unions should engage less in issues at the 
European or EU level (Tables 3 and 4). The statement presented to employees is more 
specified. It explicitly refers to Swedish unions and there is also an additional part saying 
that they instead of engaging in issues at the EU level should concentrate on improving 

table 3  Degree of agreement among Swedish unions with the statement “Unions should engage less 
in issues at the European level.” (in percentages).

Yes, to a high 
degree

Yes, to some 
degree

Only to a low 
degree

No, not at all Do not 
know

Total

LO 0 0  0 100 0 100 (14)

TCO 0 0 10  90 0 100 (10)

Saco 7 0 13  80 0 100 (15)

Total 3 0  8  90 0 100 (39)

table 4  Correspondence between the statement “Swedish unions should engage less in issues at 
EU level and more in improving working conditions in Sweden” and employees’ own view. 
Percentages by union affiliation.

Very 
well

Rather 
well

Neither well 
nor poorly

Rather 
poorly

Very 
poorly

Do not 
know

Total

LO 22 36 20 4 1 17 100 (651)

TCO 16 34 21 9 2 19 100 (555)

Saco 10 32 26 13 2 17 100 (241)

Other 11 33 25 8 6 17 100 (36)

Non-unionized 12 30 19 4 3 32 100 (301)

Total 17 34 21 7 2 20 100 (1826)
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working conditions in Sweden. One might argue that the latter qualification is implicit 
in the statement addressed to unions. However, if employees perceived the statement in 
terms of a zero-sum game—that is, being less engaged in issues at the EU level frees up 
more energy and resources for improving working conditions in Sweden—it may have 
been easier for them to agree. We must therefore be cautious with our conclusions in 
this comparison.

Almost all the responding union officials disagreed completely with the assertion 
that unions should engage less in European issues, although we find a few exceptions. 
The general pattern is that the organizations do not subscribe to a reduction of their  
European engagement. In contrast, roughly six out of ten LO members, five out of ten 
TCO members and four out of ten Saco members found that the statement “Swedish 
unions should engage less in issues at the EU level and more in improving working con-
ditions in Sweden” corresponded very or rather well with their own view (Table 4). This 
also suggests that there may be a larger gap between LO affiliates and their organizations  
than between TCO and SACO affiliates and their respective organizations. Again, the 
proportions answering “Neither well nor poorly” and “Do not know” were relatively 
high, but this time the former kind of response was for the most part more common 
than the latter.

The number of respondents in the employee survey makes it possible to analyze the 
data presented in Tables 2 and 4 somewhat further. Thus, we have run logistic regres-
sions with a series of independent variables included. The dependent variables have 
been dichotomized; on the one hand, we have those who have answered that the state-
ments corresponded very well and rather well with their own view and on the other 
hand all the rest. As mentioned before, we examine differences in response patterns 
related to union affiliation, assignments for unions, participation in union activity, sex, 
age, education, sector of employment, industry, size of workplace, type of employment 
contract, and working time. To make the presentation as simple as possible, we show 
the outcome only for the union-related variables, but we occasionally add some com-
ments on other results. Two models are presented for each of the statements. The reason 
for this is to show how education affects the outcome on union affiliation. Accordingly,  
Model 1 includes all the independent variables except education and in Model 2 educa-
tion is added.

Table 5 displays the results for the main variables as to the propensity to endorse 
the two statements. On the first statement, Model 1 reveals significant effects of union 
affiliation and union assignments. Saco members were more inclined and the non-
unionized were less inclined than LO members to agree with the statement. There is, 
however, no significant difference between TCO and LO affiliates, although the coef-
ficient for the former is higher. Employees who were union representatives at the time 
of the survey as well as those who had had such assignments previously also more 
often answered in the affirmative than those who had no such experience. In contrast, 
participation in union activity does not seem to matter very much. Moreover, sex and 
age come across as important; males tended to be more willing than females to ap-
prove of the statement, whereas younger employees tended to be less willing than older 
employees.

In Model 2, the differences between unions are no longer statistically significant, as 
education is introduced as an independent variable. People with middle-level and higher 
education were more likely to agree that employees in the EU would in the long run 
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benefit from increased union cooperation. As Saco members generally have higher edu-
cation than LO members, the difference between affiliates of the two unions is clearly 
reduced and is no longer statistically significant. The score for the non-unionized con-
versely turns out to be even lower in Model 2. Being entrusted as a union representative 
is not much affected by the entry of education as a control variable. Likewise, the results 
regarding sex and age differences basically remain unchanged.

As to the second item in Table 5, Model 1 shows significantly lower coefficients for 
TCO and Saco members than for LO members. Somewhat surprisingly, the non-union-
ized also score lower. Being a union representative and having participated in union ac-
tivities do not come out as very important. Moreover, there are no significant differences 
between men and women or between age categories. In contrast, employees in the public 
sector were less prone to agree with the statement than private sector employees.

Model 2 discloses that education is again a crucial factor. People with higher education 
were less inclined to approve that Swedish unions should pay less attention to EU-level issues 

table 5  Factors impacting on agreement with two statements. Logistic regressions. With control for 
sex, age, type of employment contract, size of workplace, working time, employment sector, 
and industry. Odds ratios.

“Union cooperation will, in  
the long run, improve the  

conditions for wage-earners  
in the EU”

“Swedish unions should engage 
less in issues at EU level and more 
in improving working conditions  

in Sweden”

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Union affiliation
LO (ref.)
TCO
Saco
Other
Non-unionized

1
1.31
2.01***
1.26
0.65*

1
1.03
1.37
1.08
0.53**

1
0.69**
0.55***
0.59
0.50***

1
0.77
0.74
0.62
0.55***

Union representative
Yes, at present
Yes, previously
No (ref.)

2.05***
1.92*
1

2.08***
1.72***
1

0.85
1.11
1

0.84
1.12
1

Participation in union activity
Yes
No (ref.)

1.18
1

1.17
1

0.89
1

0.91
1

Education
Low (ref.)
Middle
High 

1
1.78***
1.91**

1
0.92
0.64*

Nagelkerke R2 0.13 0.15 0.05 0.06

Constant 0.39** 0.35** 3.64*** 3.71***

n 1680 1679 1679 1677

Levels of significance: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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but rather focus more on improving working conditions in Sweden. With control for educa-
tion, the differences related to union affiliation become insignificant, except for that between 
the non-unionized and the reference category; employees who were not organized tended 
to agree with the statement to a lesser degree. The gap between public and private sector 
employees is not much affected by the introduction of education as a control variable.

Logic of influence or logic of membership?

As pointed out before, we also have some data more directly related to the distinction 
between logic of influence and logic of membership. Table 6 includes the answers from 
the trade unions on the three above-mentioned statements regarding the role of ETUC.

Concerning the first of these, the respondents generally seem to be skeptical: 86% 
of the LO unions, 70% of the TCO unions, and 79% of the Saco unions answered “No, 
not at all” or “Only to a low degree.” None of them selected the alternative “Yes, to a 
high degree.” Most of the organizations were thus strongly or rather unwilling to trans-
fer authority to the ETUC. With the small number of responding units, it is difficult to 
see whether there are any significant differences between the trade unions due to which 
peak-level organization they were associated with.

table 6  Degree of agreement among Swedish unions with various statements on the role of the 
ETUC. (in percentages).

“To increase their power and  
influence, the ETUC member  
organizations must be prepared to 
transfer authority to the ETUC”

Yes, to a 
high degree

Yes, to 
some 

degree

Only to a 
low degree

No, not 
at all

Do not 
know

Total

LO 0 14 57 29 0 100 (14)

TCO 0 30 20 50 0 100 (10)

Saco 0 14 43 36 7 100 (14)

Total 0 18 42 37 3 100 (38)

“It is necessary for the ETUC to 
adapt its aims and methods to the 
actual decision-making processes 
in the EU”

LO 29 50 21 0 0 100 (14)

TCO 20 60 0 0 20 100 (10)

Saco 27 67 0 0 7 100 (15)

Total 26 59 8 0 8 100 (39)

“The ETUC should increase its 
efforts to mobilize and pursue the 
interests of its member  
organisations”

LO 36 64 0 0 0 100 (14)

TCO 0 70 10 0 20 100 (10)

Saco 7 53 20 7 13 100 (15)

Total 15 62 10 3 10 100 (39)
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On the second item, respondents were more positive: 79% of the LO unions, 80% of 
the TCO unions, and 94% of the Saco unions selected “Yes, to a high degree” or “Yes, 
to some degree.” The vast majority of answers were very or rather much in favor of an 
ETUC policy in which the aims and methods are adapted to the EU’s decision-making 
processes. Three LO unions answered “Only to a low degree” and a few affiliated with 
the TCO and Saco could not provide an opinion, but we can hardly conclude that there 
were distinct differences between the unions owing to their peak-level organization.

With respect to the third, the “mobilization” statement, all the LO unions agreed to 
a high or some degree, but the corresponding proportions among TCO and Saco unions 
were only 70% and 60%, respectively. There are in other words some signs among the 
latter organizations of a skeptical attitude in relation to the statement, whereas the LO 
unions obviously had no strong objections to the measures referred to.

The main conclusions of the data presented in Table 6 seem to be that most Swedish  
trade unions were very or rather reluctant to delegate more authority to the ETUC,  
although they agreed that this confederation must adapt its aims and methods to the  
actual decision-making processes in the EU. Moreover, they generally wished the ETUC to 
put more effort in mobilizing and pursuing the interests of its member organizations.

concluding discussion

In this article, we have studied the views among Swedish trade unions and Swedish 
employees—that are to a large extent unionized—regarding cross-national union co-
operation in Europe or the EU. Data are taken from two different surveys, one from 
2010–2011 and the other from 2006. Whereas most trade unions agreed that, in the 
long run, cross-national union cooperation will improve the conditions for wage-earners 
in Europe, employees and union members were more reluctant to endorse this. At first 
glance, we found some differences between LO members (manual workers) and Saco 
members (professionals), but after control for education, these differences could not be 
verified statistically. A higher level of education turned out to be linked to more positive 
attitudes toward union cooperation in the EU.

A striking result is that employees—unionized and non-unionized—very often an-
swered that they did not know. How can the high proportion of such responses be inter-
preted? One possible explanation is that the issue of cross-national union cooperation 
is not really articulated by trade union officials and accordingly perceived as difficult to 
consider by the members.

On another survey item, respondents were asked whether trade unions should en-
gage less in European or EU-level issues. Almost all the union representatives disagreed, 
while about half of the respondents in the employee survey said that this statement 
corresponded very well or rather well with their own opinion. However, as pointed out 
above, to some extent, the wordings of the two statements differ, which might explain 
some of the huge disparity between the results for the two categories. Again, the propor-
tion of employees answering that they did not know was substantial, although it was 
much lower than on the first item. We also discovered differences between LO, TCO, and 
Saco members—the former were most inclined to say that unions should engage less in 
EU issues—but once more these differences do not remain statistically significant, when 
we control for education that had similar effects as on the previous item.
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It can be concluded that trade unions are more open than their members to cross-
national union cooperation in Europe and less ready to play down European issues. We 
can recall that Swedish union members ranked union cooperation in Europe number 
15 of 18 among tasks that the union should work with (LO 2012, pp. 42–44). There is 
obviously a gap in these respects between the organizations and their followers and this 
gap appears to be larger in the LO than in Saco, with the TCO somewhere in the middle. 
The question can then be raised how trade unions—and in particular LO unions—re-
late to their members’ views and demands. Are they simply guided by logic-of-influence 
considerations (cf. Dølvik 1997; Dølvik and Visser 2001; Hyman 2005)? In the union 
survey, they generally endorsed that the ETUC needs to alter aims and methods in ac-
cordance with EU decision-making processes. This might be interpreted as a sign of 
a logic-of-influence attitude, but at the same time it can be considered self-evident to 
concur with such a statement. When trade unions were asked about transferring author-
ity to the ETUC, they mostly answered in the negative. More than anything else, these 
answers indicate an unwillingness to transmit power to others. Notably, most organiza-
tions agreed to a high or to some degree that “the ETUC should increase its efforts to 
mobilize and pursue the interests of their member organizations.” Whether this is a wish 
for higher mobilization from below can however be questioned, because the statement 
just talks about a top-down initiative. Nevertheless, it must be regarded as a wish for not 
leaving members behind but instead engaging them in various activities.

Swedish trade unions are undoubtedly more positive than their members to transna-
tional union cooperation and engagement in EU-level issues, but this difference does not 
allow us to draw any firm conclusions on the issues related to the twin concepts of logic 
of influence and logic of membership. We might read some of the results in our study 
as expressions of a logic-of-influence perspective, but there are also other conceivable 
interpretations. Trade unions probably know more about what is going on in Europe, 
how it affects domestic labor markets and working conditions, and what would be the 
consequences of non-participation in European affairs. At the same time, they are well 
aware that their members are typically more negative to the EU project as a whole and 
to Swedish unions’ engagement in it. Therefore, they try to balance different interests.

As the number of trade unions in our survey is rather small (39), it is difficult to 
draw conclusions regarding differences between the three peak-level organizations—
LO, TCO, and Saco. There are mainly two items on which we have some hint that the 
three differ. The first item is the statement “Union cooperation will, in the long run, 
improve the conditions for wage-earners in the EU,” where only 40% of Saco member 
organizations agreed to a very high degree, while the corresponding proportions for LO 
and TCO member organizations were twice as high. At the same time, however, 47% 
of the former unions answered “Yes, to some degree,” compared to about 20% of LO 
and TCO unions. Hence, almost all organizations agreed, but there was more reluctance 
within Saco to agree strongly. A content analysis of trade unions’ official stance toward 
international issues such as transnational cooperation supports the conclusion that Saco 
unions are less interested (Peterson et al. 2012, p. 632).

The second item on which we have some indication of differences across the peak-level 
organizations is the mobilization issue. In this case, all 14 LO unions agreed to a high de-
gree or to some degree, whereas 70% of the 10 TCO organizations and 60% of the 15 Saco 
organizations did the same. This might suggest a greater willingness within the LO family 
to mobilize members, but the data do not allow any far-reaching conclusions.
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Swedish unions are characterized by being strongly class based. It has been claimed 
that Sweden has “the most socially segregated union movement in the world” (Kjellberg 
2011, p. 53). We could, therefore, expect differences in the attitudes to cross-national union 
cooperation between LO, TCO, and Saco members, which is also confirmed here. As men-
tioned above, education is an important explanatory factor behind these differences. Highly 
educated individuals were more positive to cooperation and more negative to union with-
drawal from EU engagement. This is in line with research emphasizing that educational 
level is crucial for ideological orientations (e.g., Bengtsson et al. forthcoming; Stubager 
2008). People with lower education tend to support “traditional values, opposition to im-
migration, and defense of the national community” and for them European integration 
could be perceived as a threat to national sovereignty (Hooghe et al. 2002, p. 976).

The results in our study may also support the view of the EU as an elite project  
(cf. Hooghe and Marks 2006; Hyman 2005; Kohli 2000), but we should then keep in 
mind that quite a few Saco member organizations were hesitant to approve of transna-
tional union cooperation. Nevertheless, it appears that organizational as well as educa-
tional elites—if we can use these terms—are relatively more sympathetic to engagement 
in EU issues.
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