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Defining Attitudes Towards Industrial Action

Attitudes towards strikes, or industrial actions, represent complex socio-psychological constructs
that reflect an individual's evaluation, feeling, and behavioral predisposition concerning the
withdrawal of labor by employees. This phenomenon is not merely a binary choice between
support and opposition; rather, it encompasses a highly nuanced spectrum of beliefs regarding the
legitimacy, necessity, and potential consequences of such actions. In the field of organizational
psychology and industrial relations, understanding these attitudes is paramount because they
significantly influence the success or failure of labor disputes, the stability of the organization, and
the broader context of public policy. An attitude, in this context, is generally understood to comprise
three interacting components: the cognitive component (beliefs and knowledge about the strike's
justification), the affective component (emotional reactions, such as sympathy or frustration), and
the conative component (the behavioral intention, such as willingness to cross a picket line or
offer financial support). The stability and intensity of these attitudes are critical variables studied by
researchers seeking to predict organizational outcomes.

The formation of attitudes towards strikes is deeply rooted in personal experiences, ideological
commitments, and perceived self-interest. For instance, an individual directly affected by a strike,
such as a union member or a manager, will possess attitudes shaped by direct involvement and
economic stakes. Conversely, members of the general public often form their attitudes based on
external information, such as media coverage, perceived inconvenience, and generalized beliefs
about the fairness of labor relations. Crucially, the target of the attitude is often diffuse; individuals
may hold positive attitudes towards the concept of collective bargaining rights but simultaneously
harbor negative attitudes towards a specific, ongoing strike due to the disruption it causes. This
discrepancy highlights the dynamic nature of strike attitudes, which are perpetually renegotiated in
response to evolving information and perceived costs.

Furthermore, defining these attitudes requires acknowledging the inherent conflict embedded
within the strike mechanism itself. A strike is fundamentally a power play, an intentional disruption
designed to impose economic costs on the employer to force concessions. Therefore, attitudes
often revolve around perceptions of power balance and moral justification. If the public
perceives the workers as having exhausted all reasonable alternative means of negotiation and the
employer as intransigent or exploitative, attitudes are likely to lean towards support. Conversely, if
the strike is viewed as an excessive demand or a selfish action that unduly harms innocent third
parties, attitudes will typically harden into opposition. These evaluations are rarely objective, being
filtered through pre-existing political views concerning the role of government, the legitimacy of
capitalism, and the distribution of wealth in society.
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Theoretical Foundations in Social Psychology

Social psychology provides robust theoretical frameworks essential for dissecting the formation
and maintenance of attitudes towards industrial action. One of the most relevant theories is Social
Identity Theory (SIT), which posits that individuals derive a portion of their self-concept from their
membership in social groups. In the context of a strike, employees identify strongly with their union
or professional group (the in-group), leading to automatic support for the action, often regardless of
the specific details of the dispute. Conversely, managers, non-union workers, and the affected
public may view the strikers as an out-group, leading to negative stereotyping and reduced
empathy for their cause. SIT helps explain the phenomenon of polarization during labor disputes,
where attitudes become extreme and resistant to change, serving to reinforce group boundaries
and collective self-esteem.

Another foundational theory is Cognitive Dissonance Theory, which addresses the psychological
tension experienced when an individual holds conflicting cognitions, beliefs, or values. This is
particularly relevant for workers who are not union members but whose livelihood is tied to the
strike's outcome, or for political moderates who simultaneously value workers' rights and economic
stability. If a worker privately believes the strike demands are excessive (a cognition) but feels
pressure from peers to support the action (a behavioral component), they will experience
dissonance. To reduce this discomfort, the individual may adjust their underlying attitude--for
example, by rationalizing the demands as necessary or minimizing the negative impact of the
strike. The resolution of this dissonance often determines whether a fence-sitting individual
ultimately supports or opposes the action, demonstrating the powerful internal mechanisms driving
attitude alignment.

Furthermore, Equity Theory plays a crucial role, focusing on the individual's perception of fairness
in relation to inputs (effort, skill) and outcomes (pay, benefits) compared to relevant others.
Attitudes towards strikes are often a direct reflection of perceived inequity. If workers feel their
inputs far outweigh their outcomes relative to the management or other comparable industries, the
strike is viewed as a necessary tool to restore equity, thereby generating strong internal support. If,
however, the public perceives the striking workers as already well-compensated relative to the
societal average, the strike is deemed unfair or selfish, leading to public condemnation. These
theoretical lenses collectively emphasize that attitudes are rarely formed in a vacuum; they are
constantly shaped by group affiliation, internal psychological consistency, and calculations of
perceived justice.

Individual and Demographic Predictors of Strike Attitudes

Individual characteristics and demographic variables serve as powerful predictors of attitudes
towards industrial action, offering insights into why certain segments of the population are
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consistently more supportive or antagonistic towards strikes. Unsurprisingly, union membership
remains the single strongest predictor; unionized workers exhibit significantly more positive and
supportive attitudes, driven by collective identity, perceived economic benefit, and organizational
loyalty. However, demographics such as age, education, and income also exert measurable
influence. Younger workers, often facing precarious employment and lower starting wages, may
express greater sympathy for aggressive industrial action, viewing it as a necessary challenge to
established corporate power structures. Conversely, older workers, particularly those closer to
retirement, might adopt more cautious attitudes, prioritizing stability and pension security over
immediate wage gains achieved through disruptive means.

Socioeconomic status introduces further complexity. While lower-income individuals might
theoretically align with the struggle for better wages, high-income individuals often hold more
critical views of strikes, sometimes viewing them as impediments to free-market efficiency or
unnecessary disruptions to the economy. Education level also correlates with attitude formation;
higher education tends to foster greater awareness of labor law and economic dynamics,
potentially leading to more nuanced, though not necessarily more positive, evaluations of strike
justifications. Beyond these structural demographics, psychological variables are also highly
predictive. Individuals exhibiting a high degree of authoritarianism tend to view strikes negatively,
interpreting them as challenges to established authority and order. Conversely, those with a high
internal locus of control, believing they can influence their own outcomes, are often more
supportive of proactive collective action.

The specific industry and occupational identity also heavily mediate individual attitudes. For
instance, public sector employees, such as teachers or nurses, often face heightened scrutiny
when striking because their actions directly impact essential public services. Their attitudes
towards their own strike action must reconcile the desire for improved working conditions with the
inherent social responsibility of their roles. Their justification often focuses on the quality of service
(e.g., smaller class sizes, safer staffing levels) rather than purely monetary gain, reflecting a
strategic attitude adjustment designed to garner public sympathy. In contrast, attitudes towards
strikes in the private manufacturing sector may focus more directly on profit sharing and corporate
accountability, demonstrating how the occupational context shapes the moral framing adopted by
the strikers and the public's subsequent reaction.

The Influence of Attribution and Fairness Perception

Attribution theory is central to understanding how individuals assign responsibility for the strike,
which in turn dictates their attitude towards the action. Attitudes are largely determined by whether
the cause of the strike is attributed to external, controllable factors (e.g., management's
deliberate refusal to negotiate, excessive corporate profits) or internal, dispositional factors of
the workers (e.g., greed, unreasonable demands, lack of commitment). When the public attributes
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the strike to management intransigence or systemic organizational failures, sympathy for the
workers increases, leading to positive attitudes. Conversely, if the public perceives the workers as
the primary agents of disruption, motivated by selfish interests, attitudes become overwhelmingly
negative. This attribution process is highly susceptible to biases, often favoring the in-group's
narrative and demonizing the out-group's motives.

Closely intertwined with attribution is the perception of fairness, often categorized into distributive
justice and procedural justice. Distributive justice concerns the perceived fairness of the
outcomes--are the wages and benefits being fought for equitable given the workers' contributions
and the company's profitability? If the strike demands are seen as restoring a fair distribution of
resources, attitudes tend to be supportive. However, procedural justice--the fairness of the
process used to arrive at the decision--is often even more critical in shaping attitudes. If workers
believe management followed transparent, respectful, and consistent negotiation procedures, even
if the outcome is unsatisfactory, the justification for a strike is weakened. Conversely, perceptions
of management deceit, stonewalling, or disrespectful treatment often galvanize both internal and
external support for the strike, as the action is then framed as a necessary protest against unfair
procedures rather than just a demand for higher pay.

The management's response to the strike significantly influences these fairness perceptions. If the
organization adopts a hostile, punitive stance--such as immediately hiring replacement workers or
engaging in aggressive public relations campaigns--this behavior can reinforce the workers'
narrative of managerial unfairness, thereby strengthening the resolve of the strikers and potentially
shifting public attitudes in their favor. Furthermore, the perceived necessity of the strike is a key
fairness test. If workers can credibly demonstrate that all attempts at good-faith negotiation have
failed, the strike is generally viewed as a legitimate last resort. If, however, the public believes the
strike was called prematurely or used as a first-line tactic, the perception of procedural fairness is
violated, leading to widespread negative attitudes and diminished political leverage for the union.

Contextual Factors and the Economic Environment

Attitudes towards strikes are highly sensitive to the broader economic and political context in which
they occur. The state of the national or regional economy serves as a powerful contextual
determinant. During periods of economic recession or high unemployment, attitudes towards
striking workers tend to be less sympathetic. The public may view the workers as risking job
stability in an already precarious environment, and demands for higher wages are perceived as
economically irresponsible or insensitive to the difficulties faced by others who are unemployed.
Conversely, during periods of strong economic growth and low unemployment, attitudes are often
more favorable, as the company's ability to afford the demands is less questionable, and the
economic disruption caused by the strike is more easily absorbed by the wider economy.
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The industry context is equally important. Strikes in industries deemed vital to public welfare or
national security, such as healthcare, transportation, or energy, provoke particularly polarized and
intense public attitudes. When a strike threatens the immediate safety or daily functioning of
citizens, negative attitudes often arise quickly, prioritizing the immediate needs of the community
over the specific demands of the labor group. In these essential services, workers often face a
higher burden of proof to justify their action, and public attitudes are frequently influenced by legal
frameworks that restrict or ban strikes in these sectors. The severity of the perceived public cost is
inversely proportional to the level of public support.

Furthermore, the prevailing political climate significantly shapes the context. When a pro-labor
government is in power, public discourse may normalize collective action, leading to more tolerant
attitudes. Conversely, in political environments emphasizing deregulation and market efficiency,
strikes are often framed negatively as market interference, leading to generally critical public
attitudes. The legal framework--specifically, the ease or difficulty with which unions can legally
strike--also sets the contextual stage. Jurisdictions with robust labor protection laws tend to see
strikes as a legitimate, if disruptive, part of the negotiation process, while jurisdictions that heavily
restrict union activity often foster an environment where strikes are viewed as illegitimate or illegal
challenges to order, hardening negative attitudes among non-unionized populations.

Media Representation and Public Opinion Formation

The media acts as a crucial intermediary in shaping public attitudes towards strikes, particularly
among individuals who lack direct experience with the dispute. News framing--the way information
is selected, emphasized, and presented--exerts a profound influence on how the public attributes
blame and evaluates the legitimacy of the action. Research consistently shows that media
coverage often adopts a narrative that focuses disproportionately on the disruption and
inconvenience caused by the strike, often at the expense of detailing the underlying issues or the
workers' justification. This framing tends to elicit negative affective responses (frustration, anger)
among consumers and commuters, leading to generalized anti-strike attitudes.

Media narratives frequently employ specific rhetorical devices and stereotypes that impact public

perception. Striking workers may be portrayed as "greedy," "selfish," or "irresponsible," particularly
if the strike involves highly visible public services. Conversely, management may be framed as
"beleaguered” or "protecting shareholder value." This unbalanced framing, often reflecting the
corporate ownership structure of many media outlets, influences the public's attribution of fault,
directing blame towards the striking workers. Conversely, when media coverage focuses on issues
of worker safety, poverty wages, or corporate malfeasance, the narrative shifts to one of social
justice, which tends to generate supportive public attitudes, especially among politically liberal

segments of the population.
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The intensity and prominence of media coverage also play a role. High-profile, prolonged strikes
receive extensive coverage, ensuring the issue remains salient in the public mind. However, this
saturation can lead to fatigue and impatience among the public, regardless of the underlying merits
of the dispute. Union and management public relations strategies are designed explicitly to exploit
media dynamics; unions aim to humanize the workers and emphasize fairness, while management
seeks to quantify the economic damage and highlight the reasonableness of their own offers. The
success of these communication strategies in controlling the dominant narrative often directly
determines the direction of public opinion and, consequently, the political pressure exerted on the
negotiating parties.

Organizational Culture and Management Response

Within the organization itself, the prevailing culture and the specific response of the management
team are powerful determinants of internal attitudes towards strikes. An organizational culture
characterized by high trust, transparency, and participative decision-making generally
correlates with lower propensity for strikes and, if a strike does occur, more moderate attitudes
among non-striking employees and management. In such environments, disputes are often viewed
as solvable problems rather than existential conflicts, fostering attitudes geared towards mediation
and compromise. Conversely, organizations with a history of adversarial labor relations, low
management transparency, and perceived punitive actions tend to breed deeply entrenched,
negative attitudes among the workforce, viewing strikes not just as economic tools but as
necessary acts of resistance against a hostile employer.

The immediate management response to the strike declaration is critical in shaping the attitudes of
various stakeholders. When management adopts a strategy of immediate, aggressive
confrontation--such as replacing workers or initiating lawsuits--this response is often interpreted by
workers as confirmation of the management's underlying hostility, solidifying pro-strike attitudes
and increasing worker solidarity. It also risks alienating non-striking employees who may
sympathize with their colleagues' plight. A more conciliatory approach, involving continued
communication, public statements acknowledging worker concerns, and the immediate deployment
of neutral mediators, can signal good faith. This measured response can moderate the attitudes of
the strikers, non-striking employees, and the public, positioning the management as reasonable
and the strike as potentially avoidable, thereby pressuring the union to return to the bargaining
table.

Furthermore, the attitudes of non-unionized employees within the organization are vital. Their
willingness to cross a picket line or perform the duties of striking workers is heavily influenced by
their perceived loyalty to the company versus their solidarity with their colleagues. Management
often attempts to cultivate an organizational culture that prioritizes individual achievement and
loyalty to the firm, discouraging collective action and fostering negative attitudes towards strikes.
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Conversely, unions strive to foster a sense of collective identity that transcends formal membership
status. The resulting struggle over the attitudes of these marginal employees often determines the
effectiveness of the strike, as their behavior directly impacts the organization's ability to maintain
operations during the dispute.

Policy Implications and Dispute Resolution

Understanding the psychological determinants of attitudes towards strikes has crucial implications
for public policy and the design of effective dispute resolution mechanisms. Policy interventions are
often aimed at managing public attitudes by ensuring the process is perceived as fair and the
disruption minimized. For example, mandatory cooling-off periods or mediation requirements
embedded in labor law are designed to provide a procedural mechanism that is perceived as fair
by the public, thus reducing the likelihood that a strike, if it occurs, will be viewed as a rash or
unjustified action. By fostering the perception of procedural justice in the pre-strike phase,
policymakers seek to prevent immediate public condemnation of the action.

The policy choice between mediation and binding arbitration is often influenced by the assessment
of prevailing attitudes. When attitudes among the negotiating parties are highly polarized and
antagonistic, voluntary mediation may fail because the parties lack the necessary trust to
compromise. In such cases, policies favoring binding arbitration--where a neutral third party
imposes a solution--may be necessary to resolve the dispute, effectively bypassing the entrenched
negative attitudes. However, policy must also account for the long-term impact of arbitration; while
it resolves the immediate dispute, it can sometimes foster resentment and dependency, potentially
worsening long-term attitudes towards collective bargaining itself.

Finally, policy related to essential services must explicitly manage the conflict between the right to
strike and public safety. Legal frameworks that mandate minimum staffing levels during a strike
(e.g., in hospitals or transit systems) are policy tools designed to mitigate the negative affective
responses of the public by reducing inconvenience. By demonstrating that the government is
proactively managing the disruption, these policies seek to temper the public's negative attitudes,
allowing the focus to remain on the merits of the dispute rather than solely on the social cost.
Ultimately, effective labor policy utilizes insights from attitude research to create structures that
promote compromise, enhance transparency, and ensure that industrial action remains a
legitimate, albeit carefully constrained, feature of democratic labor relations.
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