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Abstract
This article studies how perceptions of worker-management conflict are shaped by
individual-level and macro-level variables. Drawing upon data from 33 countries from the
2015 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), it uses multilevel models to examine
how individual perceptions of worker-management conflict are affected by social class,
union membership status, and the country-level protection of collective labor rights. The
evidence supports the hypothesis that workers and union members perceive more
conflict than employers and non-union members. The results also show that, as hy-
pothesized, perceived workplace conflict is lower in countries with stronger protection
of workers’ collective rights. Finally, contrary to an initial hypothesis, cross-level in-
teractions suggest that in countries where collective rights are more strongly protected,
union members perceive more worker-management conflict than non-union members.
Contributions to the literature on class and power resources as well as to the recent
debate on the “neoliberal convergence” of industrial relations (IR) systems are discussed.
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Introduction

Conflict is an integral part of industrial relations (IR) systems (Hyman, 1989). Therefore,
the study of its causes and manifestations has occupied a central place in social sciences.
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IR scholars have studied conflict by focusing on various aspects of strike activity (Brandl
and Traxler, 2010; Jansen, 2014), while scholars interested in class inequality have done
so by analyzing how individuals’ class positions and membership in trade unions shape
different (and sometimes opposing) attitudes toward work, employment relations, and
worker-management conflicts (Ringqvist, 2021; Wright, 1997). In the last decades,
scholars have paid special attention to how cross-national differences in labor conflict can
be explained by institutional and political factors. For instance, the literature on neo-
corporatism argues that corporatist IR institutions ameliorate industrial conflict through
arrangements that facilitate centralized bargaining, the formation of powerful and cen-
tralized unions and employer associations, and the integration of unions into policy-
making (Brandl and Traxler, 2010; Siaroff, 1999). Along the same lines, scholars
espousing the power resources approach argue that democratic welfare states reduce class
antagonisms by institutionalizing them in parliamentary politics through the action of
labor parties. This, in turn, produces political outcomes (e.g. strong labor movements) and
distributive outcomes (lower inequality) that ameliorate class disparities and reduce
industrial conflict (Korpi, 1985; Korpi and Shalev, 1979).

Recent investigations on perceived class conflict reaffirm this argument. Through
multilevel methods, they have shown that contextual factors such as trade union density,
corporatism, or welfare state development reduce the perception worker-management
conflict (see, e.g. Edlund and Lindh, 2015; Ringqvist, 2021). In doing so, they have
argued that the national variations identified in prior investigations are crucial for un-
derstanding how people perceive class and employment relations.

In this article I contribute to this research by focusing on a particular aspect of national IR
systems, namely, the laws and regulations governing collective labor rights, that is, the rights
to unionization, collective bargaining, and striking. Scholars distinguish between individual
employment laws and collective labor laws in order to differentiate between provisions on
individual workers’ rights (e.g. working conditions, contract termination, severance pay, leave
policies, etc.) and the regulations governing the collective action of labor organizations—that
is, the organization of labor unions, the rules regarding collective bargaining and strikes,
standards for dialogue between employers andworkers, etc. (Botero et al., 2004; Cook, 2007).
Building upon this distinction, the literature has shown that the legal protection of collective
rights provides workers with institutional resources to organize and mobilize, thereby
contributing to social equality and justice at work (Kerrissey, 2015; Schmalz et al., 2018).
Kerrissey (2015), for example, demonstrates that when collective rights are more strongly
protected, income inequality is lower. In line with the power resources approach, she explains
this relationship by arguing that collective labor rights are fundamental because they enable
worker organizations to press for redistribution (2015: 647).

Surprisingly, the existing research has paid little attention to how collective labor rights affect
individual perceptions of workplace relations. In this article, I fill this gap by studying how
perceptions of worker-management conflict are shaped by individual variables, such as social
class and membership in trade unions, and by the level of protection of workers’ collective
rights. Drawing upon data from 33 countries collected as part of the 2015 ISSP, I use multilevel
models to examine how class position and union membership status affect individual per-
ceptions of workplace conflict. Next, using the index of Freedom of Association and Collective
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Bargaining (FACB) rights proposed by Kucera and Sari (2019), I analyze how these per-
ceptions are shaped by the country-level protection of collective rights. Finally, I study whether
the relationship between class and perceived conflict and between union membership and
perceived conflict differs across countries with varying levels of FACB rights. Consistent with
my hypotheses, the results of the multilevel models show that workers and union members
perceive more conflict than employers and non-union members. Similarly, in line with my
hypothesis, the results indicate that FACB rights are negatively correlated with perceived
worker-management conflict. Nevertheless, in contrast to the hypothesis derived from the
power resources literature, cross-level interactions suggest that in countries where FACB rights
are more strongly protected, union members perceive comparatively more workplace conflict
than non-unionmembers. At the end of the article, I discuss how these findings contribute to the
literatures on class and power resources and to the recent debate on the “neoliberal conver-
gence” of IR systems (Baccaro and Howell, 2017). I argue that, even if we recognize a move
toward neoliberal economics, we should not assume that national differences in IR institutions
are irrelevant to analyzing how people perceive workplace relations.

Class, unions, and workplace conflict

Scholars interested in class have shown that class position is a significant individual-level
determinant of people’s perceptions and attitudes. These scholars have demonstrated, for
example, that those who are in underprivileged positions—working-class or low-income
people—are more likely to hold critical attitudes toward inequality (e.g. to perceive
society as non-meritocratic) and more likely to endorse redistributive policies than those
who are located in a privileged position in the social structure (Langsæther and Evans,
2020). These scholars have also shown that nonmanagerial workers perceive more
workplace conflict and are more likely to oppose capitalist institutions and support
progressive tax measures than employers or high-level managers (Edlund and Lindh,
2015; Svallfors, 2006; Wright, 1997).

Class analysts such as Svallfors (2006) explain these subjective effects of social class
by arguing that classes differ in their attitudes because they have diverging “moral
economies,” that is, different normative dispositions toward distributive justice. Erik O.
Wright (1997), on the other hand, contends that classes represent people’s position in
relations of exploitation and domination. Therefore, he argues, workers are more prone to
hold “anti-capitalist” interests than employers (the exploiting class) and the members of
the middle-class who are located in “contradictory class locations” (that is, positions
where they simultaneously occupy the roles of exploiter and exploited). Wright em-
phasizes that distinguishing between a “capitalist” (property owner) class and non-
property owner classes is crucial to understanding the basic contours of class conflict
because such distinction gives rise to the class boundary between those who hire (and
exploit) workers and those who sell their labor power (and are exploited). In this sense,
Wright’s analysis departs from other approaches to class such as that proposed by Erikson
and Goldthorpe (1992). Based on a conceptualization of employment relations rooted in
the distinction between “service” and “labor” contracts, Erikson and Goldthorpe propose
a class scheme that do not depend on the identification of a “capitalist” (employer) class,
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but rather on the identification of a privileged “service class” made of higher-grade
professionals, managers, and large proprietors.

As for the relationship between union membership and perceived conflict, scholars
have made similar arguments. Compared to their non-union counterparts, unionized
workers not only perceive higher levels of worker-management conflict, but are also more
likely to file grievances and less likely to be loyal to their employers (Lewin and Boroff,
1996; Lincoln and Boothe, 1993; Ringqvist, 2021). Similarly, union members tend to be
less satisfied with their jobs and less committed to the organization’s goals and values than
non-unionized workers (Hipp and Givan, 2015; Laroche, 2016; Lincoln and Boothe,
1993). Furthermore, union members are more “class conscious” and more politicized than
their non-union counterparts (Dixon et al., 2004; Wright, 1997). Therefore, they are more
willing to mobilize against employers and participate in politics than non-union workers
(Dixon et al., 2004; Kerrissey and Schofer, 2018; Rosenfeld, 2014).

This evidence contradicts the argument that unions facilitate the communication
between workers and managements and therefore help ameliorate labor conflict (see, e.g.
Freeman and Medoff (1984)). Lewin (2005: 213) explains this apparent contradiction by
arguing that unions are much more than a channel to communicate workers’ concerns to
management. Unions, according to Lewin, represent the collective voice of their affiliates
and, in the course of that process, build collective power to “win more” at the expenses of
their employers—for example, to win more protective work rules or more money to settle
grievances. Consistent with this, that is, other scholars explain the positive relationship
between union membership and perceived conflict by contending that unions play a key
role in the construction of workplace solidarity (Dixon et al., 2004; Wright, 1997).

In current neoliberal times, different categories of workers—for example, the informal
self-employed and platform workers—work in precarious labor conditions in which they
tend to be isolated from one another and in which their basic rights (most notably, the right
to organize) are not recognized. In these conditions, unions’ capacity to build solidarity is
limited at best (Vandaele, 2018; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). Moreover, for those
who have the right to organize, it is still unclear whether unions cause the “politicization
effects” mentioned above or reinforce the attitudes of workers who are already more
politicized prior to joining a union. However, in a recent longitudinal study Hadziabdic
and Baccaro (2020) demonstrate that union membership produces “maturation effects”—
that is, it strengthens workers’ politicization—which, once they are assimilated by
workers, are unlikely to disappear after leaving the union.

Based on the evidence outlined above, the following hypotheses can be proposed:

H1.1: The perception of worker-management conflict is higher among people located in
the working class (or in an adjacent class position) than among individuals located in the
managerial or self-employed classes (employers or petite bourgeoisie).
H1.2: The perception of worker-management conflict is higher among union members
than among non-union members.
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Class politics, labor rights, and conflict

Comparative research has explained cross-national differences in the protection of
workers’ rights by analyzing how labor policies are an outcome of class politics, that is, an
outcome of the political struggle between class-based actors such as employers, unions,
and parties (Cook, 2007; Korpi, 1985). Scholars espousing the power resource approach
argue that when the linkages between unions and center-left parties are strong, unions
have more opportunities to influence the policymaking process and protective labor
legislation is more likely to pass (Cook, 2007; Korpi, 2006; Raess et al., 2018).

Without denying that labor policy is an outcome of class politics, scholarly research
has also argued that labor policy is a mechanism in its own right. Once established, labor
policy has “feedback effects” (Pierson, 1993) as it produces resources and incentives that
shape the alternatives available for actors to pursue their interests (Cook, 2007). From this
point of view, labor policy is a crucial “institutional” power resource: when workers’
collective labor rights are protected by law, unions’ bargaining power is greater, and
workers have more resources to organize and mobilize (Schmalz et al., 2018). In this
sense, collective labor rights represent “workers legal and practical ability to organize in
unions, bargain collectively, and engage in protest” (Kerrissey, 2015: 627).

Emphasizing this latter aspect of labor policy, scholarly research has suggested that
when collective labor rights are more strongly protected, industrial conflict is lower.
Focusing largely on IRs in Europe, this research shows that the extension of collective
labor rights was closely related to the consolidation of neo-corporatist institutions during
the second half of the 20th century. Neo-corporatist institutions were designed to
ameliorate class conflict by reducing workers’ need for open confrontation with em-
ployers (Korpi and Shalev, 1979). To do so, corporatist institutions facilitate the political
inclusion of workers through centralized bargaining and state-sponsored pacts between
employer associations and powerful and hierarchically organized unions (Brandl and
Traxler, 2010; Kenworthy, 2003; Korpi and Shalev, 1979; Siaroff, 1999). This in turn
enables unions to influence the policymaking process, and provides them with the power
to exchange wage moderation for the promise of full employment, labor protections,
redistributive policies, and welfare spending (Hicks and Kenworthy, 1998; Kerrissey,
2015; Korpi, 1985).

Corporatist institutions have similar effects on strike activity. In corporatist economies,
centralized bargaining reduces strike activity by lessening the uncertainty during the
bargaining process and by rising union leaders’ awareness of the economic effects of
“excessive” wage increases—most notably, inflation and unemployment (Brandl and
Traxler, 2010; Calmfors and Driffill, 1988). Additionally, corporatist IR institutions
decrease individual unions’ propensity to strike through regulations that limit inter-union
competition for members and bargaining outcomes (Akkerman, 2008; Jansen, 2014). In
short, in corporatist systems where labor rights are more strongly protected, IRs are less
conflictual and strike prone than in decentralized systems, that is, liberal market econ-
omies, where collective labor rights are less developed (Akkerman, 2008; Brandl and
Traxler, 2010; Jansen, 2014; Kerrissey and Schofer, 2018).

Pérez Ahumada 201



To my knowledge, no research has analyzed how cross-national differences in the
scope and extension of collective labor rights affect individual perceptions of workplace
conflict. Nevertheless, consistent with the power resources argument, recent investiga-
tions show that in countries where collective labor rights are more strongly protected—
most notably, countries with corporatist IR institutions, the aggregate perceptions of
worker-management conflict are lower (Edlund and Lindh, 2015; Ringqvist, 2021).
Ringqvist (2021), for example, demonstrates that the existence of corporatist regulations
that protect unions’ right to be involved in policy formulation is negatively correlated with
perceptions of worker-management conflict. Similarly, others have suggested that when
IR institutions promote centralized bargaining, and by extension when unions’ bargaining
power is stronger, workers are more likely to have higher levels of job autonomy and
security, and are more satisfied with the material aspects of their work (e.g. income and
advancement opportunities) (Edlund and Grönlund, 2010; Esser and Olsen, 2012; Hipp
and Givan, 2015). In these contexts, working conditions are better for workers, and these
may perceive IRs as less conflictual (Ringqvist, 2021).

Over the last decade, some scholars have argued that countries are converging around a
common trajectory of liberalization. This has involved the “disorganization” of econ-
omies, the expansion of employers’ discretion in IRs and labor markets, and the decline of
union membership rates (Baccaro and Howell, 2017; Streeck, 2009). Without denying the
effects of neoliberalism on IRs, other scholars have insisted that national institutional
differences continue to be important for explaining workplace relations. They have
shown, for example, that in corporatist or coordinated market economies, unions have
more power to defend protective labor policies and to resist employers’ attempts to
increase work intensity (Adăscăliţei et al., 2021; Rathgeb, 2018).

Following these findings, it can then be posited that:

H2: When collective rights are more strongly protected, the perceptions of worker-
management conflict are lower.

The moderating effects of collective labor rights

No research has studied whether the country-level protection of collective rights
moderates the relationship between class (or union membership) and perceptions of
worker-management conflict. However, recent studies suggest that there are significant
interaction effects between political-institutional contextual factors and individual-level
variables such as class and union membership. Edlund and Lindh (2015) show that in
more developed welfare states, class attitudes toward redistribution are more polarized
than in countries where the welfare state is less developed. They explain this significant
interaction effect by contending that welfare states politicize inequality and redistribution,
thereby enhancing class differences in attitudes. While not using multilevel modeling,
class analysts such as Wright (1997: 433–440) and Svallfors (2006: 74) reach similar
conclusions. They show that in more developed welfare states, workers are more “class
conscious” because left parties and unions are more powerful (Wright, 1997). This not
only politicizes market inequality, but also makes workers more likely to interpret their
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experiences as “members of a collective” with certain interests rather than as “atomized
market actors” (Svallfors, 2006: 74).

Nevertheless, recent investigations focusing specifically on worker-management
conflict suggest that the relationship between these micro- and macro-level variables
may be the opposite (see, e.g. Edlund and Lindh, 2015; Ringqvist, 2021). In a recent study
of perceptions of worker-management conflict, Ringqvist (2021: 141) found a negative
(but insignificant) interaction effect between trade union density and individual union
membership. This suggests that stronger union power may reduce the positive effect of
union membership on people’s perceptions of labor conflict. On the other hand, in their
study of union membership and political participation, Kerrissey and Schofer (2018)
found significant negative interaction effects between corporatism and individual union
membership. This implies that although union members are more likely to participate in
disruptive political actions (e.g. strikes) than non-union members, the effect of union
membership is smaller in corporatist countries. According to Kerrissey and Schofer, this
finding supports the argument that corporatist institutions favor the political inclusion of
trade unions and, in doing so, reduce the need for confrontation between workers and
employers (see also Cebolla-Boado and Ortiz, 2014).

Based on this evidence, two hypotheses can be formulated:

H3.1: The association between class location and perceptions of worker-management
conflict is negatively moderated by collective labor rights. In countries where collective
rights are more strongly protected, the positive effect of class location (e.g., of being a
worker) is smaller than in countries where these rights are weakly protected.
H3.2: The association between union membership and perceptions of worker-
management is negatively moderated by collective labor rights. In countries where
collective rights are more strongly protected, the positive effect of union membership is
smaller than where these rights are weakly protected.

Data and methods

For this article, I analyzed data from the ISSP 2015, module “Work orientations.” I
restricted my analysis to 33 countries with data on the contextual variable of interest
(collective labor rights). My sample of countries included liberal market economies (e.g.
the UK, and U.S.), coordinated market economies (e.g. Austria, Germany, Iceland, and
Sweden), other continental or southern European nations (e.g. France and Spain), and
emerging economies from Latin American (Chile, Mexico), Central or Eastern Europe
(e.g. Croatia and Poland), and Asia (Taiwan) (see Table A1, Appendix).

After listwise deletion, my sample included 19,538 individuals nested in 33 countries.
Although the number of level-2 units (countries) is not exceptionally large, it is large
enough to provide reliable estimates from multilevel linear models (Bryan and Jenkins,
2015: 19).

Pérez Ahumada 203



Method: multilevel analysis

The hypotheses that lead this study were tested using multilevel linear models (MLMs).
MLMs are appropriate when we are interested in analyzing the relationship between a
dependent variable (in this case, perceived worker-management conflict) and variables
that measure attributes of both individuals (level-1 units) and countries (level-2 units). In
fact, unlike fixed-effect regressions, MLMs allow for examining the relationship between
variables controlling for appropriate country-level predictors (Bryan and Jenkins, 2015).

In this article I did so by estimating several random-intercept linear models with
individual- and country-levels variables. I also fit models with random slopes for the two
individual-level variables of interests, class and union membership. These models al-
lowed me to analyze whether the relationship between the level-1 independent variables
and the dependent variable varied across countries. The results of these analyses sug-
gested that the models with random slopes for class were too complex to be supported by
the data (i.e. to estimate the random coefficients precisely). They also suggested that the
random slopes for class did not improve the models’ fit. Compared to the random-
intercept models, these models had higher AIC and BIC values. By contrast, I found that
the models with a random slope for union membership fit the data better (i.e. had lower
AIC and BIC values) than the random intercept models (chi-square tests of deviance,
p-value < .001). For this reason, in addition to presenting the MLMs with random in-
tercepts, Table 2 only reports the models with a random slope for union membership (the
models with random slopes for class are available by request).

Finally, I estimated models with cross-level interactions. This was key to fulfilling the
goals of this article as two of the hypotheses described above (H3.1 and H3.2) refer to the
existence of interaction effects between the class location/union membership and col-
lective labor rights.

All the models were estimated using the lme4 package in R (Bates et al., 2015).

Dependent variable

The dependent variable is “Perception of worker-management conflict,” and was mea-
sured through the following five-point Likert-type question: In general, how would you
describe relations at your workplace between management and employees? (1. Very good
to 5. Very bad). This question does not directly measure worker-management conflict, nor
does it distinguish between “individual” and “collective” conflicts—for example, be-
tween workers’ individual misbehavior and workers’ participation in collective actions.
However, this variable seems appropriate to analyze perceived workplace conflict because
it focuses on the respondents’ own workplace experiences (more specifically, on their
perceptions about the quality of employee-management relations).

To facilitate interpretation, I followed prior research and transformed this scale into a 0
to 100 score (see, e.g. Edlund and Lindh, 2015: 317). Higher scores denote higher
perceptions of conflict.

In robustness checks, I treated the dependent variable as a five-level ordinal scale and
as a three-level ordinal scale (1. Very good or quite good relations, 2. Neither good nor
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bad, 3. Very bad or quite bad relations). Using the meologit command in Stata, I estimated
multilevel ordered logistic models. These models, available upon request, produced the
same results as the MLMs reported here.

The descriptive statistics for this variable and the independent variables are shown in
Table 1.

Individual-level independent variables: social class and union membership

Social class was measured through a modified version of the scheme proposed by Wright
(1997). This scheme distinguishes class locations on the basis of three criteria: (1) the
private ownership of means of production; (2) the level of skills; and (3) the possession of
“organizational assets” (authority) within the production process.

Within the first criterion—ownership of means of production, I distinguished between:
(1). Employers (owners of firms with 10 or more employees); (2). Small employers (with
between 1 and nine employees); and (3). Petty bourgeoisie (self-employed).

Based on the second criterion (skill level) and third criterion (authority), I created six
categories of salaried class position. In relation to skill levels, I distinguished wage earners
according to their condition as experts, skilled laborers, or unskilled laborers. To do so, I
used the ISCO-08 codes aggregated to two digits. Then, I corrected the “experts” category
for education levels so experts were those employed in occupations belonging to ISCO
groups from 10 to 26 who had also completed some post-secondary education. Finally, the
“authority” dimension allowed me to differentiate between managers/supervisors and
wage earners without supervisory authority. The ISSP dataset does not offer distinctions
between the three authority levels proposed byWright (1997: 74–90). However, it at least
distinguishes between those who worked in a supervisory capacity and those who did not.
Taking all these criteria into account, the six categories created to differentiate salaried
class locations were (4) expert managers, (5) nonmanagerial experts, (6) skilled su-
pervisors, (7) unskilled supervisors, (8) skilled workers, and (9) unskilled workers. Taken
together with the three business owner categories described above, my class schema
contains nine class positions total.

As noted above, this schema includes a “Petty bourgeoise” class formed by people who
neither hire employees nor work for a direct employer. This implies that these re-
spondents’ perceptions of employee-management relations are not based on their actual
workplace experiences, but presumably on other subjective processes (e.g. desirability,
past experiences, etc.). In spite of this, I decided to keep this class category because it
allowed me to analyze whether the self-employed hold more “conservative” views than
salaried workers, as suggested in recent investigations (Langsæther and Evans, 2020).

Union membershipwas measured with a dummy variable (1 = union member; 0 = non-
union member).

Following recent research, my analyses also included the following sociodemo-
graphic controls: age (in years), gender (0 = male; 1 = female), and sector of em-
ployment (0 = public; 1 = private).
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Country-level independent variable: collective labor rights

I used the index of Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining (FACB) rights,
developed by Kucera and Sari (2019). The FACB rights index is widely used in empirical
research because it provides a comparable measurement of country-level trade union
rights (Kerrissey, 2015; Vadlamannati, 2015). Based on the textual analysis of nine
sources, including national labor legislations, ILO reports and other sources, Kucera and
Sari’s index is constructed through the coding of 108 labor rights violations under five
categories: (1) Fundamental civil liberties, (2) right of workers to establish and join
organizations, (3) other union activities, (4) right to collective bargaining, and (5) right to
strike. The coding process is done by experts who are asked to evaluate the 108 rights
violations for each country. During the process, distinct criteria for violations of labor
rights in law (de jure) and in practice (de facto) are applied. Additionally, the evaluation of
each labor rights violation is weighted according to its severity (Kucera and Sari, 2019:
426–427). This results in a normalized 0 to 10 scale, with higher scores representing
worse de jure or de facto labor rights. To facilitate interpretation, in this article I reversed
the scale so that higher scores denote more protective labor laws and practices.

Following recent literature (Edlund and Lindh, 2015; Ringqvist, 2021), my models
controlled for income inequality (Gini index, data obtained from the World Inequality
Dataset [WID]). In alternative models, I also controlled for GDP per capita to assess
whether the impact of FACB rights remains after controlling for differences in economic
development/affluence. The results of these models did not differ from the results reported
here.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

N Mean St. Dev. Min Max

Perceptions of worker-management conflict 19,538 27.45 22.75 0 100
1. Employers 19,538 0.01 0.09 0 1
2. Small employers 19,538 0.03 0.17 0 1
3. Petite bourgeoisie 19,538 0.08 0.28 0 1
4. Expert managers 19,538 0.04 0.19 0 1
5. Nonmanagerial experts 19,538 0.06 0.23 0 1
6. Skilled supervisors 19,538 0.12 0.33 0 1
7. Unskilled supervisors 19,538 0.07 0.25 0 1
8. Skilled workers 19,538 0.22 0.41 0 1
9. Unskilled workers 19,538 0.37 0.48 0 1
Union membership 19,538 0.23 0.42 0 1
Female 19,538 0.49 0.50 0 1
Age 19,538 42.85 12.72 15 95
Private sector 19,538 0.72 0.45 0 1
FACB rights 19,538 7.49 2.07 2.32 10.00
Gini 19,538 34.51 7.60 25.40 63.00
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To simplify comparison across models, the country-level variables were transformed
into Z-scores before being entered in the models.

Empirical analysis

Table 2 presents the results of several MLMs. Following the standard practice, I first fit an
empty model (M0), which suggested that approximately 5% of the variance in the de-
pendent variable is explained by differences between countries (ICC = 0.044).

The coefficients from models 1 (M1) through 5 (M5) show that class position and
union membership are significant predictors of the level of perceived worker-management
conflict. In the two cases, the effect is statistically significant (p-value < .001) and in the
direction hypothesized: workers and union members score higher than employers or non-
union members on the 0-100 scale of perceived conflict. This supports hypotheses 1.1 and
1.2.

To illustrate graphically the effect of class and union membership, I used the ggeffects
package in R (Lüdecke, 2021) and plotted the marginal effects (predicted values) of these
two variables. To do so, I used the coefficients from M1, holding the other variables
constant at their mean (quantitative variables) or reference categories (categorical var-
iables). The results are presented in Figure 1. Panel A of Figure 1 shows that, on average,
skilled and unskilled workers score around 10 points higher than employers on the 0–100
scale of perceived conflict. Likewise, Panel B indicates that, on average, unionized
workers score around five points higher on the scale of perceived conflict than non-union
members. It must be noted that the differences between classes and between union and
non-union members are not large. Furthermore, in the case of union membership the
difference is even smaller. However, the coefficient for unionization is statistically
significant. Thus, the alternative hypothesis should be accepted despite the overlap in the
confidence intervals (see Schenker and Gentleman, 2001).

Regarding collective labor rights, the coefficients indicate that there is a negative
relationship between them and perceived conflict. In other words, in countries where
collective labor rights are more strongly protected, the aggregate perceptions of worker-
management conflict are lower. This relationship is statistically significant in most models
(p-value < .1), which supports hypothesis 2.

As stated in the methodological section, the comparison between the random intercept
and random slope models suggested that, unlike the models with random slopes for class,
the models with a random slope for union membership fit the data better than the models
without it. This suggests that, unlike the relationship between class and perceived conflict,
the relationship between union membership and perceived conflict varies across coun-
tries. Consistent with this finding, the coefficients of M3 show that the cross-level in-
teraction between FACB rights and class is insignificant. This implies that hypothesis 3.1
cannot be accepted. By contrast, M4 and M5 indicate that the interaction between
collective rights and union membership status is statistically significant (p-value < .1).
However, in contrast to hypothesis 3.2, this interaction is positive, meaning that the
positive effect of being a union member on perceived conflict is larger in countries where
labor rights are more protected. Thus, hypothesis 3.2 should be rejected.

Pérez Ahumada 207



T
ab

le
2.

M
ul
til
ev
el

lin
ea
r
m
od

el
s
pr
ed
ic
tin

g
pe
rc
ep
tio

ns
of

w
or
ke
r-
m
an
ag
em

en
t
co
nfl

ic
t
in

33
co
un

tr
ie
s
(2
01

5)
:m

ai
n
an
d
in
te
ra
ct
io
n
ef
fe
ct
s

(s
ta
nd

ar
d
er
ro
rs

in
pa
re
nt
he
se
s)
.

M
0:

em
pt
y
m
od

el
M
1:

ra
nd
om

in
te
rc
ep
ts

M
2:

ra
nd
om

sl
op

es
M
3:

ra
nd
om

in
te
rc
ep
ts

M
4:

ra
nd
om

in
te
rc
ep
ts

M
5:

ra
nd
om

sl
op

es

C
la
ss

lo
ca
tio

n
(r
ef
.:
Em

pl
oy
er
s)

2.
Sm

al
l

em
pl
oy
er
s

1.
48
6
(1
.9
66
)

1.
24
4
(1
.9
64
)

1.
18
8
(2
.0
32
)

1.
41
2
(1
.9
66
)

1.
22
6
(1
.9
64
)

3.
Pe
tit
e

bo
ur
ge
oi
si
e

4.
06
1*

(1
.8
27
)

3.
79
5*

(1
.8
25
)

2.
96
5
(1
.8
89
)

3.
93
6*

(1
.8
28
)

3.
75
5*

(1
.8
26
)

4.
Ex
pe
rt

m
an
ag
er
s

9.
07
8*
**

(1
.9
33
)

8.
81
1*
**

(1
.9
31
)

9.
25
0*
**

(2
.0
14
)

8.
95
3*
**

(1
.9
33
)

8.
76
7*
**

(1
.9
31
)

5.
N
on
m
an
ag
er
ial

ex
pe
rt
s

10
.5
03
**
*
(1
.8
85
)

10
.2
66
**
*
(1
.8
85
)

10
.6
51
**
*
(1
.9
53
)

10
.3
57
**
*
(1
.8
86
)

10
.2
17
**
*
(1
.8
85
)

6.
Sk
ill
ed

su
pe
rv
is
or
s

9.
18
0*
**

(1
.8
04
)

8.
94
3*
**

(1
.8
03
)

9.
25
3*
**

(1
.8
51
)

9.
06
4*
**

(1
.8
05
)

8.
90
3*
**

(1
.8
03
)

7.
U
ns
ki
lle
d

su
pe
rv
is
or
s

10
.3
19
**
*
(1
.8
48
)

10
.0
53
**
*
(1
.8
47
)

10
.3
99
**
*
(1
.8
93
)

10
.2
01
**
*
(1
.8
49
)

10
.0
15
**
*
(1
.8
47
)

8.
Sk
ill
ed

w
or
ke
rs

10
.9
98
**
*
(1
.7
84
)

10
.7
24
**
*
(1
.7
83
)

11
.1
17
**
*
(1
.8
31
)

10
.8
64
**
*
(1
.7
84
)

10
.6
80
**
*
(1
.7
83
)

9.
U
ns
ki
lle
d

w
or
ke
rs

12
.1
18
**
*
(1
.7
68
)

11
.7
67
**
*
(1
.7
67
)

12
.2
93
**
*
(1
.8
15
)

11
.9
63
**
*
(1
.7
68
)

11
.7
17
**
*
(1
.7
67
)

U
ni
on
m
em

be
rs
hi
p

Y
es

4.
92
3*
**

(0
.4
35
)

4.
68
6*
**

(0
.8
08
)

4.
76
6*
**

(0
.4
35
)

4.
72
2*
**

(0
.4
41
)

4.
61
8*
**

(0
.7
93
)

C
on

tr
ol
s

A
ge

�0
.0
26
*
(0
.0
13
)

�0
.0
27
*
(0
.0
13
)

�0
.0
27
*
(0
.0
13
)

�0
.0
26
*
(0
.0
13
)

�0
.0
27
*
(0
.0
13
)

Fe
m
al
e

�0
.4
98

(0
.3
23
)

�0
.5
47

†
(0
.3
23
)

�0
.5
75
†
(0
.3
23
)

�0
.5
11

(0
.3
23
)

�0
.5
49

†
(0
.3
23
)

Pr
iv
at
e
se
ct
or

�0
.6
03

(0
.3
85
)

�0
.5
77

(0
.3
86
)

�0
.5
81

(0
.3
85
)

�0
.6
14

(0
.3
85
)

�0
.5
81

(0
.3
86
)

Co
nt
ex
tu
al

va
ria
bl
es

FA
C
B
ri
gh
ts

(z
-s
co
re
)

�1
.5
34

†
(0
.9
15
)

�1
.7
39
*
(0
.8
74
)

�2
.2
71

(1
.7
97
)

�1
.7
52
†
(0
.9
29
)

�1
.6
80

†
(0
.8
79
)

G
in
i(
z-
sc
or
e)

�2
.2
17
*
(0
.9
12
)

�2
.1
54
*
(0
.8
71
)

�2
.1
69
*
(0
.9
25
)

�2
.1
71
*
(0
.9
23
)

�2
.1
42
*
(0
.8
75
)

(c
on
tin
ue
d)

208 European Journal of Industrial Relations 29(3)



T
ab

le
2.

(c
on

tin
ue
d)

M
0:

em
pt
y
m
od

el
M
1:

ra
nd
om

in
te
rc
ep
ts

M
2:

ra
nd
om

sl
op

es
M
3:

ra
nd
om

in
te
rc
ep
ts

M
4:

ra
nd
om

in
te
rc
ep
ts

M
5:

ra
nd
om

sl
op

es

Cr
os
s-
le
ve
l

in
te
ra
ct
io
ns

Sm
al
l

em
pl
oy
er
s*

FA
C
B
rig
ht
s

�0
.7
97

(1
.7
47
)

Pe
tit
e

bo
ur
ge
oi
sie

*
FA

C
B
rig
ht
s

�1
.6
46

(1
.6
13
)

Ex
pe
rt

m
an
ag
er
s*

FA
C
B
ri
gh
ts

0.
77
4
(1
.9
73
)

N
on
m
an
ag
er
ia
l

ex
pe
rt
s*

FA
C
B
rig
ht
s

0.
97
3
(1
.7
75
)

Sk
ill
ed su
pe
rv
iso

rs
*

FA
C
B
rig
ht
s

1.
10
6
(1
.6
40
)

U
ns
ki
lle
d

su
pe
rv
iso

rs
*

FA
C
B
rig
ht
s

1.
73
9
(1
.6
87
)

Sk
ill
ed

w
or
ke
rs
*

FA
C
B
rig
ht
s

1.
56
5
(1
.5
94
)

U
ns
ki
lle
d

w
or
ke
rs
*

FA
C
B
ri
gh
ts

1.
28
6
(1
.5
74
)

U
ni
on

m
em

be
r*

FA
C
B
rig
ht
s

1.
20
0*
*
(0
.4
66
)

1.
35
0†

(0
.8
17
)

C
on

st
an
t

27
.5
38
**
*
(0
.8
51
)

18
.0
96
**
*
(2
.0
52
)

18
.4
69
**
*
(2
.0
35
)

17
.9
84
**
*
(2
.0
95
)

18
.1
87
**
*
(2
.0
55
)

18
.4
96
**
*
(2
.0
37
)

R
an
do

m
ef
fe
ct
s

In
te
rc
ep
t

22
.9
72

19
.4
85

17
.5
40

20
.0
45

19
.9
54

17
.7
17

R
es
id
ua
l

49
4.
26
2

48
2.
38
1

48
0.
66
1

48
1.
55
9

48
2.
22
5

48
0.
64
5 (c

on
tin
ue
d)
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Using the ggeffects package in R (Lüdecke, 2021), I plotted the marginal effects for the
interaction between FACB rights and union membership presented in M5. The results are
shown in Figure 2. The figure shows the predicted values in the 0–100 scale of perceived
worker-management conflict for non-union and union members, in countries with
“strong” and “weak” FACB rights (“strong” and “weak” FACB rights are represented by a
score of 2 standard deviations above/below the mean). Figure 2 indicates that in countries
with weak FACB rights, the difference between union and non-union members is smaller
than in countries where FACB rights are more robust. In countries with weak FACB
rights, the average scores of non-union and union members are, respectively, 20.7 and
22.6, while in countries with strong FACB rights they are 13.9 and 21.3. Like in Panel B
of Figure 1, in Figure 2 the confidence intervals overlap. However, the fact that the
coefficient for the interaction is statistically significant means that the alternative hy-
pothesis should be accepted.

Discussion

The results presented above are consistent with Wright’s (1997) claim about the “antago-
nistic” nature of class and employment relations. According to Wright (1997: 20), employers
do not simply own the means of production and hire workers, they also dominate them to
extract and appropriate the fruit of their effort (see also Thompson and Smith, 2010). This
results in the formation of antagonistic interests between classes—that is, mutually opposed

Figure 1. Marginal effects of class and union membership.
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interests regarding how classes secure their economic welfare and enhance their economic
power (Wright, 1997), which represents a crucial mechanism that links people’s objective
class position with their subjective perceptions and attitudes. These antagonistic interests
explain, in effect, why workers who are hired and dominated within production relations
perceive more worker-management conflict than employers who hire and dominate them.

This finding has theoretical and empirical implications. Decades ago, analysts sug-
gested that distinguishing a “capitalist” (property owner) class was no longer relevant to
identifying the contours of the “privileged” classes (see, e.g. Erikson and Goldthorpe,
1992). As stated above, Wright departs from this assumption, noting that identifying a
“capitalist” class continues to be important for analyzing exploitation, and thereby class
antagonisms. In line with Wright’s argument, the results presented here suggest that
distinguishing between property owner and non-owner classes is key to understanding
variations in individuals’ perceptions of worker-management conflict. The similarities in
the level of conflict perceived by large and small employers indicates, in effect, that rather
than the size of the firm owned, what really shapes how property owners perceive labor
relations is the very fact of being an employer, that is, the fact of owning a firm, hiring
workers, and dominating them within production.

The importance of the property ownership/non-ownership distinction is also reflected
in the comparatively low scores of the petite bourgeoisie. Recent research shows that the
autonomy of the self-employed reinforces their individualistic attitudes and enhances
their pro-business views (Langsæther and Evans, 2020). The evidence presented here is
consistent with this argument, showing that the solo self-employed have perceptions of
conflict that are more similar to those of the employers than to those of the salaried classes.
That said, it is likely that this explanation holds only for the “traditional” segments of the
self-employed class. In the current neoliberal context, platform and gig workers are
legally defined as solo self-employed, although their work is highly controlled through
platform algorithms. Moreover, despite the individualistic nature of their jobs and their
precarious work situations, some of these workers have successfully organized, im-
proving their labor conditions through collective action (Kougiannou and Mendonça,

Figure 2. Marginal effects of the interaction between collective labor rights and union
membership.
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2021; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). Further research should clarify to what extent
these two segments of the self-employed class differ in their perceptions of worker-
management conflict.

As for union membership, the results concur with previous research showing that
unions make workers more aware of the conflicting interests between them and employers
(Ringqvist, 2021). The Marxist approach to IRs argues that unions arise as a collective
response by workers to their subordinate position in the relations of production (Hyman
1989). Therefore, at the micro-level they are expected to increase the oppositional at-
titudes among union members (see also Wright, 1997). In line with this argument, my
results indicate that unions are class-based organizations that build working-class soli-
darity and collective power, thereby strengthening the oppositional consciousness of
workers. In doing so, my results provide new evidence contradicting the theory that
unions facilitate the articulation of workplace grievances and thereby ameliorate workers’
perceptions of conflict (see also Lewin, 2005). As stated in the literature review section,
the available evidence is inconclusive regarding whether unions reinforce or cause these
types of subjective effects (see, e.g. Hadziabdic and Baccaro, 2020). The data and
methods used here do not allowme to address this question, nor is the goal of this article to
do so. Nevertheless, the results of the MLMs show that unions continue to be correlated
with important subjective outcomes despite the fact that trade union membership rates
have declined in most countries (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2018).

Similarly, the significant and negative relationship between FACB rights and perceived
conflict confirms previous research arguing that collective rights are an important “in-
stitutional” power resource for workers (Schmalz et al., 2018). Prior research suggests that
collective labor rights enable unions to improve working conditions for workers, thereby
creating less conflictual IRs (Esser and Olsen, 2012; Ringqvist, 2021). My findings add
weight to this argument. Building upon the power resources approach, my findings
suggest that collective labor rights can reduce perceived worker-management conflict by
increasing workers’ power to press for redistribution. This can occur either directly
through market mechanisms (e.g. by increasing unions’ bargaining power vis-à-vis
employers) or indirectly through political processes (e.g. by augmenting unions’ power to
push for state redistributive policies) (Kerrissey, 2015; Korpi and Shalev, 1979). In either
case, the implication is that when unions are stronger, the aggregate perceptions worker-
management conflict are lower.

This finding, along with the significant effect of union membership discussed above,
help to understand why unions are sometimes described as “ambivalent” organizations.
According to Hyman (1989: 78–79), such ambivalence is reflected in the fact that unions
can increase class consciousness but, at the same time, serve as vehicles to institutionalize
class compromise. The power resources approach explains this mixed function of unions
arguing that unions’ growth and development is closely related to the institutionalization
of class conflict through corporatist arrangements and welfare state expansion (Edlund
and Lindh, 2015; Korpi and Shalev, 1979). My evidence demonstrates that this am-
bivalent nature of unions can be explained by distinguishing between individual and
contextual levels of analyses. At the micro-level unions increase industrial conflict by
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reinforcing the oppositional attitudes of workers, whereas at the macro-level unions
ameliorate it by reducing the aggregate perceptions of worker-management conflict.

The significant effects of FACB rights also add nuance to “convergence” thesis, which
states that neoliberal globalization has essentially blurred the divide between national IR
systems. The scholars espousing this view have rightly shown how in several countries
neoliberalism has been associated with a general decline of union membership rates and
strike activity, as well as with the decentralization of collective bargaining (Baccaro and
Howell, 2017; Streeck, 2009). Without denying these effects of neoliberal policies, the
results of the MLMs suggest that national differences in labor institutions—particularly in
extent to which they protect collective rights—continue to be crucial for explaining
variations in workplace conflict.

The results of the cross-level interactions provide more evidence for this latter ar-
gument. However, the interaction effect between FACB rights and union membership is
contrary to what can be deduced from the literature on power resources and neo-
corporatism. Instead, this effect is more consistent with recent research suggesting
that industrial actions are more frequent when labor regulations protect the bargaining
position of workers (see, e.g. Belloc, 2021). This interaction effect also concurs with the
argument developed by class analysts such as Wright (1997) and Svallfors (2006). As
stated above, these authors argue that union power “politicizes” class relations and foster
partisan attitudes among workers, which reinforces their perceptions of class conflict. My
evidence demonstrates, however, that FACB rights increase the level of perceived conflict
only among unionized workers relative to their non-unionized counterparts, not among all
workers relative to, say, employers.

Conclusion

Drawing upon data from 33 countries, in this article I analyzed how perceptions of
worker-management conflict are shaped by individual-level and macro-level variables. I
presented evidence that supports the argument that class and membership in unions are
crucial for understanding workplace conflict in contemporary society (see also Edlund
and Lindh, 2015; Ringqvist, 2021). Additionally, I showed that workplace conflict is also
affected by national differences in labor institutions, as expressed in the extent to which
they protect collective rights. Furthermore, I demonstrated that cross-national differences
in the protection of workers’ rights moderate the relationship between union membership
and perceived worker-management conflict.

These findings have important theoretical implications. They imply that we should
adopt a more nuanced approach toward the “neoliberal convergence” debate. Even
recognizing that countries have moved toward more “disorganized” political economies
in which unions have a weakened position vis-à-vis employers (Baccaro and Howell,
2017; Streeck, 2009), we should not conclude that national differences in labor rights have
faded away, let alone that these differences are not important for analyzing workplace
conflict. Consistent with this, that is, the evidence presented here showed that there is a
negative and statistically significant relationship between collective labor rights and the
aggregate perceptions of worker-management conflict.
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That said, an important caveat should be kept in mind. Contrary to my hypothesis, the
results of the MLMs indicated that the interaction between FACB and union membership
was positive. In other words, they suggested that the positive effect of being a union
member on perceived conflict is larger in countries where labor rights are more protected.
This implies that the function of the institutional arrangements established in the golden
era of welfare capitalism to reduce industrial conflict may have been changing in the past
few decades. Prior research has argued that these arrangements provided unions with
institutional power resources that enabled them to push for redistribution without the need
to resort to disruptive actions (e.g. strikes). Despite this, the results of the MLMs
suggested that when these arrangements protect workers’ collective rights, unions
members perceive more worker-management conflict than non-union members. As stated
above, a possible explanation can lie in the ambivalent nature of unions (Hyman, 1989): at
the macro-level unions can help reduce conflict even though, at the micro-level, they can
increase the oppositional views of union members.

In this article, I contributed to the understanding of this “ambivalence” by clearly
distinguishing between the micro- and macro-level effects of unions. Further studies with
longitudinal data should investigate whether these effects have changed after the move
toward neoliberalism. Over the past three decades, many countries have witnessed the
emergence of a powerful business class eager to liberalize national IR systems (Baccaro
and Howell, 2017). Neoliberal ideology has permeated center-left parties and union-party
ties have weakened (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2018). My findings suggest that
these changes may have eroded corporatist institutions’ capacity to reduce industrial
conflict. Longitudinal studies can help to clarify whether this is actually the case.

Finally, this article demonstrated that class position has significant effects on how
people perceive labor relations. The increased inequality resulting from neoliberal
policies goes far to explain why the main hypotheses derived from the work of Marxist
class analysts such asWright (1997) remain valid despite the weakness of organized labor.
Future studies should interrogate how, in these contexts, the class differences in the
attitudes toward workplace relations found in this article can translate into collective
action (e.g. into the emergence of revitalized labor movements). My findings indicate that
the degree of protection of workers’ collective rights is a central aspect of IRs. Therefore,
implementing actions to strengthen institutional power resources should be an essential
part of any strategy for trade union renewal.
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Appendix

Table A1. Perceptions of worker-management conflict and FACB rights by country.

Perceived worker-management conflict FACB rights

AU-Australia 31.3 5.81
AT-Austria 20.5 9.62
BE-Belgium 33.5 8.72
CL-Chile 23.7 7.07
CN-China 31.4 3.94
TW-Taiwan 23.2 3.94
HR-Croatia 27.6 8.15
CZ-Czech Republic 30.5 7.66
EE-Estonia 28.8 8.91
FI-Finland 29.7 10.0
FR-France 37.9 8.56
DE-Germany 22.5 8.68
HU-Hungary 28.0 6.90
IS-Iceland 24.3 9.65
IN-India 24.6 3.39
IL-Israel 21.8 8.56
JP-Japan 38.3 8.52
LV-Latvia 23.5 8.94
LT-Lithuania 30.3 8.44
MX-Mexico 21.7 5.61
NZ-New Zealand 23.5 7.41
NO-Norway 30.3 9.83
PH-Philippines 25.3 2.32
PL-Poland 34.3 5.72
RU-Russia 31.3 5.33
SK-Slovak republic 26.7 10.0
SI-Slovenia 33.9 9.64
ZA-South Africa 21.5 7.21
ES-Spain 24.6 8.60
SE-Sweden 31.4 9.27
CH-Switzerland 20.7 8.73
GB-Great Britain/United Kingdom 26.2 8.35
US-United States 26.2 5.10

Pérez Ahumada 219


	Class politics, collective labor rights, and worker
	Introduction
	Class, unions, and workplace conflict
	Class politics, labor rights, and conflict
	The moderating effects of collective labor rights
	Data and methods
	Method: multilevel analysis
	Dependent variable
	Individual
	Country
	Empirical analysis

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Declaration of conflicting interests
	Funding
	ORCID iD
	References
	Author Biography
	Appendix


