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Abstract 
This study aims to investigate if there has been a shift over the last 25 years in the discourses 

on how trade unions are being discussed in Swedish print news media. More specifically, I will 

investigate whether a social change and change in power relations of trade unions can be 

detected in the discourses. The questions that guide this study are (1) How have discourses and 

discursive practices around news media reporting on unions and their role in society changed 

over the last 25 years?  And (2) What kind of power relations can be detected in these 

discourses? 52 articles from four different print newspapers within the period of 1995–2019 

and six semi-structured narrative interviews with union representatives, labor market reporters 

and think tank representatives compose the study’s material. From the material, three central 

themes could be extracted and analyzed with the theories of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

and power resource theory (PRT). These themes are (1) the coverage of trade unions’ abilities 

and agencies, where union initiatives rarely are covered and unions, in general, have faded into 

more of a commentating role. (2) The discourse of the Swedish model serves as a discourse of 

power and highlights the alliance of unions and employers’ organizations. And lastly (3) how 

the reporting has moved away from a collective focus to a focus on the individual in the labor 

market. Conclusively, the study highlights the relational aspects of power and question whether 

the Swedish model is contra-productive on the part of labor, as the lack of conflicts fails to draw 

attention and thereby also fails to create a widespread and collective understanding of what 

unions are and do.  

 

 

Sammanfattning 
Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka det skett en förändring i hur man talar om facket i 

svenska tryckta nyhetsmedier under de senaste 25 åren. Mer specifikt kommer jag att undersöka 

om en social förändring och förändring av maktförhållanden kring fackförbunden kan utläsas 

ur diskurserna. Frågorna som leder denna studie är (1) Hur har diskurser och diskursiva 

praktiker kring nyhetsmediernas rapportering om fackförbund och deras roll i samhället 

förändrats under de senaste 25 åren? Och (2) Vilken typ av maktförhållanden kan utläsas i dessa 

diskurser? 52 artiklar från fyra olika tidningar inom tidsperioden 1995–2019 och sex 

semistrukturerade narrativa intervjuer med medarbetare på fackförbund, 

arbetsgivareorganisationer och tankesmedjor samt arbetsmarknadsreportrar utgör studiens 

material. Från materialet kunde tre centrala teman extraheras och analyseras med teorierna 

kritisk diskursanalys och maktresursteori. Dessa teman är (1) rapporteringen av fackförbundens 

agens och förmåga. Fackliga initiativ rapporteras det alltmer sällan om de har i allmänhet fått 

en mer kommenterande roll än en agerande roll. (2) Diskursen kring den svenska modellen som 

fungerar som en maktdiskurs och underbygger alliansen mellan fackförbund och 

arbetsgivarorganisationer och legitimerar deras maktposition på svensk arbetsmarknad. Och 

slutligen (3) hur rapporteringen har skiftat från ett kollektivt fokus till ett fokus på individen på 

arbetsmarknaden. Sammanfattningsvis belyser studien de relationella aspekterna av makt och 

lyfter frågan om huruvida den svenska modellen skulle kunna vara kontraproduktiv för 

fackförbundens räkning. Detta eftersom bristen på konflikter leder till mindre 

mediauppmärksamhet och därmed inte bidrar en utbredd och kollektiv förståelse kring vad 

fackföreningar är och gör. 
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1 Introduction  

 

 

Where have the Swedish trade unions gone in the news media today? The Anglican Bishop and 

philosopher Dr. George Berkeley (1685–1753) discussed the philosophical conundrum: “If a 

tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?". The answer he gave 

himself was “Yes, because God heard it”. Such an approach is not applicable in social sciences; 

however, the conundrum captures an interesting relation between observation and perception 

that can be applied to what happens when an institution is possibly losing a dominant position 

in society. In the struggle of labor and capital in Sweden, the overt conflict seems to have 

become less visible in daily life and the media. The unions seem to have less and less space in 

society's daily discussions. This is reflected by the fact that few young people know what unions 

are and what they do, unionization – especially among young workers – has diminished 

(Lindgren Strömbäck 2020), and the unions' media presence seems to have decreased. In 

Sweden, the decrease in unionization has not been as extensive as in other countries (Pontusson 

2013). The institutionalized power of unions in Sweden has not changed immensely, and almost 

90 percent of the Swedish labor market is still covered by collective agreements (Kjellberg 

2021). Yet, neoliberal ideas have successfully pushed the individualistic approach to work-life 

to challenge the collectivistic ideas that have helped to build a strong labor movement 

(Pontusson 1997). This study aims to see if these changes could be detected in the discourses 

used when discussing unions in media. The labor relations have been slightly altered and the 

portrayal of unions in the media could alter the labor relations even more – or could already 

have contributed to the alterations. 

 

When something loses in interest and coverage, actors lose their knowledge about it because it 

is no longer talked about. Have the unions lost enough power to not be a relevant issue for the 

public debate anymore? Or are labor-related issues not debated anymore because everybody 

agrees and there are no longer issues to fight about? If labor relations are not reported on, the 

case could be that no one – or no reporters – is there to see the tree fall, to put it in Dr. Berkeley’s 

words. At the same time, modern power is by several theorists said to operate at its best when 

hidden and through exchange and alliances (Fairclough 1995; Korpi 1985; Lukes 1974). In 

Swedish labor relations, the alliance of the employers’ organizations and unions is an 

interesting variant of an alliance including both labor and capital. If power is exercised through 
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alliances rather than conflict, that would imply to not be in the dramaturgically interesting way 

in which we picture class struggles. Nonetheless, a lack of conflict does not necessarily mean 

that there is a lack of struggle where actors make choices with the resources and instruments 

they have at hand to reach their goals (Korpi 1985). These power relations are key to understand 

the development and organization of the Swedish labor market. How the power relations are 

produced and reproduced through discourse can uncover both preservation of them and how 

they could potentially change (Fairclough 1992 pp. 62-73).  

 

A newspaper is not a mirror of reality, there is always an interpretation and representation 

process going on in putting together a newspaper. Not everything that has happened will be 

included. Newspapers always have to have a salesman’s approach when choosing what to 

publish – what is it that will maintain and possibly gain readers? (Fairclough 1995:62) In other 

countries, other ways of organizing labor keep its actors in the media’s spotlight. As an 

example, the French labor movement is known to be of a more conflict-oriented kind and is 

almost daily an agent on TV or in newspapers. Whether there is a strike or a question posed on 

how a particular professional group, the unions are spoken to and of continuously. The 

country’s unionization is a mere 8 percent, but the movement has despite that great influence 

in processes of organizing labor (Lallement 2018 p. 12, 54). Is the Swedish model contra-

productive in its recent development, where compromises are almost always preferred before 

conflict?   

 

The dignity of a change such as the unions losing their dominant position on the Swedish labor 

market is significant, as it could completely alter the way of organizing work. Over the last 100 

years, the labor movement has had a remarkable influence in constructing what has come to be 

known as the Swedish model (Lundh 2010 pp. 220-229; Movitz and Sandberg 2019 pp 100-

101), where the social partners conclude collective agreements that regulate the working 

conditions for employees and businesses, with very little interference from the state and 

politicians. A change to that system would then affect all employees and employers on the 

Swedish labor market and in the end individuals outside the labor market as well. Fairclough 

(1992; 1995) claims that social change can be distinguished through critical discourse analysis 

where language gets put into context with the social practices surrounding it, and that is what 

this study is aiming to do.  
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1.2 Aim and Questions  

This study aims to see if there has been a shift over the last 25 years in the discourses on how 

trade unions are being discussed in Swedish print news media. More specifically, I will 

investigate whether a social change and change in power relations of trade unions can be 

detected in the discourses.  

 

The questions that will guide this study are: 

• How have discourses and discursive practices around news media reporting on unions 

and their role in society changed over the last 25 years?  

• What kind of power relations can be detected in these discourses?  

 

 

1.3 Outline  

In the next chapter, a description of previous critical discourse analysis studies on labor 

relations will initiate a literature review that motivates and explains the background of this 

study. The literature review will also treat what role the unions have had in Sweden and their 

development within the political context and what previous research on unions in media have 

found. Thereafter a presentation of the theoretical tools will follow, which includes Norman 

Fairclough’s (1992;1995) critical discourse analysis (CDA) and Korpi’s (1985) power resource 

theory. Since CDA is a package of both theoretical and methodological aspects, the 

methodological aspects relevant to this study will be accounted for in the following section, 

along with a presentation of the material – 52 newspaper articles from four newspapers and six 

semi-structured narrative interviews with professionals in the trade union and media world – 

and the epistemological standpoints that are the foundation to a CDA approach. These 

theoretical and methodological tools will then in the results be used to present and analyze the 

study’s findings. The results are organized around three central themes that were found in the 

material, which will be accounted for one after the other, after an initiating discussion on the 

quantity of labor market reporting over the studied period and its changes. The articles will 

represent Fairclough’s (1992; 1995) text analysis in CDA, while the interviews will illustrate 

the findings concerning the production of these texts, i.e. the discursive practices. Power 

resource theory serves to help understand the mechanisms in the social practice – including the 

power relations – surrounding trade unions in the Swedish context. After that, a discussion will 

follow treating the implications of the results, and finally some concluding remarks. 
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2 Literature Review 

 

 

What role do discourses have in social change and altered power relations? Why is it important 

to study the discourses around unions and their development in Swedish daily newspapers? To 

understand these social relations, it is necessary to explore the findings of critical discourse 

analysis studies of labor issues – i.e., how language, power, and ideologies are connected.  It is 

also of importance to comprehend the role of the unions in the Swedish context and the societal 

changes that have happened concerning them over the last decades. There is research on how 

they have attempted to handle communication through media. These notions will lay the 

foundation of an understanding of the discourses concerning unions used in Swedish daily 

newspapers over the last 25 years and an understanding of the power relations involved.  

 

This presentation of previous and relevant research for the study at hand has three themes. To 

start, there will be a review of research on labor relations performed with a critical discourse 

analysis approach, to illustrate the intersection of ideologies, language, and power relations. 

Secondly, the Swedish labor relations will be accounted for as they are the context and story to 

how the unions became an important actor. Thirdly, research on how these unions handle the 

media, including a brief account of an altered media landscape will follow. Lastly, there will 

be some concluding remarks, to sum up the previous research within which this study will be 

finding its place.  

 

2.1 Labor Relations, Politics, and Critical Discourse Analysis 

Critical discourse analysis is a good choice when investigating subjects connected to labor-

related issues. This is because the approach is based upon ideas of how the struggle between 

labor and capital is happening through language (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 2000 p. 70). 

The ideas come from a Marxist approach of a dialectical struggle (ibid p 13). The ideologies of 

the different sides are trying to reach a state of hegemony, where their description of reality is 

naturalized – or in other words, becomes what we perceive as common sense (Fairclough 1992 

pp. 86-96). There are studies where critical discourse analysis investigates social change related 

to this ideological struggle between labor and capital, of which a handful will be presented here. 

These studies mainly cover labor market policies or government-level discourse. If discussing 

unions and their role in society, one is inherently discussing subjects that intersect with labor 
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market governing, politics, and redistribution of economic resources between labor and capital 

(Sandberg 2019 pp. 15-19). Not many studies could be found during the writing of this literature 

review specifically treating unions per se and the discourses around them using critical 

discourse analysis. Therefore, it is relevant to investigate what these studies on labor market 

policies and politics have found. 

 

Unions are political actors and their success in conveying their ideas relies on how they are 

portrayed and allowed to convey their ideas in the media. But also, on how they can construct 

effective discourses that substantiate and reproduce the legitimacy in their position as a relevant 

and powerful actor, like the party New Labour in the United Kingdom did with the ‘Third Way’ 

(Fairclough 2000 p. 13). Fairclough (ibid) covered the construction and reconstruction of 

certain discourses of the Labour party in the United Kingdom,  through a critical discourse 

analysis of the party’s public speeches in media and texts. He claims that language in politics 

has become an increasingly prominent element of the practices of politics (p. 10). A central 

discourse that New Labour is conveying their politics through is the ‘Third Way’, which is 

generally described as a political position that transcends and displaces the “old-style 

intervention left and the laissez-faire of the new right” (ibid p. 12). Fairclough defines it as a 

discourse and specifies it an in practice the continuing process of representing the social world 

from the position where New Labour can be found in the political ‘field’. It is an abstract 

discourse that appears as being used in numerous ways and contexts (pp. 12-13). His analysis 

highlights why it would be important to see how this idea of the Third Way is constructed 

through discourse since it is through that which New Labour is presenting the world as it is, 

how it could and should be (ibid p. 9). This is relevant to this study because it relates to the 

ideas of a political actor on what the world is, what it should be, and how those ideas are 

conveyed.  

 

2.1.1 Neoliberalism & Labor 

A recurrent theme within these critical discourse studies is the neoliberal hegemony affecting 

the labor versus capital struggle. It can also be found in Fairclough’s account of the language 

of New Labour since the party emphasizes politics that steps away from their traditional 

political position and enhance policies that focus on flexibility etc. (Fairclough 2000 p. 10). 

Neoliberalism emphasizes the free market as the ultimate way of organizing a society and 

anything that hinders the free market from operating should be avoided (Movitz and Sandberg 

2019 p. 91). When it comes to the labor market, such institutions as unemployment insurance 
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or other types of worker protection such as employment security acts, are seen as distortions 

for the free market. In the traces of neoliberal currents, it is hence suggested that deregulation 

and marketization of society have taken place (Baccaro and Howell 2011; Pontusson 1997). 

Efficiency in markets is promoted before equality among individuals and displace responsibility 

for the position and security on the labor market of the individual, to the individual. Such policy 

changes have in many places resulted in individualization of risk (Korpi 2002).  Examples of 

such policy changes are a deconstruction of public unemployment insurance, financed by taxes 

or a disassemble of strong employment security acts (Movitz and Sandberg 2019 p. 106).  

 

Among the critical discourse analysis studies mentioning neoliberalism and linking it to labor 

market policies is Pühringer and Griesser (2020). They employ critical discourse analysis in 

their study of the transmission of economic ideas into German labor market policies from the 

1960s to the 2000s. The introduction of economic terms and theories in labor market policies 

result in a trajectory from a Keynesian ‘planning euphoria’ to a ‘bitter economic truth’, meaning 

an increased focus on labor policies that avoid regulations that hinder the mechanisms of a free 

market in a neoliberally influenced manner. Precarious work is seen as something that can be 

allowed if it provides economic growth. According to the study, the discourses of economic 

experts had an important role in transforming labor market policies (ibid). As will be covered 

later in the theory section, this illustrates the process of Fairclough’s (1992 pp. 101-104) 

interdiscursivity, where the mixing of discourses – introducing certain language in a context 

where it previously was very defined what could be included in that context or type of text – 

can result in a social change because it alters the collective social understanding of the subject. 

Kariithi and Kareithi (2007), which is the only study that could be found explicitly interlinking 

critical discourse analysis and the portrayal of unions in news media, do also find the neoliberal 

current of ideas in the rhetoric of the government in South Africa. These currents point towards 

a common sense where national interest is constructed to mean a reorientation towards a free 

market and deregulation and becomes thus legitimization discourses of the government. 

Neoliberal ideas are here put up against strikers in a national strike in 2002 against the 

privatization that the government was pushing for. The unions are in this context constructed 

as irrational and ignorant and hindering economic development and growth (ibid).  

 

The discourses found by Kariithi and Kareithi (2007) are also pointing on how the 

macroeconomic policy of privatization is preferred in other successful countries around the 

world, therefore making it an obvious path to follow, or that there’s no proper alternative to 
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open up for globalization and deregulation of markets – core neoliberal ideas. In the 

legitimatization discourses, the power relations are being produced and reproduced as to 

constructing the roles of the organized labor versus the government. The organized labor is 

hence portrayed as disincentive to investment and economic growth. There’s a clear ideological 

struggle described in Kariithi and Kareithi’s study (2007), where the discourse of globalization 

is a discourse of power that becomes common sense, and the opponents to this are portrayed as 

irrational.  

 

2.1.2 Discourse in Media  

To highlight the importance and possibilities of studying news media discourses concerning 

labor relations in both Kariithi and Kareithi’s (2007) study and this study, it is relevant to lift 

what theorists have claimed regarding discourses in news media. (Hall 1982) theorized the 

signification of news – the process in which an event becomes a “news item”. The process 

points to where media institutions identify, construct, and contextualize a news item within the 

reality that already is said to exist, using different discourses. There is an ideological struggle 

in the process where the media institutions’ choices of discourses and portrayal of the event 

reflect upon what they think is important and “right” (ibid). The power to signify something as 

a news item is thus not a neutral force, which becomes clear in Kariithi and Kareithi (2007). It 

is through signification – and especially if it is a well-known media institution with significant 

reach – that collective social understandings are created and “the means by which consent for 

particular outcomes can be mobilized” (ibid p. 71). Ideology thus becomes a materialized force 

or, in other words, becomes real because it’s real in its effects. There is an extensive amount of 

studies on media discourse using critical discourse analysis (Carvalho 2008), which nods to the 

possibility to uncover social relations and their production and reproduction through language 

in news media. Fairclough himself uses print news media articles when demonstrating his 

methods (1992 pp. 105-113). To keep the focus on labor relations, which is the main subject 

here, we will acknowledge the studies’ existence and not go into depth in their findings.  

 

2.1.3 Implications for a Study on Union Discourse 

The number of critical discourse analysis studies covering labor, language, and politics in 

different contexts and countries shows the universal properties of the connection between 

language, politics, and social change. Even if the contexts differ, we can see that there are 

similar mechanisms at work here, where social identities are constructed with discourses and 

ideas being put up against each other. All this is on a trajectory away from collective solutions 
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and towards a free market with flexibility and deregulation. These studies show clearly how 

ideologies – built into discourses – gain grounds and change the collective understandings and 

mobilize for a certain course of action in the organizing of society. Additionally, they show 

how the social construction of discourses and social identities intertwine, which likewise will 

in this study be of importance. Finally, these studies also show how new discourses are 

introduced into a previously separate field which eventually can result in social change.  

 

Unions are powerful political actors in Sweden, and for this study’s sake, it is important to 

understand how that came to be. Consequently, the next section will be devoted to briefly 

describing the Swedish context, showing further those emerging ideologies and some of the 

policy changes during the last 25 years that bear resemblance to what has been described to 

happen around the world. This further motivates the relevance to look upon union discourses 

in a Swedish context from the critical discourse analysis approach.  

 

2.2 Swedish Labor Relations 

The labor movement’s success in Sweden started in the late 19th century with milestones such 

as the December compromise in 1906 when employers decided to accept unions in the 

workplaces and as representatives for workers,  if unions accepted the employers’ right to freely 

lead the work (Lundh 2010 p. 115). Labor has then throughout the century successfully 

organized workers in Sweden. The social partners – the unions and employer organizations – 

were through the 1938 Saltsjöbad agreement institutionalized as being the actors regulating the 

labor market, with little involvement from the state where the cooperation also implied 

compromises were preferred before conflict (Kjellberg 2019 p. 134). This is an important notion 

in what roughly is called the Swedish model (Movitz and Sandberg 2019 pp. 100-101) The 

Swedish labor market is thus regulated through three different levels. The first level is the 

central organizations that gather unions all over the labor market and regulate a frame of 

working conditions and wages through negotiations with the central employers’ organizations. 

The second level consists of the unions regulating specific working conditions within their 

trades. Lastly, negotiations at every workplace will conclude a collective agreement that 

regulates the working conditions in that specific workplace – all within the frames given by the 

agreements on the first and second level (Lundh 2010). 
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At the same time, close ties with the political arena in the shape of the strong partnership of LO 

(Landsorganisationen1) and the Social Democrats, have made redistribution and labor-friendly 

policies come true. Among other reforms, they strived towards a redistribution of economic 

means for citizens throughout life and between households through taxes (ibid). Through 

organizing partisanship in democracies, labor in Sweden managed to profit from the one man 

one vote-system when the individual in that collective – the worker – is low in economic power 

(Molinder 2018). The Social Democrats came to be in a governing position The labor 

movement’s influence and their idea of organizing the labor market and society hence became 

institutionalized.  

 

The most significant national project implemented by the social partners and a government lead 

by the Social Democrats was the implementation of the Rehn-Meidner model in the 1950s. The 

model was intended to resolve the conflict between price stability and full employment that 

plagued Sweden in the post-war period. This would be done with active fiscal, currency, and 

labor market policies, as well as solidarity-based wage policies and large, powerful unions and 

employer organizations who cooperated (Lundh, 2010 pp. 181-183). The solidarity wage policy 

would, when employed by all employers, counteract wage dumping and at the same time 

general economic inequality among workers by soaring wages in some trades. The union's plan 

in this was to give all workers a wage that enabled a good standard of living, just as the solidarity 

wage policy advocated equal pay for equal work. Overall, the wage negotiations were very 

narrow and did not allow for any significant individual variances. The potential significant 

wage increases in certain sectors were held back for the sake of redistribution and a stable 

economy that was meant to gain everyone in the long run (Lundh 2010 pp. 195-197). This 

continued for a few decades, but from the 1970s and 1980s the labor conflicts became more 

and more common again, as they were before the Saltsjöbad agreement (Kjellberg 2019 pp. 

137-138). This due to that the time was a time of economic instability because of, among other 

things, the Oil crisis (Movitz and Sandberg 2019 p. 90-91).  

 

2.2.1 The Industrial Agreement (Industriavtalet) 

We have arrived at the starting point in time of this study. During the first half of the 1990s, 

Sweden got a center-right government that implemented policies that were not labor-oriented. 

At the same time, the central employers’ organization caused a shift towards a more pluralistic 

 
1 Swedish Trade Union Confederation, central organization for blue-collar workers’ unions 
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approach instead of a centralized one and withdrew all their representatives from state agencies’ 

boards. This limited the opportunities for the unions to have a say in policymaking (Jansson 

and Uba 2019 p. 58). Sweden also suffered an economic crisis during the first half of the 1990s 

– the biggest since the 1920s –, which dealt a blow to the labor market as it caused an increase 

in unemployment and bankruptcies for many both big and small companies (Movitz and 

Sandberg 2019 pp. 83-84). After a few stormy years with increased labor conflicts due to 

strained relations between unions and employers given the economic and political 

circumstances, but also internal conflicts among the unions, measures from the social partners 

were demanded from the government. To try once again to avoid further conflicts and thereby 

stabilize the economy, the Industry Agreement was concluded in 1997, which laid the 

foundation for the so-called “mark” which still today guides the social partners in what demands 

they can put on the negotiation table in wage formation. “The Mark” is set according to the 

position of the export industry, because it presumably makes it possible to say how much wages 

can increase without getting inflation that is too high and cause a loss in competitiveness on the 

global market (Kjellberg 2019 pp. 140-142; Lundh 2010 pp. 274-280). The other sectors then 

follow in the export industries’ footsteps and propose a wage increase based on “The Mark”. 

Within the sum of money allocated for pay raises given the mark, many workplaces now 

implement individual wage settings among their employees which are based on the individual’s 

performance at work, which also can be seen as an individualization of risk (Bengtsson 2008; 

Lundh 2010 p. 279). The Industrial agreement has caused problems for the low-paid sectors 

such as health care who are struggling to catch up with the export industry's wages. This is 

because their wage demands must be in proportion with the “Mark” even if their wages are 

lower from the start compared to the export industry. The problem is known as the issue 

concerning relational wages. White-collar workers have tried to increase their relational wages 

by pushing for agreements concerning the Mark without any numbers specifying the wage 

increases which would allow for a greater variance where needed. Since the early 2010s, a 

political will to increase certain trades’ wages has appeared, which would if realized, be a break 

in the tradition of wage-setting on the Swedish labor market (Kjellberg 2019 pp. 140-143).   

 

The number of conflicts has staggered accordingly with the intent of the Industrial agreement, 

as can be seen in figure 1. In 2003 Sweden experienced a significant strike when 627541work 

days were lost, mainly because of a strike held by The Swedish Municipal Workers 

(Kommunal), and thereafter the biggest loss of workdays was in 2008 when 106801 workdays 

were lost when the union for nurses (Vårdförbundet) went on a strike. During the year of the 
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global COVID-19 pandemic 2020, zero workdays were lost due to labor conflicts, even though 

a significant negotiation round took place during that year (Kjellberg 2021; 

Medlingsinstitutet.se 2021). It is only during a negotiation round that the social partners are 

allowed to use conflict instruments, as they are then not bound by an agreement (Lundh 2010 

p. 269)  

 

 

 

Figure 1 Stoppages of work in workdays due to labor conflicts including lockouts, legal, and 

illegal strikes 1984–2020. Source: Swedish National Mediation Office (Medlingsinstitutet.se, 

2021)  

 

2.2.2 The Unions’ Loss of Strength in the 2000s 

In the second half of the 2000s, Sweden again had a center-right government. In the years of 

2006-2007, the government passed reforms that weakened the trade unions and other agencies 

and boards that were meant to protect the worker from risk and reformed the unemployment 

insurance funds. The funds were before these reforms connected to the trade unions, which 

provided another incentive to be unionized. Previously it was also possible to get a tax 

deduction for the membership fee. The policy changes can be said to resemble the neoliberal 

trajectory, found in the critical discourse analysis studies accounted for above. In conclusion, 
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these policy changes made it harder for trade unions to organize and represent workers all over 

the labor market (Kjellberg 2019 p. 124). In 2007 a law was passed in Sweden, derived from a 

judgment at the EU Court that banned strikes at workplaces where foreign workers are covered 

by collective agreements in their homeland, which further made it harder for trade unions to 

engage in their purpose of protecting workers (ibid p. 128). Such a ruling implies a difficulty 

for the unions to tackle the free mobility that came with Sweden’s membership in the EU, as 

migrant workers are more likely to work without collective agreements and to a lower wage 

(Björkman and Lundqvist 2019 p. 303).  

 

The central organizations that are increasing their share of members in the Swedish labor 

market are those for the white-collar sectors – TCO (Tjänstemännens centralorganisation2) and 

SACO (Sveriges akademikers centralorganisation3), while LO that organizes blue-collar 

workers decreases in members (Bengtsson 2008; Kjellberg 2019 p. 127). During the time of 

interest in this study, the influence in Swedish workplaces through collective agreements – 

contracts between unions and employers’ organizations that regulate work conditions – covered 

continuously around 90 percent of the labor market. In 1995, 85 percent of the workforce was 

unionized (Kjellberg 2021) and in 2019 the numbers of unionized workers are 68 percent in 

total, where blue-collar workers stand for 60 percent and among white-collar workers, 72 

percent are members of a union (Kjellberg 2019: 127). The unions have become slightly weaker 

with their ability to influence policymaking, organizing, and creating solidarity among workers, 

and distribution throughout society. But they have not lost power, in terms of trade union 

density and collective agreement coverage (Kjellberg 2021) to an equal extent compared to 

other countries  (Kjellberg 2019 p. 131; Pontusson 2013) and their power is still 

institutionalized as it has been since the first half of the 20th century (Movitz and Sandberg 2019 

p. 113). Such an important actor, according to these numbers, should be of importance to the 

workforce. Thus, it is reasonable to think they are a recurrent subject in the media.  

 

In the meantime of the changes described above, a shift towards a focus on the individual has 

occurred generally in the Western world in many levels of social life, including work. It is a 

trend that started in the 1970s and the 1980s and gradually spread over the world (Castells 2001 

p. 525). An individualization of wage-setting has already been mentioned as well as an 

individualization of risk through loosened up labor market institutions meant to protect the 

 
2 Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees 
3 Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations 
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workers. Relevant to the individualization of risk was the reform of the unemployment 

insurance membership fee, as they were adjusted to correspond with the risk of each sector to 

be hit by unemployment (Kjellberg 2019 p.124). The reforms along with this individualization 

of labor market issues could be said to have made it more difficult to maintain solidarity among 

workers and organize them. This partly because collective solutions are no longer as effective 

as they were before the reforms (Thelen 2014). As individualization is a general trend and there 

is a lot of research that covers this trend from different perspectives, there is a lot of literature 

on the subject (Allvin et al. 2006; Beck 2000; Huzzard 2004; Standing 2016). However, it will 

not be further elaborated here more than to mention its universal existence, especially in work, 

but I will show that this trend has significance in this study regarding how unions are presented 

in media, and it is, therefore, worth mentioning. In the next section, we will tighten the scope 

even more to investigate previous research conducted on unions in media. 

 

2.3 Unions in Media 

To latch on to where Fairclough (2000) concluded in his study of political actors in media, it is 

reasonable to see how the Swedish political actors described above, orient themselves in media 

given the context of a slight decrease in interest in collective solutions. Phillips (1998) argued 

that the production and reproduction of popular discourses are significantly facilitated by media 

institutions, which align with Fairclough’s (2000) study. This is because they can use the 

language of private, everyday interaction to provide audiences with constructions of reality 

(Phillips 1998).  Before we explore the research on unions in media, it is relevant to engage in 

a brief discussion on what media has looked like in the last decades, to know what kind of 

context the unions meet when trying to convey their ideologies through media.  

 

2.3.1 Thrills in a Vast Sea of Information 

News media have gone through a significant change during the time of interest in this study – 

1995–2019. Consumers have shifted from reading their news in print media to reading them on 

smartphones, where social media has taken a pertinent role. Alternatives to the previously 

dominating daily newspaper could grow due to this, thanks to technological development. 

Although a significant share of the consumers that previously read the printed copies of 

newspapers have shifted to reading the same newspaper but online (Andersson 2020). The 

number of different channels and actors to choose among when consuming news or any content 

at all, suggests that it is easy to get information out, but not easy to be noticed. At the same 

time, newspapers continue to be a significant actor in discourse production and reproduction 
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that is not to be overlooked even today. They still are materializations of what a media 

institution deemed as news on a given day, i.e., interesting and relevant (Fairclough 1995 p. 62; 

Hall 1982; Munger 2020).  

 

A change resulting from the changing media landscape investigated by Munger (2020) argues 

from an American context that the introduction and consumption of news in social media have 

resulted in what he calls credibility cascades, where firm reputation in news production is no 

longer the only way of choosing what news to read and to believe. Instead, the numbers of 

shares and likes can serve as an alternative source of credibility. A news text being produced 

by an established media company where the journalists take on the role of acting as information 

curators and verifiers as they did during the heyday of nonpartisan journalism in the 20th 

century, has thus to compete with all the news shared on social media to be read. It stands alone 

in this context, relying solely on its ability to draw attention. This pressure has affected both 

the stories’ contents and formats. Munger calls this media environment “clickbait media” (ibid: 

2020). This is interesting to this study since the conflicts or “action” in the labor market could 

be assumed to have diminished when the conflicts are not as recurrent and therefore harder to 

dramatize into an impelling story. As this is the context that unions must try and orient 

themselves in, we now move on to exploring what studies on unions in media have resulted in.  

 

2.3.2 Getting Ideas Across to the Public as a Trade Union 

Enbom (2009) explored what possibilities and difficulties an idea-driven and member-based 

movement such as a union might have when trying to stress its importance through news 

management in a medialized public debate. The interest among trade unions to take on news 

management increased in the 1990s when Sweden had a center-right government. As mentioned 

above, the possibilities to partake in committees and public inquiries decreased for trade unions 

during this time. Hence, other ways of opinion formation and advocacy work were sought out 

by labor (Enbom 2009 p. 146). Walsh (1988) identified media as an important factor in creating 

the public image of unions. In English-speaking countries, unions did according to his study 

have an image problem where the public regarded basic trade union rights as a feature of 

democracy. But at the same time, Walsh found a rejection of what the public considers to be 

the unions’ “irresponsible” measures in the pursuit of their goals (ibid p. 206). Media reflected 

and reproduced these opinions by biased formulations in their reports of events, where the 

unions are portrayed as the cause of problems, irresponsible or irrational (ibid p. 208). These 
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biases might not be present in the Swedish context, but the role of the media in creating the 

image of the unions can be assumed to be important in Sweden as well.  

 

Previously, there were ambitious investments by the Swedish labor movement in their own 

print national media, to ensure that their description of reality made it out to the public (Jansson 

and Uba 2019). Conservative and liberal newspapers were looked upon with suspicion by the 

unions and these investments were then deemed as necessary. Over time, the newspaper 

ownership of unions has diminished, and other channels of communication have grown in 

importance. This does also mean that they are reliant upon newspapers that they do not own 

significant shares of to get their message across. Social media can on the other hand allow 

unions full control over their content, instead of having to bypass the news institutions’ gate-

keeping roles (ibid pp. 58-59) but it has not become an equal substitute to the national daily 

newspapers.  

 

The communication department of unions is nowadays found in proximity to the labor 

organizations’ leadership, which highlights the evaluation of external communication as 

important, according to Enbom’s study (2009 p. 145). Unions within the service sector have a 

greater interest in gaining the public’s support during strikes, as the news media tends to be 

filled up with articles on how the public may be affected by a strike (p. 147). The members 

provide legitimacy for a union (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2020), but the organizational 

structure of the unions – a democratically run collective – makes the process of deciding on 

where it stands in various issues a, for today’s media pace, quite a slow actor. The structure 

also opens for internal conflicts within a union or within the labor movement that can negatively 

highlight the organization. But it can also draw attention to the actors, which can be a possibility 

in reaching out to the public (Enbom 2009 pp. 145-146). At the same time, it has been suggested 

by (Bennett and Segerberg 2013) that the organizational type of formal associations such as 

unions have lost their significance. This is because the way of organizing on social media – a 

looser, temporary, and network-based form of organizing – has gained popularity.  

 

LO is found to be particularly focused on personifying their communication by having the 

leader conveying their messages in the media. That means that they prefer to let their leader 

represent them and raise questions, rather than having different individuals conveying their 

messages. This due to their striving for creating clear social identities, instead of relying on the 

public knowing who is who (Enbom 2009 p. 145, Jansson and Uba 2019 p. 78). Furthermore, 
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a continuous adaptation of what the media institutions see as news is employed at the unions’ 

communication departments, meaning a certain measure of self-censorship is at work. An 

adaptation to the “ideological climate” is also said to be at play in Enbom’s findings. For 

instance, stepping into a debate on sick leave or criminality in society and talking about how 

their members are affected by this can be a way of reaching publicity (Enbom 2009 pp. 145-

147).  

 

Interestingly, the role of the Swedish Employers’ organizations to the unions, is brought up in 

Enbom’s findings. They are first and foremost the main opponent and they and LO are 

interested in conveying their opposing ideologies to the public in the same news media 

institutions. But they can also be perceived as allies, given that they together make up a clear 

image of distinct counterparties in conflicts that thereby become interesting to report on for the 

media (Enbom 2009). As an example of their cooperation, The Swedish Employers’ 

organization (Svenskt Näringsliv) and LO have together created an agency in Brussels to lobby 

for politics in the EU that gains their means and goals, such as not implementing a minimum 

wage that covers the whole of the EU (Svenskt Näringsliv.se 2019).  In this study, the alliance 

of employers’ organizations and unions will be of importance. This because the theoretical 

tools, which will be presented in the next section, revolve around power theories where power 

is not only exercised through conflict (Korpi 1985).  

 

Another important suggestion is the important role of labor market reporters to the Swedish 

trade unions. The relations with the labor market reporters are important to the unions. The 

reporters can with their knowledge and interest in the Swedish labor market, help the unions 

reach out and explaining their ideas to the public (Enbom 2009). The importance of labor 

market reporters to raise awareness and promote collective social understandings of problems 

in the labor market due to structures or power imbalances is a notion put forward by Martin 

(2019) in his study on labor market reporting in the United States. From the mid-1940s to the 

end of the 1960s, The New York Times had four full-time employed labor reporters at any 

given time. In the late 1980s they only had one and today they are one of five of the biggest 25 

national newspapers in the United States that still have a labor market reporter. Labor-related 

issues are today instead spread out in different other subject areas and reporters that treat 

subjects that occasionally intersect with labor. Martin (2019 p 53) cites an economy reporter on 

the decreasing number of specialized labor reporters leads to a situation where nobody develops 

expertise and understands the legal and institutional structures and economic history to put the 
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events of today into context. Instead of having a specialized section and reporters for labor 

issues, it is today more common to have workplace columnists that instead treat “lifestyle 

issues—such as getting along with bosses, telecommuting, or the ethics of workplace 

romances—rather than work issues” (ibid p. 54). 

 

2.4 Concluding Remarks 

Conclusively, there can be said to exist changes during the last 25 years concerning unions. As 

Hall (1982) stated, media institutions get to signify events into news items that create our 

collective social understanding of reality.  A change could have consequences for labor 

relations in Sweden and the two powerful actors that have had a significant influence on the 

labor market and in the end the workers. Communication with the public through media 

institutions, is by labor in Sweden deemed to be of importance and they have put increasing 

resources towards these practices (Enbom 2009; Jansson and Uba 2019). An evaluation of how 

this social change could look like and how it could be affected by the discourses on unions in 

news media and the power relations involved should be done. This study aims to do just that 

by exploring if and how these changes have materialized in the output in media. In the next 

section, the theoretical tools that will be used to analyze and investigate the study’s findings 

and answer these questions, will be presented.   
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3 Theoretical framework 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to see whether there has been a shift in the discourses on how trade 

unions are being discussed in Swedish daily newspapers over the last 25 years and what power 

relations can be detected through these discourses. Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) provides a package of both methodology and theory,  in which an ideological                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

class struggle and its materialization is explained. Therefore, it suits this study’s aim to explore 

how power, ideology, and language are connected.  The theory aspects used in this section are 

presented in the first half of this chapter CDA is best used together with another theoretic 

package to uncover the dynamics of the social relations at hand (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 

2000:90). Power resource theory has been chosen as the second theory to make sense of the 

social practices surrounding the social practice of discourse and will be discussed in the second 

half of this theory chapter. Lastly, a discussion of combining the two theories will unfold. 

 

3.1 The Theory of Critical Discourse Analysis 

This study’s focus is on discourse and whether discourses concerning trade unions have 

changed during the last 25 years, parallel to what is claimed to be a changing time in the labor 

market. The term discourse will be used as Fairclough used it when developing critical 

discourse analysis. It derives, as in many other discourse analysis traditions, from Foucault’s 

usage of the term (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 2000 p. 69). Depending on how the concept 

is used, Fairclough defines discourse in two ways. The abstract noun “discourse” is referred to 

as language use as a social practice. Social practice will be defined in the coming paragraph. A 

discourse – the count noun –, however, is a way of speaking that gives meaning to experiences 

given a certain context or perspective (Fairclough 1995 p. 135). An example of a discourse is 

the way of speaking in a religious context, i.e. a church. There can be words that are common 

and some that are forbidden, and certain ways of explaining the world and objects, such as 

attributing phenomena in the world as holy or something realized by heavenly power.  

 

Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis has three dimensions to it that are to be used as a starting 

point when studying communicative events, as he calls them. A communicative event is any 

type of communication where discourse is used. It could thus be plain text, a speech, a 

combination of text and images, video, etc. The first level of a communicative event in 
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Fairclough’s CDA is the text level on which he argues a linguistic analysis of text should be 

used to uncover how meaning is produced along with the social relations in society, including 

the power relations. To continue with examples belonging to the religious world, a vicar can 

have the power to condemn or praise behaviors of his parish, but he cannot judge or decide over 

his bishop’s actions. These relations thus decide and conceptualize how power is exercised 

within a certain context. Power relations can be institutionalized and formal through legal 

regulations, or informal and stem from tradition. Through looking at the text level – in this case, 

it could be an information leaflet or a sermon – Fairclough claims that we can understand what 

the power relations in a certain context look like. The second level is discourse practice which 

concerns the production, distribution, and consumption of texts. The totality of discursive 

practices and the relationship between them make up societal and institutional systems that are 

called orders of discourse (Fairclough 1992 p. 43). That could be exemplified by the relations 

and orders that exist in-between the parish and the municipality. Perhaps, the praise of Jesus as 

the savior may be suitable in the church’s information leaflets, but not in the presentation of the 

construction of a new sports facility. These discursive practices can exist beside each other, but 

the order is organized so that they do not intertwine.  

 

The third and last dimension is social practice. Fairclough defines social practice as social 

relations in society as a whole and its institutions. Social practices can have both discursive 

elements and non-discursive elements. The practice of being religious and going to church 

regularly can be a social practice. It is done in a certain way; you believe in certain things and 

engage in certain activities within your spiritual life as do others that engage in the same social 

practice. A discursive practice is thus the link between the text and its properties and the social 

practices, since it is within it the discourses are reproduced. The discursive practice is only one 

of many different social practices that helps produce and reproduce knowledge and social 

relations (Fairclough 1995 pp. 133-135). That means in our example of the church that the 

organization around the church and the regulations protecting or limiting its power are also 

social practices within and outside the social practice, that produce and reproduce the social 

relations and practices within the church together with its discursive practices. Other discourse 

analysis traditions, i.e. discourse theory claim that discourse is constituting reality alone, 

whereas Fairclough says it happens in different social practices, but that all of these practices 

are in a dialectical struggle that drives social change (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 2000 p. 

69; Fairclough 1995 p. 87). Discourse is, in other words, both constituted by and constitutes the 

social reality (ibid p. 132)  
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3.1.1 Power, Hegemony, and Ideology 

Fairclough’s way of theorizing power stems from the Foucauldian concept of power. Power 

isn’t attached to agents, but something abstract that exists in all different social practices and 

domains of life. In modern societies, it will only be successful if it manages to hide a substantial 

part of itself. It is not oppressing, but productive as it conquers most effectively not through 

force, but through making subjects work for it. Discourse becomes important in modern 

societies’ power through the pairing of knowledge and power. When conceptualizing power in 

CDA, Fairclough sees two main problems with Foucault’s concept of power. The first one being 

how Foucault’s concept describes how power is being conveyed through practices, as this 

description is vague and does not, as Fairclough means it should, really mean that practices are 

when people are actually doing things. With CDA, power’s route is therefore drawn out with 

linguistic analysis concerning discursive practices within their social practices to clear up this 

vagueness. There is also a problem with Foucault’s concept, according to Fairclough, as it does 

not allow a possibility of resistance and change. Therefore, Fairclough prefers to combine the 

Foucauldian definition of power with the theories of Gramsci on hegemony (Fairclough 1992 

pp. 49-61).  

 

Fairclough (1992 pp. 91-96) uses Antonio Gramsci’s theories in his outlining of CDA. Gramsci 

is considered to belong to the social theorists of the Marxist tradition (ibid p. 86) and he 

introduced a level of agency to individuals and institutions in the processes of production of 

meaning. Hegemony is, at the same time, leadership, and domination across a society’s 

economic, cultural, political, and ideological domains. The struggle to reach a state of 

hegemony takes place in all institutions of society everywhere and will not be even over all 

domains and levels. According to Gramsci through Fairclough (1992 pp 91-96) this leadership 

or domination stems from one of the fundamental economically defined classes, usually in 

alliance with other social forces. Because of this core idea that domination stems from labor 

and capital, this theory suits the study’s focus well on the political labor actors that unions are. 

Hegemony names the correct way of approaching and seeing reality, which in turn gains and 

legitimizes the way and means of the ruling class. Gramsci’s hegemony concept does include 

the cultural sphere, where the values and aims of the dominating class are passed on to the 

dominated that internalize these values and see them as their own and common sense (ibid pp. 

91-96). As an example, successful business leaders might preach that it was their hard work 

that brought them to success and say that anyone who works as hard as they do can achieve just 

as well. Employees for these businesses can internalize this and work hard for their companies 
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and believe that they will reach the same goal if they do just that, without acknowledging the 

potential class background or education that the business leaders might have. It is thus a culture 

where hard work is praised and claimed to pay off for anyone, even if it, in the long run, might 

mainly gain the business leaders who have hard-working employees.  

 

However, hegemony is always partial and temporal as an unstable equilibrium. Hegemony is 

not based on the practice of dominating subordinate classes, rather on constructing alliances 

and integrating to win their consent through ideological means and concessions, like with the 

Foucauldian power concept. This is also similar to the reasoning of Steven Lukes on power, 

where he talks about the third face of power, which means getting actors to willingly work for 

a special cause believing it is their own ideas and initiatives (Lukes 1974). In the power relations 

of labor and capital in Sweden with the institutionalized way of organizing labor described in 

the previous section, where labor and capital cooperate for the sake of economic growth, these 

aspects of alliances in the theory play an interesting role.  They work as a good foundation for 

explaining and conceptualizing the Swedish context and what a social change involving these 

relations might look like.  

 

How is ideology theorized in CDA? First and foremost, it is not equivalent to a political 

ideology used to describe the different positions of political parties or actors on a left-right 

scale. Fairclough builds instead his term around Althusser’s concept of ideology – a system of 

representation and assumptions that hides our relationships to each other. Fairclough defines it 

as “significations and constitutions of reality about the physical world, social relations and 

social identities” (Fairclough 1992:87). Hence, it revolves around what is the correct way of 

describing reality as a whole. Ideologies are built into the various dimensions of the forms and 

meanings of discursive practices where they also contribute to transformation, production, and 

reproduction of relations of domination. It is through this system of representation and 

assumptions that “common sense” and what is “true” are decided, which is the state where 

ideologies are most effective. When these significations and constitutions – i.e. ideologies – 

reach the state of “truth” and common sense, they have become naturalized and are most 

effective. This is similar to the theories on the social construction of reality of Berger and 

Luckmann (Berger and Luckmann 1966 pp. 207-209) who also claim that reality is what we 

collectively believe it to be. Ideology is not a social cement, but something that can be 

transcended and changed by actors through the dialectical struggle described above (Fairclough 

1992 p. 91). A dominant ideology is materialized in society’s institutions, as the institutions are 
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constructed to fit the reality of the dominant ideology. Fairclough claims is that ideological 

state apparatuses – institutions such as education and media – are both sites and stakes in the 

class struggle (Fairclough 1992 p. 87), which is especially interesting when doing a critical 

discourse analysis focused on news media and further motivates this study’s composition. This 

notion is also interesting concerning power resource theory (Korpi 1985), which shall be treated 

further on.  

 

To illustrate how power and Fairclough’s concept of ideology are connected, we can take the 

example of the church again. If the description of reality revolves around religion in a society, 

the power of a church is legitimized. The description of reality could then be that God has 

created the world and has an influence on everything that happens. The church is, as the 

institution that links society with God, a powerful actor. That is not the case if the same society 

would stop believing in God, because of perhaps, an introduction of scientific explanations to  

social life. In this study, the struggle of interest is that between labor and capital. One side in 

this struggle argues for the workers’ rights to the means of production as key components in 

the running of the businesses. The other side for the business owners’ rights to what they have 

accumulated through e.g. taking risks (Fairclough 1992 pp 86-97). They both have their 

description of reality that materializes in the way they want the world and its institutions to look 

like. In a society where labor’s ideology is in a state of hegemony, one could suggest the 

redistribution of capital among individuals is present, and the public perceives that as common 

sense (ibid p 89). 

 

3.1.2 Intertextuality, Interdiscursivity, and Tracing Social Change  

According to Fairclough, texts are part repetition and part creation. Part repetition alludes to 

the fact that a text is dependent upon other texts in its properties – how it is written, what it 

talks about, and how it talks about it. The ‘part creation’ in the production of texts is the space 

where the author or authors can use new aspects, choose how to express new ideas, and get 

inspired by other discourses to produce a text – he calls this intertextuality. The creation is 

affected by the frames of action given by the current ideology and hegemony and the power of 

the text-producing actor in question. Some discourses might be strictly forbidden to mix in 

certain ways, while some other borders in-between orders of discourse are more fluid 

(Fairclough 1992 pp. 101-104) Consequently, texts exist in intertextual chains. Texts are 

written upon and from the existence of other texts, either explicitly or implicitly, and together 
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they form chains. When these intertextual chains are intertwined – texts from different fields, 

issues, and traditions –, interdiscursivity can emerge. 

 

When properties of a certain discourse are introduced and mixed up with other discourses in 

previously different contexts, Fairclough calls that interdiscursivity. A good example is  

Pühringer and Griesser (2020) on German labor market policies, brought up in the literature 

review. Discourses of economic experts influenced by a neoliberal current – centered around a 

free market – were introduced in the previously separate labor market policies and changed the 

nature and core reasoning in them. Thus, the dialectical struggle is at work and social change 

can emerge. When the interdiscursivity is low, the ideologies and hegemonies that are 

represented by the discourses are not challenged and they stand for themselves in the texts at 

hand (Fairclough 1992 pp. 130-138). With interdiscursivity, social change can happen as the 

social practice of discourse indulges itself in a dialectical struggle with other social practices. 

An example where this is happening today is the QAnon movement. It is predominantly active 

in the United States, and within it different anti-establishment and conspiracy philosophies are 

merging with anti-vaccination movements against the COVID-19 vaccine. Movements that 

were earlier focused on a general mistrust in the government or practices of alternative medicine 

are suddenly interacting with the extreme right (LaFrance 2020). One of the discourses or all 

of them within the concerned practices of anti-establishments and conspiracy theories, and their 

discursive or social practices can through such a process described in CDA, end up being 

redefined (Fairclough pp. 101-105). In this study, the aim is to explore the discourses used when 

talking about unions and the potential introduction of new discourses in the chains of such. A 

certain intertwinement is to be expected as union discourses are tightly connected with labor 

market discourses, politics, etc.. 

 

According to the ideas developed by Fairclough in terms of scientific theory and discourse, it 

is not possible to completely extract oneself from reality and see reality “as it is”, even as a 

researcher. This is because part of the theory is that the social practices of discourses that decide 

what is possible to say and not and conventions of “common sense” are everywhere and affect 

any individual. The critical aspect in critical discourse analysis however stands for becoming 

aware of how power works through discourse. Using the three dimensions of any use of 

language can reveal how social relations are produced and reproduced in society. The approach 

one must have as a researcher is to be further developed in the methodological chapter. It is a 

dialectical struggle of discourses where reproduction and creation over the borders of different 



 24 

discourses partly drive and is affected by social change. Social change can be detected with 

CDA in news media, but media discourse does not necessarily show the relevant social change 

in its whole, but it reflects what topics are introduced, who gets to speak, and how are social 

identities constructed, hence of the power structures at work. A linguistic approach will help to 

understand the intertwining of social structures and language (Fairclough 1992 pp. 200-205).   

 

3.1.3 Linguistic Analysis as a Key to Explore Social Relations  

One aspect that discerns critical discourse analysis from other types of discourse analysis is the 

linguistic focus. Through the construction of sentences, Fairclough claims that power relations 

can be revealed (Fairclough 1992 pp.99-100). The focus on unions and discourses around them 

in daily newspapers in this study on terms of linguistics is primarily modality, transitivity, and 

interactional control as well as wording – e.g. the use of polemic expressions or metaphors -, 

since that is what is most prominent in the material. The framing of articles i.e. ethos will also 

be of importance here.  

 

Modality defines the speaker’s degree of affinity expressed through propositions and choice of 

words and adverbs. Like so, it can illustrate the social relations in the discourse and how 

representations of reality are controlled. Words that express meanings like necessity, obligation, 

permission, responsibility, ability, and likelihood are to be seen as modalities. For example, 

verbs like can/could, will/would, shall/should, etc. and adverbs that describe how, when, and to 

what extent such as really, surely, likely, and plainly (Fairclough 1992 pp. 158-162). The 

objective of the concept of transitivity in CDA is to see how things, actors, and happenings are 

connected in text and whether particular process types and participants are favored in the text 

and whether happenings are described actively or passively. Transitivity can describe how 

agency, attribution of responsibility, and the expression of causality are defined (Fairclough 

1992 pp. 177-185). An example of when responsibility is revealing a social relation – which 

will be brought up in this study’s findings – is the question of who is ascribed the responsibility 

to work for equal pay among workers. 

 

Studying interactional control is quite self-evident in how it relates to power. Who gets to speak 

when and where and how are citations used within a text? In other words – who gets to spread 

their description of reality? An important and powerful actor that gets to define what is true and 

right will be cited more and remain unquestioned. Its legitimacy will reflect upon the actor that 

is citing them as well. Here ethos, metaphors and polemic sentences become important as well 
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since it concerns the whole presentation of information. Usage of pictures and layout and the 

pairing of these different elements all affect how social identities are constructed in a text (ibid 

pp.137- 143) 

 

As stated in the introduction, a newspaper is not a mirror of reality, but choices are made 

throughout the process of interpretation of reality. The choices made in how reality is described 

will bear some clues on how the social relations are constituted in the way agency, 

responsibility, space to speak is attributed in an arena such as the media (Fairclough 1995 p. 

62). The linguistic elements described above will help to uncover these choices and power 

relations represented in the particular social practice of portraying unions in daily Swedish news 

media. In the next section, power resource theory will be presented as it is used in this study to 

understand the power relations concerning the Swedish labor movement.  

 

 

3.2 Power Resources as Social Practice 

With the help of critical discourse analysis, one can detect changes in the social practice that is 

discourse. However, to understand the material a sociological theory is needed that can mirror 

and make sense of the social practices surrounding the social practice of discourse (Winther 

Jørgensen and Phillips 2000 p.90). Therefore, a theory has been chosen to analyze the findings 

of this study and the theory is power resource theory (PRT). One of the most prominent 

contributors to the theory is Walter Korpi and it is his power resource theory ideas (Korpi 1985) 

that will be used in this study. Korpi has developed his PRT from research on how labor 

movements through mobilization achieve securing power resources to their name which they 

use to further advance their positions and to implement social welfare. Sweden has been an 

example and a study object in PRT research, to describe how power can be linked to labor in 

practice (O’Connor and Olsen 1998), which makes it a good theory to use in this particular 

study where one can see these practices as CDA’s social practices. PRT is also considered 

building on a Marxist idea tradition as it is centered around the conflict between labor and 

capital (ibid). This section will deal with the pertinent ideas in power resource theory, mainly 

related to the power balance between labor and capital and how the ideological struggle is 

reflected in the media. To finish off, there will be a discussion of merging the concepts of 

critical discourse analysis and power resource theory.  
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3.2.1 Power Resource Theory 

Power resource theory (PRT) links development to the relative access to power of capital and 

labor. The theory revolves around power resources and how power is exercised between actors 

in a relationally and situationally dependent way. It links powerful labor movements to the 

emergence of social welfare states and focuses on materialistic and economic resources, as the 

theory stems from a Marxist idea tradition (O’Connor and Olsen 1998 p. 5). Strong labor 

movements can move their activity into the political arena and pursue their struggle there, 

instead of just trying to influence factors on the labor market. Hence the emergence of welfare 

states cannot be ascribed to economic development alone but is also a result of a struggle 

between political ideologies. Capital is seen as the most powerful actor due to its control over 

economic resources. The power balance is fluid and can be affected if labor manages to 

mobilize and move into the political arena away from the conflict-oriented struggle instruments. 

That way labor movements can avoid strikes, which are costly conflict instruments. Like so, 

labor could implement social reform, change distributional inequalities which eventually can 

result in welfare states (ibid p. 6).  

 

3.2.2 Power in Power Resource Theory  

The definition of power in PRT stems from the behavioral tradition that began with Weber’s 

definition of power: “the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a 

position to carry out his own will despite resistance” (Korpi 1985 p. 31). Further developed, 

Dahl redefined this as “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something B 

would not otherwise do”(ibid 31-32). Korpi (ibid) writes that this limited definition means 

power can best be studied through looking at conflict. The problem with that is that power can 

hide and escape such a scope. Instead, Korpi claims that power works best when it manages to 

hide as it is then difficult to question (ibid), just like Lukes (1974) and Fairclough (1992) claim. 

Consequently, one should look at how an actor can possess the capacity to foresee the future 

and other actors’ actions so that he can act in a way that gives him the future that he wants. 

Therefore, one should begin the study of power by looking at this capacity, which means 

studying power resources. Power resources are defined as “resources as the attributes 

(capacities or means) of actors (individuals or collectivities) which enable them to reward or to 

punish other actors” by Korpi (1985 p. 33). A power resource could be, to further continue the 

church example, the possibility to perform ceremonies that grants the participants certain rights. 

To be buried on the church’s sacred ground, a parishioner might have to attend church regularly 

and be baptized. Thus, the parishioner will go to church regularly to please the church to secure 
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a good afterlife. Such an approach will lead to an uncovering of hidden aspects of power as 

well. Korpi has distinguished between power as an ability or capacity and power in the use or 

exercise of power. Power in use can be defined as the activation of power resources (ibid).  

Power resources are always relational in the sense that their effect and nature depend upon the 

situation and the other actors in this situation. What power resources does an actor have, and 

could these power resources come of use in this situation in relation to a specific actor? Does 

the parishioner believe in an afterlife? If not, the pressure of attending church will not depend 

on him being worried about what happens when he dies. Power is not a zero-sum concept and 

can be exercised through exchange, exploitation, and conflict. Conflict is the costliest as 

conflict is where power is the least hidden (ibid).  

 

Olsen (1998) argues that an important aspect that must be added to the PRT is the fact that the 

capital has gone global in a way that labor cannot, meaning we now have a global capital against 

a national labor movement. He theorizes a potential outcome that has significance in the 

Swedish context: “The very high levels of unionization that Swedish workers still enjoy thus 

mask underlying problems that dramatically weaken the position of labor vis-a-vis capital.” (p 

360). This means that the nature and the potential changes in what power resources are 

important in a global context must be taken into consideration. E.g., a unionized but nationally 

bound workforce is not strong compared to a multinational company that runs a workplace from 

another country with other labor laws (Lundh 2010 p. 306). Policy changes, mentioned in the 

literature review, have been described as losses for labor in Sweden are illustrating a power 

resource distribution, according to PRT. To these policy changes, the neoliberal influenced 

policy changes from the 1980s and onwards can be counted, including the deregulation of the 

finance market and finally the 2006-2007 policy changes to union and unemployment insurance 

agency memberships.  

 

3.2.3 PRT and CDA – Merging the Concepts  

Power according to PRT, does align with the power concept of CDA in the sense that it exists 

in all dimensions of everyday life and can be exercised best if it can hide such as working 

through winning subjects’ consent and through exchange within alliances. Conflict instruments, 

like strikes, are costly while exchange is not. Labor and capital choose exchange before strike 

when they have the power resources to do so. Labor can also gain success in negotiation by just 

threatening to call for a strike among their members (Lundh 2010 p. 298-299). Hence the power 

resource is effective in relation to their opponent through its sole existence and a threat to use 
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it is an exercise of power. Power resources could be seen as different forms of social practices; 

however, PRT’s concept of power resources is mainly focused on materialistic and economic 

resources. The relational aspect of PRT’s power concept implies that power is not firmly 

attached to agents, which Foucault’s and Fairclough’s power concept also claims. Power is not 

attached to agents but can be attached to power resources that belong to an actor in a given 

situation, where the power resource at hand matters in relation to the other actors in the 

situation.  Ideology in PRT is closer to a political ideology such as used in the constructing of 

political parties than in CDA, as it is tied to specific actors, like a labor movement, not just the 

abstract economically defined ‘labor’. However, it is still tied to the fundamental economically 

defined classes that make up society and they both allude to this class struggle, and it is the 

ideological struggle of the truth that is central in both theories.  

 

The media is an institutionalized power resource. One can speak of the power of media or the 

power over media, either way, media is an arena and a power resource. Media plays an 

important role in the production of discourses and knowledge (Corner 2011 p. 17; Phillips 

1998), hence it is crucial in understanding social relations connected to language and ideologies 

(Fairclough 1995 pp. 62-63). As stated above – media is an ideological state apparatus where 

the class struggle is happening (Fairclough 1985 p. 87), both as a site and a stake. In other 

words, it is where actors engage in the public debate which can change social and power 

relations. But to be deemed as an important actor that gets to speak in the media can also be 

seen as a resource. Any activity that touches the power balance does not only concern how to 

gain control over the power resources but also how to maintain this. In essence, one could say, 

in this context, that according to CDA, someone that holds power resources gets to control the 

creation of meaning and knowledge. Hence, what is common sense and “true” by showing in 

any production of text what that is. Through looking at it with concepts like modality and 

transitivity and controlling who gets to speak it is clear how media as a power resource in social 

practice affects discursive practice and texts.  

 

Discursive practice in daily news media is a social practice that is in a dialectical struggle with 

other social practices, in the field of the struggle between classes and their ideologies 

(Fairclough 1995 p. 40). Again, therefore it does not claim to explain the whole of social change 

and social relations, but a part.  Power resource theory has been used to theorize the economic 

struggle that has unfolded in Sweden overall concerning the labor market (Rothstein 1998 pp. 

284-289; Olsen 1998 pp. 360-361). Whether changes that align with PRT can be detected or 
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not in this study’s material, can tell us about how these potential changes are portrayed – is 

there a change that follows the development described by PRT, or are there consistencies worth 

noticing also?  

 

This concludes the account of the theoretical tools that are of importance in this study. In the 

next section, the focus will be on how this study is conducted – the methodological approach. 

It includes some epistemological standpoints and a presentation of the material, as well as the 

study’s limitations, consistency, accuracy, and ethical considerations.  
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4 Methodology  

 

 

In this section, the methodological approach of the study will be accounted for. The purpose of 

this study is to see if there has been a shift in the discourse over the last 25 years on how trade 

unions are being discussed in daily Swedish newspapers. To accomplish this, the critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) of Norman Fairclough (1992;1995) will be used to analyze 52 articles 

from Swedish daily print media, as well as six semi-structured narrative interviews to capture 

the discursive practices engaged in the production of these articles. Since the aim is to search 

for a change in discourses in the material that might be in line with the societal changes in the 

role of trade unions and relevant power relations, it is reasonable to choose the CDA of 

Fairclough, since it connects discourse with the developments in society.  

 

This section is structured as follows. Firstly, the methodological aspects, as well as the 

epistemological standpoints of Fairclough’s CDA will be accounted for. After that, the course 

of action in the selection of first the material’s articles will be presented, followed by the 

approach engaged in the executions of the interviews. Lastly, discussions on the methods’ 

consistency, accuracy, the study’s limitations, and ethical considerations will be laid out.  

 

4.1 Critical Discourse Analysis in Practice 

In this study, Norman Fairclough’s (1992, 1995) critical discourse analysis will be used to 

analyze the material. Fairclough’s CDA provides the researcher with both methodology and 

theory. In this section, the study’s methodology is presented, including the epistemological 

ideas of CDA.   

 

The Swedish trade union movement has been and still is an important and powerful institution 

on the labor market but policy changes and their role in the public debate seem to have changed. 

Through CDA, a tracing of how these power relations potentially have been altered can be done 

focusing on the discourse surrounding them. According to CDA, discourse is an important 

social practice that reflects and reproduces what is happening in a society in terms of social 

change. Any form of language use has three dimensions in CDA. The first dimension is text – 

spoken words, written words, an image, or a mix of visual and textual imagery. The second 

dimension is discursive practice and the third is social practice. Discursive practice concerns 
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the way a piece of text is produced, distributed, and consumed. A social practice is social 

relations in society as a whole and its institutions. Social practices can have both discursive 

elements and non-discursive elements (Fairclough 1992 p. 73). 

 

4.1.2 Epistemological Standpoints 

There are some key aspects of the scientific theory tradition that CDA stems from. The first 

premise is a critical presupposition to what is considered as obvious knowledge, such that is 

accepted as “truths”. Instead, the reality is a consequence of our ways of categorizing it. A 

second aspect is that our view of the world and our knowledge of reality is historically and 

culturally determined. In other words, our worldview could have been different, and it changes 

over time. The form of action that can be called discursive is a form of action that contributes 

to our shaping of the world and reproducing our definitions of reality – this ascribes CDA a 

position also known as non-essentialist. Nothing in social reality is, according to this position, 

given by nature or “destined”, an approach which is overall central to the social sciences, but 

particularly to the social constructivist approaches (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 2000 p. 11). 

An important notion in CDA that discerns the approach from pure social constructivism, is the 

focus on struggle and the possibilities of agents to make their own choices and engage in 

resistance in that struggle (Fairclough 1995 p. 87).  

 

A third aspect is a notion that knowledge is created in social interaction. Common “truths” are 

produced and reproduced in social processes. Hence, there is a link between knowledge and 

social action. In a social reality with a certain worldview, some forms of action become innate, 

while other forms of social actions are not (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 2000 p. 12).  

 

Consequently, social constructivism does at first glance define a very fluent description of 

social reality. Critical discourse analysis provides a framework of structure to capture a part of 

this picture with the ‘critical’ view – to be observant of how power relations are produced and 

reproduced through language. Fairclough claims that language and other ways of social 

practices are in a dialectical relation to each other where the world as we see it is being created 

and recreated (Fairclough 1995 p. 132). Discourse does not in CDA, as in some other forms of 

discourse analysis, provide the key to uncover the whole of social reality, but only the language 

as a social practice, among other social practices.  
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Hence, a central aim with CDA is not to uncover how reality is constructed beyond language, 

but how reality is constructed through language. It is, according to the scientific theory that 

CDA stems from, not possible to extract oneself from reality and see the world objectively as 

all our understandings are interpretations formed by the discourses we live in and around. But 

Fairclough claims that it is possible to uncover some social relations and see “how the opacity 

of these relationships between discourse and society is itself a factor securing power and 

hegemony” (ibid pp. 132-133), production and reproduction of discourses by studying the 

discursive practices, the text and putting it into relation with other social practices. Discourses 

are in Fairclough’s CDA both constituted and constituting the social reality and the social 

identities acting in this social world (ibid p. 132).  

 

4.2 The Articles  

In this study, two different sources have been used to retrieve the articles used in the analysis. 

They consist of two different digitalized archives of Swedish news media.  Four different 

newspapers were selected for the sample. 

 

4.2.1 Retrieval Sources 

The “Svenska Dagstidningar” (Swedish newspapers) archive at The National Library of 

Sweden (Kungliga biblioteket.se 2020) was used for the selection of the majority of the 52 

articles. It is an archive that is accessible from the physical National Library of Sweden and a 

few stationary computers at certain libraries in Sweden, among them one at the Carolina 

Rediviva Library at Uppsala University. It is not accessible from any computer because of 

copyright. The archives consist of the complete collections of Svenska Dagbladet (SvD), 

Aftonbladet (AB), Dagens Nyheter (DN), and some other newspapers, as well as 1200 other 

newspapers that are digitalized to a varying degree. 

 

Retriever Research Mediearkivet (hereafter Mediearkivet) is a complete database of 

newspapers since 2007. Before 2007 not all of the sources are to be considered complete. 

Mediearkivet was used as a backup source in the material selection. Göteborgsposten (GP) did 

not exist in Svenska Dagstidningar during the years of 2001-2011, hence they had to be 

collected from Mediearkivet where the archives of GP were complete from after 1995. 

Mediearkivet was also used at the beginning of the project to become acquainted with looking 

through old newspapers and to see if anything of interest could be found. Mediearkivet allows 
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users with a university login to access its archives from any computer. Svenska Dagbladet 

(SvD), Dagens Nyheter (DN), Aftonbladet (AB), and Göteborgsposten (GP) were chosen as 

newspapers from where the articles were to be selected from because they are generally national 

newspapers, apart from GP although it is not exclusively regarded a local but was selected to 

not have a Stockholm centered sample. The newspapers are also of both the traditional type and 

leaning on the tabloid type, like Aftonbladet. Furthermore, they have political editorials from 

different positions on the left-right political spectrum. 

 

4.2.2 Selection of the Articles  

The exact period of this study’s material sample is 24 years – 1995-2019.  This span was chosen 

because of the development of the Swedish labor market during these years. The same model 

for labor negotiations has been used since 1997. The aim has not been to analyze discourses 

given a certain event that had a great impact on the social relations on the labor market, therefore 

events like the financial crisis of 2008-2009 or the COVID-19 impact have not been traced 

especially. The purpose of the study is to analyze discourse and possible discourse change over 

time, and not punctually at the time of certain events.  Furthermore, the month of March was 

chosen at random to narrow down the number of results so that they could be scanned through 

manually to extract one that could be deemed as representative. March was also chosen with 

the precautions that it should not be a month in the summer as it is a holiday time for both the 

media and the labor movement and that would probably not end up giving representative results. 

At the same time, some years the labor negotiations culminate in March, but not every year. 

That implies that the results can be affected by the reporting on labor negotiations so that hits 

will be guaranteed, but it may also not be the case. Four articles each second year’s month of 

March was chosen, one from each newspaper. That is because it allows the researcher to analyze 

the articles in depth. 52 articles are a manageable number of articles.  

 

The search words to find and sort out relevant articles were the Swedish words for negotiation 

round (avtalsrörelse), collective agreement (kollektivavtal), and codetermination act 

(medbestämmandelag). These words were chosen because articles containing them almost 

always talk about unions in some way. I did not choose to use the word union (fackförbund or 

fack (fam)) since the results of searching e.g “facke*” would give unmanageable quantities of 

results. Since the articles were chosen after a scan through of the results, the quantity of the 

results had to be manageable. Neither of the two archives allows sorting of results that are not 

relevant to a certain subject. Hence, articles that referred to trade unions outside of Sweden or 
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mentioning a word like “fackeltåg” (“torchlight procession”), given a search of “fack*” would 

have to be sorted out manually.  

 

The three words negotiation round, collective agreement, and codetermination act were typed 

into the search bar with an “OR” in-between so that the results would show articles containing 

either one or several of the search words. An asterisk was also added after each word so that all 

variants of endings to the words would show up in the results. The results of each year that was 

decided to be included in the analysis were then scanned through manually to then choose an 

article that could be considered as representative of the results. Fairclough (1992 pp. 226-230) 

advises getting acquainted with the archive and the corpus before selecting samples to analyze 

so that they provide as much insight as possible into the discourse and social practice as 

possible. Articles that were more of an account of a happening, i.e. a short piece simply 

reporting the result of negotiation without mentioning what it meant for either parties or society, 

were sorted out, as they were not going to provide much discourse to work with. The results for 

each year’s month of March varied in quantity between three hits to around sixty for one 

newspaper. The results could apart from articles consist of job advertisements, editorials, and 

just one news article. This study includes texts that are articles, debate articles, analyses, and 

editorials. Some text categories treating union-related issues were more common in some 

newspapers, and the sample is adjusted after that variation. It is difficult to claim a selection 

process like this one to ever be entirely objective, as the researcher is making decisions along 

the process based on her knowledge and presuppositions (Ruiz 2009). In table 1, the 

composition of the 52 articles concerning their text categorization can be seen. A complete list 

of used articles can also be found in appendix B. 

 

   Newspaper 

Text category DN SvD GP AB Total 

News reports 12 10 13 7 42 

Editorials 0 2 0 4 6 

Opinion pieces 1 1 0 2 4 

Total 13 13 13 13 52 

 

Table 1 The composition of the articles in the material consists of four different newspapers 

(DN: Dagens Nyheter, SvD: Svenska Dagbladet, GP: Göteborgsposten, AB: Aftonbladet). 
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Retrieved from Svenska Dagstidningar (Kungliga Biblioteket.se 2020) and Retriever Research 

Mediearkivet, and cover the period 1995-2019.  

 

4.2.3 Textual Analysis 

All the articles were printed in two copies each, enabling manual notes, color coding, and 

sorting different discourses, words, and textual properties. The articles were sorted, and coded 

by genre of article, e.g news article or editorial, thereafter what they talk about – do they talk 

about labor negotiations, a strike, a problem in the labor market etc. While conducting the 

analysis a set of questions were formulated to guide the process, mostly based on the guidelines 

provided in chapter 8 in Fairclough (1992). The analysis was focused on answering questions 

such as what discourses could be found, whether the trade unions and their practices were 

described positively or negatively, what kind of problems were discussed in liaison with trade 

unions, whether the processes – negotiations and practices – typical for the Swedish labor 

market were considered as legitimate or not, how the trade unions’ demands in negotiations 

were reported and how trade union membership has been portrayed.  

 

In the analysis, the textual aspects were also taken into consideration. That includes reflection 

upon grammar, wording, word meaning, metaphors, interactional control, and ethos – which 

are all linguistic concepts presented by Fairclough as important in CDA. Modality – the author’s 

degree of assent or the narrative of what is “true” –, transitivity – how happenings and actors 

are portrayed in relation to each other – as accounted for in the theory section are also concepts 

of importance. A textual analysis with linguistic inspiration may reveal how the authors portray 

the agency of different actors in a field or where the blame for a certain problem is put. 

Interactional control is who gets to speak and when (Fairclough 1992 pp. 152-157), which is an 

important part of this particular study. Are the news articles talking about trade unions or are 

they also talking to them? The visual dimensions of the presentation of the articles in the print 

media are also important – what kind of ethos is conveyed with the placement of the article, 

photos, or illustrations? What do their presentation as well as font size and general layout tell 

us? Some of these tools may intersect in the analysis. 

 

4.3 The Interviews 

The six interviews conducted and used as material in this study serves the purpose of orienting 

the articles within their discursive practices through looking at actors in the field and their 

experiences on the development of unions in the media. Interviews can shed light on certain 
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issues in the social practices and discursive practices not visible in the corpus of the text itself 

(Fairclough 1992 p. 227). However, the interviews will not be analyzed using the same 

approach and procedures as the articles and should therefore not be regarded as texts in the 

manner Fairclough would identify them. They are neither to be analyzed as “true” accounts of 

reality that the findings in the articles are to be checked against. The purpose of the interviews 

is, as mentioned, to study how actors in the field that is media production perceive trade unions 

and media coverage of them. This to investigate whether their accounts can provide a possible 

explanation or information on circumstances in the discursive practices that cannot be found 

through the article analysis. That could be e.g., whether the production or consumption of texts 

regarding labor-related issues has changed according to the interviewees during the time of 

interest. The interviews could be conceptualized as narrative interviews, described by Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2009 pp. 169-171). Due to the pandemic of COVID-19, a choice was made to 

realize the interviews via the communication software Zoom in videocalls. To overcome the 

potential obstacles of doing a video call interview instead of a face-to-face interview, the advice 

of Seitz (2016) was followed.  

 

4.3.1 Conducting the Interviews 

The course of action with the interviews was designed according to the advice found in Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2009 pp. 139-157) on how to perform qualitative interviews and can be 

described as follows. When the analysis of the articles had been initiated, the process of looking 

for and contacting potential respondents on the field began. This was because an initial 

orientation in the text part of the material seemed reasonable to know what questions to ask and 

which actors would be good candidates for the interviews. In that way, the interviewees could 

be chosen representatively for the happenings and actors in the discourses around unions in 

print media found in the articles. Eleven individuals working at media institutions, think tanks, 

unions, and employer organizations were contacted through finding contact details on relevant 

organizations’ websites. Six of these individuals agreed to give an interview over Zoom. The 

interviews were all conducted in March and April 2021. None of the interviewees were known 

or acquaintances of mine before the contact was taken for the sake of this study. Due to 

anonymity being of utter importance to especially the labor market reporters. They rely heavily 

on maintaining an impartial professional image. Consequently, the exact composition of the 

interviewees will not be disclosed here, but it can be said to be representative of the professional 

roles accounted for above.  
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An interview guide was assembled containing questions on what the respondent’s work tasks 

were and the experienced development of labor-related issues and them being reported on in 

the media throughout of their professional careers. An example of an interview guide used in 

this study may be found in appendix A. The interviewees were also asked what their relations 

and contacts with the media respectively trade unions and employer organizations looked like 

and whether that had changed over time. They were also informed that the period of interest 

was 1995-2019. I chose to do the interviews semi-structured to allow the respondent to 

elaborate on their experiences and thoughts, depending on what they answered on what their 

work tasks were and how these have changed over time. The interviews were recorded with the 

recording function in the Zoom software after the respondent’s consent to that had been given. 

The recording function of Zoom also records the image and thus produces both a video file with 

sound and an audio file. However, it was only the audio file that was used for transcription, 

since it was the same researcher that did the interviews and analyzed them. The body language 

was also not the main focus of what the interviewees shared with the interviewer. The 

information that the video file was not going to be used was also shared with the respondents. 

They had also been informed that the recording would not be used for other purposes than for 

transcribing the interview for this study. The interview duration varied between 30–45 minutes 

and the interviews were transcribed. 

 

Seitz (2016) suggests securing a good internet connection in a quiet room to counteract 

buffering, dropped calls, and disturbances that hinder a fluent conversation. A good connection 

in a video call also allows for reading of body language, even if the interviewer and interviewee 

are not in the same room. The interviewer and interviewees’ habit of using video calls, after a 

year of pandemic restrictions and work from home procedures, did certainly help the usage of 

this medium. Very few disturbances at all were experienced throughout the interviewing, and 

those that did occur disappeared in a matter of seconds.  

 

The interviews were narrative (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009 pp. 169-171) because the 

respondents were asked to describe their professional role, their work tasks, and how that had 

changed throughout the years. All this in relation to their accounts of the changes in the labor 

market, their workplace, and the constitutions of the social partners. They were allowed to 

describe these historical events from their perspective and understanding, i.e. how the Industrial 

agreement had changed the circumstances and working of the social partners and the news 

media.  
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4.3.2 Analysis of the Interviews 

The interviews were transcribed and printed out to enable a close reading and analysis of them. 

Recurrent themes and different ways of reasoning were identified and marked out with color-

coding. The analysis was conducted bearing the initial findings in the articles in mind, reflecting 

on whether similarities or differences could be discerned with what the respondents had 

experienced in their work.  

 

The claim is not, as stated above, to provide an exact account of what the discursive practices 

have looked like during the time of interest, but more to know what a particular development 

has looked like and how that has affected actors in their choices on the field. What people 

experience has happened is, in their processes of making sense of the social reality, going to 

affect their acting (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009 pp. 41-43). The interviews were conducted 

alongside the article analysis, and they were compared in the sense of trying to understand 

recurrent discourses and choices in coverage of labor-related issues concerning the discursive 

and social practices.  

 

4.4 Limitations, Consistency, and Accuracy 

In this section the study’s limitations, as well as its properties concerning whether it could be 

repeated and provide the same result, and finally whether the right course of action was chosen 

to investigate the aim. 

 

4.4.1 Limitations 

Because of limitations in time and resources, the material could not be made more extensive 

than it is, even if a selection of articles from every year in the period 1995–2019 would give 

more saturation. The practical limits to the selection of search words when retrieving the articles 

imply a narrower selection sample, but as accounted for above, the tools and time did not allow 

such a widened procedure. More interviews could also have been done, but a thorough analysis 

of six interviews was deemed more valuable than a shallow analysis of more interviews when 

interview objects were hard to reach. The respondents were also agreeing on many issues and 

providing similar answers to the questions. Even though saturation is difficult to reach in any 

sociological interview study since two individuals would never give identical answers. The 

decision to stop interviewing after six interviews was made upon a reflection on whether more 

interviews really would provide entirely new and crucial notions. 
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Furthermore, this study cannot provide empirical answers to the development of the social 

practices in labor market reporting and labor-related issues, as it is focused mainly on the text 

and discursive practice dimensions of Fairclough’s CDA approach. Instead, power resource 

theory and previous research will provide the points of reference in that. This, again, is a result 

of the limitations in time and resources provided for this study. The discussions on the social 

practices surrounding the studied texts and discursive practices are therefore made upon other 

studies’ results, mainly Korpi’s power resource theory (1985). The social practices that are 

related to the central issues in this study are studied extensively in different social science 

disciplines. The central idea of Fairclough’s CDA is also that social change can be traced 

through textual analysis, and that is consequently the focus of this study.  

 

4.4.2 Consistency and Accuracy 

Given that one of the central questions in this study is how trade unions are talked about in 

Swedish daily newspapers, the study is investigating the variable that it is said to investigate, a 

property which is also known as validity. The chosen newspapers can be deemed representative 

of the general image of what daily newspapers chose to report on and the search words provide 

a varied but still distinguished sample of union coverage in Swedish print media.  

 

The accuracy of the interviews can be said to be reliable since their claim is not to describe an 

actual chain of events or what is “true”. The focus is to explore the respondents’ experiences 

and how they describe them and how they explain that these experiences have affected their 

action in their work, in this case, what can be called the discursive practices. The knowledge 

produced through interviews is inherently not aiming for methodological positivistic 

approaches to reality (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009 pp. 73-76). In terms of my position as a 

researcher, I do of course have a preunderstanding and presuppositions in relation to the 

material, as do any other researcher that could take on a similar project. Reflexivity can affect 

the outcomes of research, but the awareness that the risk exists is the main instrument to 

counteract that interference (Haynes 2012). The study’s accuracy has thus been secure through 

continuous triangulation of my findings and studying the articles both individually and in 

groups, and repetitive sensible reflection – thus impartiality have been coveted.  

 

The article analysis’s consistency – whether this study could be done again and provide the 

same result which is also sometimes called reliability – can be argued for in terms of 
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thoroughness in the selection of the articles, given the time and resources provided. The sample 

is representative of labor market reporting where unions have appeared during 1995-2019. The 

search words do not touch on something that has changed institutionally during the time of 

interest. Given the profound guide to critical discourse analysis in Fairclough’s (1995) eighth 

chapter, all the articles have gone through the same procedures in the analysis.  

 

The question of consistency concerning the interviews is a bit more intricate as it concerns 

whether the respondents would, to another researcher and situation, provide the same answers 

as were given in this study. Interviews are social interactions, and they may vary depending on 

who the actors in the situation are and other factors (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009 pp. 262-263). 

These interviews are not treating a particularly sensitive subject, as the individuals are 

providing the answers in their professional role to someone that they do not know. The 

questions were formulated to not be of a leading format and the interviewees were urged to 

discuss what they thought mattered in relation to the subject. Therefore, it is probable that, if 

conducted again, the interviews would provide similar results.  

 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

The ethical aspects of the article part of this study are not extensive, since the material consists 

of published news articles. When using names mentioned in the articles, it will inherently be 

done from a context that is already public. The interviews are somewhat more delicate when it 

comes to ethical considerations. The anonymity of the interviewees is important for them in 

their professional role, as they were expected to discuss their experiences in the interviews. 

These experiences may express personal opinions which are not compatible with e.g. a 

professional role as an impartial reporter or an employee at an organization that performs 

lobbying.  Therefore, the citations are not identified in the results of this study further than 

saying the profession of the respondent, not revealing the organization they work at further than 

saying that what type of organization it is. No sensitive personal subjects were treated in the 

interviews since such subjects were not necessary for the sake of the study.  

 

Furthermore, there is always an ethical aspect in doing interviews and presenting them as a 

researcher, as the researcher engages in the interpretation of what has been said by a respondent, 

especially when the interviews concern their personal experiences. A researcher must in an 

analysis of transcribed interviews, engage in a process of putting meaning to these words and 

put them into context, which might turn out differently than what the respondent initially meant 
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and was prepared to share (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009 pp. 78-87). To help with this issue, the 

citations that were considered for being used in the presentation of the study’s results were 

showed to the respondents to get their consent in publishing them. As some of the respondents 

are journalists and have a professional habit of showing citations to the actors they have 

interviewed, this procedure was also requested by the respondents.  
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5 Results 

 

 

In this section, the findings of the study will be presented. The purpose of this study is to see if 

there has been a shift in the discourse on how trade unions are being discussed in daily Swedish 

newspapers. Further elaborated, the aim is to investigate whether a social change and change 

in power relations of trade unions can be detected in the discourses. While analyzing the 

material two questions have been used to guide the process. Firstly: How have discourses and 

discursive practices around news media reporting on unions and their role in society changed 

over the last 25 years? And secondly: What kind of power relations can be detected in these 

discourses? From the material, three central themes could be extracted and analyzed with the 

theories of critical discourse analysis (CDA) and power resource theory (PRT). These themes 

are (1) trade unions’ abilities and agencies, (2) the discourse of the Swedish model, and lastly 

(3) from collective to individual focus. In the analysis, Fairclough’s three dimensions of CDA 

will be used, where the articles represent the text level and the interviews representing the 

discourse practice. The background combined with the interviews and the analysis with the 

theories represents the social practices surrounding the field.  

 

Firstly, however, the issue of the quantity of labor market reporting throughout the studied 

period 1995–2019 is an important aspect in understanding the discursive practice around the 

texts analyzed as well as why the discourses have developed the way they have.  

 

5.1 Labor Market Reporting – No Longer a Priority 

The number of reporters specialized in the labor market has gone down, according to several of 

the interviewees in this study. Today, none of the newspapers used in this study have specialized 

labor market reporters that work full-time covering labor-related questions, according to the 

respondents. Up until the late 2000s, Dagens Nyheter used to have two specialized labor market 

reporters. The following decade only one position was left and today there is none. Svenska 

Dagbladet has followed about the same path, as have Aftonbladet and Göteborgsposten. The 

interviewees said that the labor market reporters that are still active only work part-time 

covering the labor market. This means that the resources earlier consecrated for specialized 

labor market reporting have been put elsewhere where they are considered to do other more 

beneficial production for the newspapers. Figure 1 illustrates the search results to the search 
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words used in this study in the selection of the material articles. It shows a decrease in the 

mentions of the search words used in this study. Among these search results, 52 articles4 were 

chosen – four from each year with one article from each newspaper. Each line represents one 

of the four newspapers and stretches over the study’s chosen period of 1995–2019. A peak in 

the search results can be seen around 2007, which will be discussed further on in this section. 

 

 

Figure 1 Number of results from the search words negotiation round (avtalsrörelse), collective 

agreement (kollektivavtal), and codetermination act (medbestämmandelag) during the period 

1995–2019. 

 

A representative for an employer organization among this study’s interviewees account for the 

difference in interest in the 1990s and today like this:  

When you think about it in the 90s, twenty-twenty-five journalists came to our 

press conferences. And all were labor market reporters. DN, DN had two labor 

market reporters, Svenska Dagbladet had two. Ehm .. it doesn’t exist today. And 

that means that the journalists need .. yes to the extent, - so they write less about 

 
4 All the articles can be found in appendix B as a separate bibliography.  
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labor market issues, but when they do so .. but when they do so they need a 

rehearsal. To know what it's about.  5 

 

This points to that the interviewee has experienced a remarkable change in shown interest from 

media institutions for what an employer organization could have to say. At the same time, the 

observation can be made in the articles of this study that Dagens Nyheters section “Work & 

Money” (Arbete & Pengar) have disappeared, and labor market-related news appear in either 

the Economy section or DN Jobb (DN Work). DN Jobb will be further discussed in section four 

of the results, but can shortly be described as aiming to be more of a guide in career-related 

questions such as writing a good CV or choosing career paths. An interviewed representative 

for a think tank also experiences a lowered interest in labor market themes, especially in labor 

market issues related to employer and employee organizations. Subjects like migration, 

integration, and the economy in general attract more interest and response than labor-related 

questions. An interviewed reporter describes the reasoning behind this change as follows: 

[T]he reader generally does not have the same patience with more complex and 

long articles.....eeh, well questions about politics, the labor market and health 

care, in depth. So of course, it is very tempting for newspaper managements and 

editorial managements to invest in click baits […] Like scandal stuff. 

 

The knowledge of labor-related issues among the readers and reporters can be affected by this 

development. If something is often brought up, it is reasonable to assume that readers get a 

habit and a pre-understanding of a subject and will be interested and able to understand further 

happenings and relations within the subject’s particular field. If a subject disappears from daily 

discussions, it could suggest it is considered less important than other subjects. The same issue 

goes for reporters. The interviewees working at unions or employer organizations testify that 

the reporters sometimes do not understand certain relations or events and must be explained to. 

This development has resulted in the unions and employers’ organizations having to “sell” their 

news to the reporters and spend a lot of time preparing the news so that they are easy to convert 

into an article for the reporters, according to a union representative and a representative for an 

employers’ organization. The reporters interviewed do also share this notion of the common 

reporter not knowing the intricate relations of the Swedish labor market. This is in line with the 

findings of Enbom (2009:149) that say that labor market reporters are an important resource to 

 
5 This quote, all following quotes, and excerpts from articles are all translations from Swedish made by the 

author. 
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the unions in conveying their ideas to the public with their knowledge and interest in the 

Swedish labor market.  

 

As this study suggests a decrease in labor market reporting in some of the biggest Swedish 

newspapers, especially coverage of union-related issues, it is reasonable to wonder why this 

change has occurred. The interviews conducted to explore the experiences of actors in the field 

say that a potential reason is the fact that conflicts are no longer common on the labor market, 

which takes away a dramaturgical value from labor market reporting.  

 

5.1.1 Media – A Dramaturgical Change?  

While the conflicts and the coverage of conflicts on the labor market seem to have decreased, 

a discourse of altered media institutions can be extracted from the interviews. This is also 

supported by previous research on the modern media landscape (Munger 2020). The discourse 

revolves around digitalization. When so much information is available at any time, one must 

use specific wording leaning on clickbait to make sure articles get readings. Several of the 

interviewees come back to an idea of the lack of conflicts causing the loss of interest in labor 

market issues and link that to the alteration of how media tackles the new media landscape. A 

reporter interviewed in this study explains the experiences around this aspect as an actor in the 

field as follows:  

...wages have become a dead issue in the wake of the Industrial agreement. They 

are already, in a way, set by somebody else -  in the small grouping, industrial 

unions, industry...when they have a deal - well the question about wages is a dead 

one for everybody else, to put it frankly. 

 

This idea is supported by the fact that a bigger proportion of the articles from the 2010s in the 

material cover labor conflicts. In figure 1 above, a peak in the number of articles covering labor-

related issues can be seen around 2007. That is because a conflict erupted in wage negotiations 

in the mining industry, e.g. discussed in DN (070317). Furthermore, the conflict concerning a 

dock workers’ union independent from any of the central organizations, discussed in GP 

(170314) and GP (190307), is remembered by the interviewees as causing a peak in the 

publicity of labor market issues being discussed in relation to the specific conflict. The 

dockworkers belonging to the independent union went on strike because an employer in the 

dock of Gothenburg did not want a collective agreement with the independent union. The 

employer claimed it should be enough to have a collective agreement with the dock workers’ 
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union tied to LO. The interviewees also claimed they experienced a similar surge in publicity 

in unions and employer organizations during the fall of 2020, when a debate on the employment 

security act took place since the government threatened to replace negotiations with law. The 

threat was posed because labor market parties had difficulties reaching an agreement on how 

to make employment security more flexible. 

 

As stated above, the interviewees working at unions or employer organizations have to adjust 

their messages and sometimes do a lot of preparation before presenting the piece of information 

to a journalist for them to print it. This also involves collecting testimonies from individuals of 

a certain situation in the labor market. When trade unions have written a report, an interviewee 

says that it is easier to get that information published by a newspaper if they when presenting 

it to the reporters, also have a couple of individuals who have already agreed to be interviewed 

on their life or work situation in relation to the report’s subject.  

 

The development could be described as the social practice of labor market negotiations being 

filtered through the discursive practice of today’s media landscape. The social practice is having 

the Industrial agreement ruling the wage negotiations and decreasing the numbers of conflicts 

is in the discursive practice described as not interesting enough. Power resource theory claim 

that a strong labor movement can move the class struggle into the political arena and thereby 

minimize conflicts. Like so, power works in a hidden manner mostly through exchange and 

sometimes exploitation (Korpi 1985). However, the decrease in conflict has happened alongside 

the decrease in union-related subjects treated in daily newspapers. The knowledge among 

reporters on the issue has on the same note diminished, which means that the intertextual chains 

are dispersed, and discourses are hence harder to alter or steer for agents in this particular 

medium. Ongoing intertextual chains where a certain actor is continuously allowed space, could 

in this context be defined as a power resource, as it becomes important in relation to controlling 

the discourses, distribution of knowledge, and hence the description of reality and the truth.  

 

The observable change in the content of Swedish daily newspapers does not mean the 

information is not spread at all, but that spread could be happening in other mediums by the 

actors themselves (Andersson 2020). As mentioned in the method chapter, daily newspapers 

cannot because of digitalization be seen as representative for all media. But trade unions not 

being a prioritized subject in newspapers still have significant importance. Digitalization has 

meant that it is very easy to spread information, but it is another issue getting a noticeable reach 
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(Munger 2020). One reporter interviewed for this study claimed that they had a significant 

number of shares and likes on articles covering labor market issues but reflected on whether 

this interest came solely from the actors already involved and active in the field of labor 

relations.  

 

This concludes the account of the findings regarding the issue of quantity of labor market 

reporting throughout the studied period 1995–2019, which illustrates the outlining of the 

discursive practices. The findings account for a shift towards less reporting on labor-related 

issues, which in turn means less reporting concerning unions. This is a change that as an 

example is materialized in the interviewees’ accounts on how the number of labor market 

reporters has decreased. In the next section, the presentation of the findings of the three themes 

will commence, starting with the findings in the text analysis of the unions’ agencies and 

abilities.  
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5.2 Coverage of Trade Unions’ Agencies and Abilities  

 

In this theme, the coverage found in the material of trade unions agencies and abilities will be 

presented. To create and recreate an image of an actor as being powerful, highlighting what 

they can do is a prominent feature. As stated in the works of Fairclough on CDA, not only social 

relations are produced and reproduced in text and its discursive practices, but also social 

identities. Unions are, in this study’s material, up until the 2010s portrayed as legitimate actors 

on the field and as representatives for a collective: their members. Texts from earlier on in the 

material show that trade unions are talked about and with on things they are doing and what 

they say in different negotiations. One discourse is lifted in particular in this theme to serve as 

an example of discourses that have been tightly linked to the abilities and agencies of unions 

and their development – the discourse of equal pay. Because of the interdiscursivity, this 

example can tell us something about the development in the discourses around unions, thus the 

nature of potential changes. The theme will be presented in this section with an analysis of the 

text level and the articles first, then with the discursive practice and the interviews. 

 

5.2.1 The Portrayal of Union Initiatives in the Media 

An example of a general development in the material of this study is an article found in the 

culture section of Dagens Nyheter (DN190314). It illustrates the typical union participation in 

daily news media today. The article talks about employment security and the Swedish state 

television (SVT) systematic use of temporary work contracts.  The placement of it is worth 

noticing, as it is found in the culture section – and not the economy or politics section – given 

that it talks about employment security. Two TV show hosts have publicly spoken about 

troubles experienced when deciding to go on parental leave. One of them discussed it in a 

podcast and the other in a chronicle in a daily newspaper. Both experience endangering their 

employment when choosing to stay at home with kids, which is a legal right in Sweden (SFS 

1995:584). They link this to misuse of temporary work contracts by SVT since they experienced 

that their contracts might not get renewed if they chose to use the right to parental leave.  In 

this article, the head of the board at SVT’s journalist union section is asked for a statement. It 

is, as mentioned above, not common that someone that is not the central union leader gets to 

speak. But it happens in this article in the culture section that is treating employment security, 

which is a union-related issue. However, the focus here is not a union initiative and the union 

representative’s role is as a commentator. What is not brought up is for example the unions’ 

interaction with this particular situation. Thus, the abilities and agencies of unions are not 
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brought up as much as they used to. Unions may comment on news concerning various issues 

but are presented as passive and reactive.  

 

To contrast the article on SVT employment security, there is an article from Göteborgsposten 

in 1995 (GP950321), that representatively exemplifies how unions were portrayed at the 

beginning of the studied period. The article is to be found under the politics section and bears 

the headline “The employers are too top-controlled”. The article is about the opinions of a union 

club organizing the Swedish engineers’ union on the eleven biggest export companies in 

Sweden. The club is called “The Plow” and their opinions on how the employers are handling 

the demands of the unions in negotiations are treated in the article. Furthermore, the article 

discusses in detail how big of a wage increase the unions are expecting and why. It is laid out 

in the middle of the page accompanied by an illustration (see figure 2) of a hand with strings 

that bear the names of the export companies tied to all fingers. The cuff belonging to the hand 

bears the letters “SAF”, meaning Svenska Arbetsgivareföreningen (Swedish employers’ 

organization)6 and with the strings, it is controlling the companies like they are marionettes. 

Thus, it is an article covering in detail what a specific part of the industrial unions thinks and 

their demands where all citations are from union representatives on the very level where these 

negotiations are taking place. The union’s agency as well as their goals are in this context clear, 

and they are portrayed as taking action to defend the interests of their members. 

 

 
6 SAF was the name of what is today called Svenskt Näringsliv 
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Figure 2 GP (950321) Example of how trade unions were personated early in the material. 

 

Another article from Svenska Dagbladet in 2001 (SvD010309) portrays a union initiative in a 

typical way for how these were accounted for in the articles from the 1990s. The article covers 

how TCO threatens to report the government if they proceed with changing the lawful 

retirement age from 65 to 67. The headline is “TCO takes on a new battle over retirement age”. 

There is a choice behind the usage of the word ‘battle’ in this, which makes the sentence 

polemic. In conclusion, these union initiatives have plenty of examples in the articles from the 

first ten years of the material, while articles from after around 2010 cover the few conflicts that 

happen or where the unions are commenting on someone else’s initiative. This affects the image 

of unions as having both agencies and abilities. The conflicts have decreased in numbers, but 
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that does not imply that unions have ceased taking initiatives overall. They are still big actors 

on the Swedish labor market, but since the battle element is – according to the statistics on labor 

conflicts published by the Swedish National Mediation Office (Medlingsinstitutet.se 2021), but 

also the experiences of the interviewees in this study – not as present as it has been, the interest 

from media is lost.  

 

5.2.2 A Discourse of Weakening Unions  

In relation to these portrayals of unions’ abilities and agencies, usage of a discourse of 

weakening trade unions or constructing social identities of labor as the losing part can be found 

in the material, beginning from the mid-2000s. It can be discussed whether this is in line with 

what is actually happening in the labor market and who has significant power in labor-related 

issues. Is this discourse lifting an exaggerated image of reality in favor of a dramaturgical value 

or is it a description of reality that is in line with what power relations can be found? Two 

articles that are depicting this kind of narrative are DN (090312) (see figure 3) and AB 

(170307). The first article bears the headline “Defection shocks” and a subheading that says 

“LO taken by surprise as employers turn down new Saltsjöbad agreement”. The happening is 

called a “breakdown” further down on the page in an analysis of the development which bears 

the headline “The breakdown opens up for political interference”. To be noted here is that 

political interference is in this context seen as something bad, whereas in another country might 

be approached as good and as the politicians taking responsibility for solving a problem. This 

notion within the frame of the Swedish model will be discussed in the next theme.  
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Figure 3 DN (090312) A first example of how unions were portrayed within the discourse of 

weakening trade unions.  

 

The other article that can serve as an example was published in Aftonbladet in 2017 (see figure 

4). The meaning of the headline can be translated into “Turns shockingly – on the wage 

question”. This article covers two pages and features a photo, like the DN article, of two union 

representatives giving a press conference with serious looks on their faces. This article covers, 

however, a decision made by unions to lower their demands in favor of the employers’ 

propositions. The whole ethos of the article gives an image of the social identity of unions as 

losers or giving up. Such a construction of clear and polarized reality with losers and winners 

could be a result of the dramaturgical pursuit experience by the reporters, as accounted for in 
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the previous section. Either way, the usage of the word “shock” in the headlines of these articles 

tells that a sensational kind of tone is sought. The tone is quite different from the general one 

in the discourses around the Swedish labor market since it is more distinguished from its focus 

on compromising. As there are eight years in between these articles and since they can be said 

to come from two different newspapers – one a classical daily newspaper and the other more 

of a tabloid newspaper, a certain continuity can be said to exist in this discourse as well.  

 

 

Figure 4 AB (170307) A second example of how unions were portrayed later within the 

discourse of weakening trade unions.  

 

Discourses are according to Fairclough within their texts, discursive and social practices in an 

ever-ongoing dialectical struggle with other social practices. From that struggle, social change 

can occur. A presence of a discourse of weakening trade unions could thus affect the other 

social practices. If unions are described as weak, why would then a worker pay a membership 

fee and spend time on their solutions to the problems to labor-related issues? In other words, 

the existence of a certain discourse could result in what one could describe as a self-fulfilling 

prophecy. This also aligns with the reasoning of Hall (1982:69-71) in the signification of news 
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where a way of presenting a certain news item becomes the foundation of the collective social 

understanding of that item and thus becomes real in its effects.  

 

5.2.3 Equal Pay and Trade Unions 

The discourse of equality in relation to trade unions is an interesting one in terms of talking 

about their agencies and abilities and how the portrayal of these have changed over time. As 

the wage negotiation processes have become stabilized by the Industrial agreement, it has been 

hard for certain underpaid groups to demand pay raises to even out the gap between different 

sectors. These groups consist mostly of workers in public health care such as nurses, workers 

at care homes, kindergarten teachers, etc..  The subject of wages in women-dominated sectors 

and the failure of trade unions to increase women’s wages due to sticking with the Industrial 

agreement is brought up several times throughout the articles in this study’s material. The 

central actor in this discourse from the union side is the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union 

(Kommunal). Here is a quote from an article in DN discussing the matter and asking a 

Kommunal representative for a comment:   

 On Monday, Kommunal launched a large advertising campaign in support of its 

demands. There is a common figure from the everyday life of municipal 

employees: Vacant. He is the one who takes care of your grandfather for SEK 

15,500 a month, the message reads on a poster. 

–  Our members make up half of the workforce in the municipal sector but do not 

get more than a third of the overall sum marked for salaries in the sector. There is 

most certainly more to get for Kommunal. says chairman Ylva Thörn. 

   - DN (030325) 

 

For the average reader, the abstract interest in balancing the Swedish economy for the sake of 

global competition through moderate wage increases, is put up against the general opinion that 

nurses should be paid better. It is therefore a clear narrative where transitivity is useful. It is 

here the unions that get the blame for not being able to negotiate better or not having an interest 

in the modern issue of low-paid women, not the employers that always want to keep all wage 

increases down. The unions are failing to advocate their members’ interests. There is hence a 

construction ongoing of, again, a social identity of trade unions not being up to date with reality 

and modern approaches to structures on the labor market. This can be seen in this analysis of 

women’s position on the labor market on the financial note, published in Dagens Nyheter 2017:  
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This year's negotiation round7 will soon enter its most dramatic phase. 2.3 million 

employees will receive increased salaries. But with exception of assistant nurses 

in the wage negotiations in 2016 the unions have not yet succeeded in constructing 

a model that guarantees pay rise for, and permanently lifts, low-paid women. 

   

- DN (170308) 

As can be seen in these two examples of how equal pay and unions are discussed together, 

there’s a shift towards a disappointment and questioning of the unions’ agency and ability to 

tackle the issue with wage differences, mainly in women-dominated trades. It is a continuous 

standpoint by the authors of the articles throughout the material that equal pay is a must in an 

equal society. But the responsibility is shifted from making demands on pay raises for nurses 

etc., to a description of reality where the unions “have not yet succeeded” in defeating the 

injustices. It is to be noted that a core idea of the Swedish labor movement and the Swedish 

model itself can be summarized in the phrase “equal pay for equal work” (Lundh 2010 pp. 195-

203). Thus, there is questioning of whether the unions can fulfill their role within the Swedish 

model that will provide us with the economic distribution that was initially aimed for and 

defined as a key in reaching an equal society.  

 

5.2.4 Discursive Practice in Coverage of Unions 

A change over time can be detected in the study’s material concerning covering union 

initiatives. Towards the last years of interest in this study, there is a tendency to not bring up 

union initiatives, and when the theme of unions is brought up, it is rather situated more around 

them commenting on other initiatives, events, and changes in the labor market. Using the 

analytical tool interactional control is centered around which actors get to speak. In the context 

of this study, it is relevant to ask the question: do union representatives get to speak, and what 

union representatives get to speak? In the previous section, an experience of the interviewees 

was lifted that it is nowadays more of the leaders than regional leaders or researchers employed 

by unions that are asked for a statement when reporting on labor market issues.  

 

Given this, the interviewees were asked whether they experienced a shift in which individuals 

get asked for comments or interviews in the daily news production. One reporter says the only 

union representatives speaking publicly in the daily news media today are the national leaders 

 
7 [avtalsrörelse] 
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of central organizations. It is more interesting to have someone with a clear role, according to 

reporters interviewed in this study, given the dramaturgical change that they have experienced 

throughout the studied period. It is speculated by the interviewees that such a change in the 

collection of statements from the labor side is also to be linked with the shrinking knowledge 

of unions and the tripartite system in Sweden. Not only have the knowledge on how unions act 

diminished, but also who the different representatives currently are or what the organizational 

structure looks like. It is, therefore, easier to use the already known social identity of for 

example the leader of LO, instead of asking a less known representative.  

 

The interviewees experienced as well that the general view on unions from a media perspective 

has changed over the last thirty years. An interviewed labor reporter shares their experience on 

how the view on unions has changed throughout their time reporting. The change can be 

summed up in unions starting as legitimate actors defending their members and becoming more 

and more of questionable actors whose role people generally are unsure of.  

In general, among people, the view of the unions has shifted from being regarded 

as collectives rightfully defending their members  - almost everyone working was 

a member […] to being looked upon as some sort of  “self-righteous actors crying 

out demands” 8 but lacking the required legitimacy. 

 

5.2.5 Altered Power Relations and Resources 

Using the tools of CDA, the analysis of the articles above would claim that the tendencies in 

the change of reporting the unions’ agencies and abilities are a turn towards less power for 

them. This mainly because they seem to have less legitimacy. The interactional control, of 

course, as stated before and showed in this analysis makes it hard for them to control in what 

way the discourses are headed. Modalities used and especially the transitivity prove a change 

towards a less powerful union as they are portrayed as having less agency and ability to actually 

influence various situations. At the same time, unions are questioned whether they really are a 

modern force that can pursue a struggle for equality, which is their core founding idea and role. 

E.g. they have not achieved to push enough for development towards equal pay, according to 

the articles in the material. Hence, a self-fulfilling prophecy could emerge here, where their 

relevance in society is played down. Again, it is clear how discourses can affect the social 

reality for actors within it. A description of a development where the unions are portrayed as 

 
8  ”kravmaskiner” 
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no longer relevant and losing power will have consequences for how actors interfere with them 

which can change the social and power relations of the unions.  

 

Power is always relational, according to power resource theory. A text can, like Fairclough 

claims, produce and reproduce social identities and an important aspect is a portrayal of what 

different actors are in relation to others.  The image of an actor as powerful and relevant is 

highlighted by the discussion of their interaction with other actors. Power can be hidden and 

not only exercised through conflict but also through exploitation and exchange. A take on these 

findings from a PRT perspective would also be that in labor losing power resources as the 

interest of labor-related issues loses in perceived importance in the media. Representing 60-70 

percent of the workforce is a power resource in relation to daily newspapers only if there is an 

interest and legitimacy in how they represent their members.  

 

The coverage of unions’ abilities and agencies shows through this analysis that it has shifted to 

less coverage of union initiatives and less detail on what unions do. Concerning the issue of 

striving for equal pay, the unions are somewhat considered as failing to provide a model that 

can ensure a development towards equality. There is also a tendency to report on unions as a 

losing part. All this leads to a portrayal of unions as weakening and losing legitimacy in their 

dominant position in labor market regulation. Unions’ power and legitimacy can be reproduced 

through language in news media if they are shown as active and striving towards goals. Their 

power is therefore conditioned and relational in the context of being trusted as a powerful 

representative for their members that actually can achieve goals that make work lives better. In 

the Swedish labor market, labor and capital have historically been working as clear 

counterparts, but in certain aspects also as an alliance to reach common goals. This context with 

collaboration and compromises is what has been called the Swedish model. The discourse of 

the Swedish model shows in this study tendencies to be an important discourse in legitimating 

the influence of the social partners. This will be treated in the next theme.  
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5.3 The Discourse of the Swedish Model  

 

The Swedish model is a common discourse used by different actors in the material. It is talked 

about in terms of it providing stability in the organization of labor and solving related problems. 

It is also the context in which these unions are active. The model is portrayed in the early parts 

of the material, as threatened by unreliable and irresponsible employers that choose to reward 

their shareholders in the middle of a wage negotiation where they are portrayed as being greedy. 

From the late 2000s, the threat of unreliable employers is replaced by the threat of globalization 

in the articles in the material of this study. The modality and transitivity in the articles show 

standpoints such as that it should be protected from international threats and irresponsible actors 

on both employer and employee side. The model might need some modernization but is not to 

be abolished. In this section, the discourse of the Swedish model and its observed continuity 

will be presented. Examples from the articles – the text level in CDA – will be discussed first, 

including the struggle between labor and capital and the responsibility of economic stability. 

Thereafter, the discursive practices around this discourse will be accounted for, using findings 

in the study’s interviews. 

 

5.3.1 “Why Fix Something That is Not Broken?” 

An example of the continuous discourse of the Swedish model is an article in Göteborgsposten 

2019 (GP190307) where the dock worker conflict, mentioned in the first section, involving an 

independent union has finally come to an end as a collective agreement has been formed 

between the employer and the independent union. A researcher is interviewed on the 

agreement’s consequences. He is asked a question regarding the impact a potential change in 

regulations regarding labor conflicts might have. He answers with a statement that underlines 

this sense of a Swedish tradition that is stable and fully functional and thus should be preserved.   

One question is the significance of the bill on restrictions on the law of conflict, a 

proposal that was presented last year and which is expected to be decided in the 

Parliament later this year. 

– It will probably be a change in the law, but the question is what significance it will 

have when this agreement has now been reached. According to Swedish tradition in the 

labor market, the aim is to steer clear of binding laws - to avoid legislation - and let the 

social partners handle labor market issues. But what´s the point in legislating if the new 

collective agreement works? Why fix something that is not broken? 

   - GP (190307) 
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The Swedish model can be said to be a particular form of institutionalization of the political 

struggle on distribution and redistribution of resources between labor and capital. Given this, it 

is interesting that the Swedish model is portrayed in its discourses in the study’s material as an 

almost apolitical phenomenon. It means in essence that it should be kept as far away from 

political influence on the government level, but the difference between parliamentary politics 

and the Swedish model is pointed out to such an extent in the material that one could get the 

idea that it is, in fact, an apolitical phenomenon. It is to be preserved and protected from 

influence from parties that should not have a say in the organization of the Swedish labor 

market, which is a notion that can also relate to a discourse of decent work and pushing the 

narrative of the “Swedish tradition”. This aspect is continuous throughout the material, although 

discussions about political interference in terms of modernizing employment protection in favor 

of flexibility to meet the demands of a modern labor market are present. Keeping political 

interference out is a point shared by both the employer and the employee side. Another point 

that is repeatedly made in linkage to the Swedish model is the urging of different parties to take 

responsibility and do everything in their power to facilitate successful negotiations. Like so, 

stability and economic growth can be secured. This responsibility is a recurrent theme in the 

Swedish model discourse, and it is sometimes shifting between being emphasized at the labor 

or the capital side. 

 

In the material articles from the first 5-10 years, this is also linked to what can be seen as a light 

version of portraying the struggle of resources between labor and capital. Articles about wage 

negotiations and CEO wages and bonuses or shareholders’ share dividends are put next to each 

other. CEOs are questioned on their high wages or decision to launch big share dividends in 

relation to an ongoing wage negotiation where the same CEO demands restrained pay raises for 

the workers. The decisions are problematized as upsetting for workers that do not get a fair 

share of the employer’s profit, hence they could jeopardize a calm and stable negotiation 

relation. The article AB (950323) (see figure 4) is a good example of when the struggle between 

capital and labor is highlighted. It is in the article mentioned in proximity to a discussion about 

the Swedish model and how it can keep the labor market calm as well as emphasizing the 

societal responsibility on the part that is risking that stability.  

 

In this case, it is the employer that is not taking responsibility when arguing for higher share 

dividends. The conflict is portrayed as almost a natural force coming into play from the labor 
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side if the injustices are not hindered. It raises the issue of, according to the unions, share 

dividends that are too high while the wages are barely enough for the workers’ living costs. The 

headline is “We have reached the breaking point”. The photo in the middle is of two union 

representatives for IF Metall (the main Swedish industrial union). Underneath their photo, other 

union representatives are asked for a comment on the issue, as well as an economist who agrees 

with the unions. Right beside the photo is an interview with the CEO of the interest group for 

companies in the Swedish industry. The group does not take part in the negotiations but is a 

prominent actor in the trade and industry. He states that an increased share dividend is necessary 

and natural and anyone who thinks raised share dividends can jeopardize a calm negotiation 

round is wrong. If the profit goes up, the owners should have an increased payoff to ensure their 

trust in the company, since they take risks in investing money in the companies, he claims. 

Aftonbladet is left-oriented in its editorials and was previously partly owned by LO (Jansson 

&Uba 2019). The portrayal of certain news events could therefore be biased due to the 

newspapers’ political perspective and choices in portrayal could be linked to this. However, the 

same tendencies of less labor market reporting and in ways that are similar to the tendencies of 

other newspapers in this study, can be detected also in Aftonbladet.  
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Figure 5 AB (950323) An example of how unions were portrayed in the earlier parts of the 

material in relation to taking responsibility for the sake of a stable labor market. 

 

A central founding idea in the Swedish model is the issue of economic stability, which is hence 

a part of the construction and reconstruction of the model discourse. Early on in the material, 

the linkages between economics and labor market negotiations are recurrent, which revisits the 

reasons for organizing the labor market the particular Swedish way – the results of wage 

negotiations have to be decided with consideration to the inflation rates and how the prices of 

export goods will end up as so that Sweden stays strong in the global competition.  This is still 

to this day an existing linkage. The wage increases have a relation to the inflation rate. In AB 

(010328) it is argued in an editorial that the National bank of Sweden’s assessment of the 

economic situation is faulty due to inflation and how it will interact with the wages. The author 

points out that the bank has discussed the negotiation round as posing a risk to economic 

stability and decides on their assessment based on that notion. The article is an example of how 

these economic mechanisms are discussed in proximity to the contract movements within the 

Swedish model throughout the material.  
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Its continuous nature can further be illustrated with an article from the material where the leader 

of LO is said to ask the national bank executive for support in the wage negotiations (SVD 

150302). In this article, we can see that the linkage of economic stability and wage negotiation 

within the Swedish model is still pertinent. It is still seen as very relevant, unlike the rhetoric 

of the struggle between labor and capital or collective solidarity. The link between stable pay 

raises and economic stability which leads to a strong position on the global market is as 

mentioned a core idea of the Swedish model and the continuation of this discussion in the news 

media is another proof of the stability of this discourse. The link is still portrayed as relevant 

and absolutely true. There’s a power relation that is, with this discourse, continuous – the 

relation of the National bank of Sweden and labor. It is still there, and their relational 

cooperation is pertinent to the economic situation. Thus, both actors are allowed space to 

account for their view on economic development and stability, where one can put into question 

the other’s actions and statements. Both actors are still contributing to the production and 

reproduction of how economic relations work on the national level and what operations should 

be put to action to improve Sweden’s position in the global competition – i.e. they both 

contribute to the social production of the truth and how social practices of the relationship 

between wages and inflation. The discourse of the Swedish model can be said to overall being 

a discourse that sets the frames of almost any discussion on labor-related issues in the Swedish 

context.  

 

The properties and role of the discourse of the Swedish model are interesting in relation to the 

discourse of the Third Way used by New Labour in the United Kingdom in Fairclough (2000). 

It is, like the discourse of the Swedish model, an abstract discourse that is constantly being 

produced and reproduced by many actors both within and outside the actual model. Like so, the 

discourse is legitimizing and substantiating the relevance of the specific actor. One could 

suggest that this is happening without there actually being much arguing or necessarily a precise 

collective understanding of what that discourse actually is describing and looks like in practice. 

This helps the actors to reinforce and maintain their power as in this study’s case. Or maintain 

power and also push for change, as in the cases in the previous research mentioned above.  

Further, one could suggest it thus becomes a discourse of power.   

 

5.3.2 The Swedish model’s Collective Agreements  

As an example of how the parts of the Swedish model are protected and cherished in the 

language of Swedish news media is an example of how a disruption among the workers is 
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legitimized. The tool of transitivity– i.e., how happenings and actors are connected – and 

modalities – the author’s degree of assent down to sentence construction are used in this 

example. The article (DN 050318) begins with the words “there cannot have been much 

construction done this day”. The formulation of this phrase shows that who it was that did not 

build anything this day is not important and that their responsibility to do so is not very relevant 

in this particular text and context. The construction workers and their unions were instead 

defending the cherished institution of collective agreements – the core in the Swedish model - 

which is hence a good initiative. Further, the consequences of a missed day of construction are 

not discussed in the article.  

 

A change that can be detected over time is that the later articles in the material discuss things 

on a shallower level, fewer details and not going into an explicit intertextual chain. While 

articles from the first 5-10 years do show that there is an ongoing debate in the newspaper itself 

or media in general. An article in Dagens Nyheter 1995 exemplifies a level in detail in the 

coverage of labor relations that becomes less and less common during the period studied. The 

article (DN 950328) presents the newly elected members of a board that is to investigate a 

modernization of employment security in a new commission. The members are presented as 

experienced people within the labor movement and the background of every one of these four 

union representatives is accounted for in the article. Different unions and the structure of the 

labor movement are mentioned and their relation and particular opponents on the employer 

side. A similar example cannot be found in the articles from the last 5-10 years of this study’s 

material.  

 

5.3.3 Discursive Practice Around the Swedish Model 

The complexity of the Swedish model and choices of not going into details is further reflected 

in the discursive practices found in the interviews of this study. The most striking find in the 

material shows that the discourse practice of the Swedish model i.e. the interviews revolves 

around a current conception of it being very “complex”. The discourse in the material moves 

from it pertaining in many different discussions, explicit or implicit, towards being a concept 

of something complex and very hard to understand. The interviewees say themselves that it is 

a concept people use in an abstract way and for a variety of things. The reporters both say it is 

a tricky concept and an obvious one to use in reporting as they are alluding to it in various ways. 

One reporter states it is so complicated it should not be used as the average reader doesn’t have 

time or interest in learning what it is.  
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I try not to use the word Swedish model. It is such a diffuse concept, it is used a 

bit about everything possible, sometimes I get unsure of what it even stands for. 

No, I don’t write-… I try to avoid the Swedish model. It happens that it has to be 

included due to the context. But precisely this with unions and employers deciding 

for themselves and such about wages and the state should not interfere, it is 

probably a form of the Swedish model […] I do not think so many readers .. or 

like of course when you .. then you almost have to have an extensive fact box next 

to it: this is the Swedish model and this is what it means. 

 

What does such an approach to the Swedish model among actors in the field spreading 

information about it do to the development of deprioritizing labor-related issues in the media? 

First and foremost, it can be said that neither the discourse nor the system does not become very 

transparent to the public. Hence, it is not easy for the public to question it and possibly alter it 

if there was an agency to do that. According to the conceptualizations of modern power brought 

up in this study, this may or may not be a problem. A modern power should hide to reach its 

goals, but as the third face of power that makes actors work for certain goals and believe it is 

their own will so that the power hides in plain sight. It could be discussed whether the power 

lying in the discourse of the Swedish model is hiding in plain sight. The discursive practice can 

also protect it from being questioned – if it’s too complicated for the average readers to even 

understand, how could they change it if they so wished? If the public, in general, has difficulty 

understanding the Swedish model, it might affect their image of the unions’ legitimacy. The 

Swedish model could also be disconnected from the social partners with this lack of insight in 

the model, and the public could believe that it is possible to keep the cherished model, but get 

rid of the unions.  

 

Secondly, the discourse of the Swedish model seems to be very intact and stands alone in both 

the articles and the interviews. All the material concerning it share similarities, whether the 

issue was discussed with someone on the employer or the employee side. There has always 

been an aspect of modernization of the model in this discourse, but it has been very constant. 

The word flexibility is present in both articles around the year 2000 and the interviews done for 

this study in 2021. The key points in it are although continuously that the tripartite system 

should be preserved and protected from the in discourse conceptualized threats of globalization 

and political interference. Therefore, it would be safe to say that the Swedish model discourse 
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contains a very low interdiscursivity and is therefore in its discursive practice, resisting social 

change in the dialectical struggle with other social practices.  

 

Capital and labor stand together in the discourse of the Swedish model. Its core idea is 

cooperation, and the power of these two actors partly emerges from the compromises that have 

enhanced stability in the labor market. Thus, the Swedish context presents a distinct variant of 

the struggle between labor and capital and gives a strong common discourse that remains strong 

even if the intertextual chains where it is discussed are dispersed. According to PRT, power is 

not only exercised through conflict but also through exploitation and exchange where alliances 

are created to make actors work for the power rather than against it. The alliance of capital and 

labor, in this case, could also be suggested that this power mechanism is so advanced that there 

are no longer clashes in relation to how the labor market is to be organized. Consequently, 

everyone could be agreeing and there are no longer conflicts to be reported in the public debate. 

Furthermore, capital and labor can, according to the previously discussed study of Enbom 

(2009) cooperate in communicating their ideas through the news media, as they serve as clear 

counterparts which propose an interesting foundation for news stories to the media institutions.  

 

Thus far, we have concluded that the material shows a tendency to not report on unions’ 

agencies and abilities, pushing the unions into more of a commentator role and questioning 

their legitimacy. Furthermore, they are portrayed as potentially weakening, which could serve 

as a self-fulfilling prophecy. In this theme of the discourse of the Swedish model, the material 

suggests that the discourse has become an increasingly abstract discourse but at the same time 

a powerful legitimizing discourse. It can thus reproduce the power of both unions and 

employers’ organizations and keep political and state power out. The collective agreements 

within the model should be protected and it is argued in the news articles in this study that the 

model perfectly serves its purposes of regulating the labor market to a sufficient degree. There 

is thus a shift in the discourses in union reporting that can be distinguished in this study’s 

material this far. The power relations have likewise been centered around the social partners, 

although the legitimacy of unions has come to be questioned and replacing the reporting of the 

struggle between labor and capital. But what is it then, that has been competing collectively 

centered ideas in the Swedish model and contributed to this shift away from a union focus on 

the part of the newspapers? The findings in this study point towards a shift away from a focus 

on the collective’s interest towards the individual worker in the discourses in labor market 

reporting. The theme that covers this shift will be presented in the next section.  
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5.4 From a Collective Core to a Discursive Focus on Individuality  

 

The findings in this study suggest that trade unions are no longer portrayed as defenders of the 

worker, but as another actor alongside the workers who speak in the media. Numerous signs in 

the material show that a focus shift from the collective to the individual. This is a problem for 

the unions as unions are founded upon an idea of a collective effort among individuals with 

similar interests. In this section, this shift from a collective focus to an individual focus will be 

discussed. Firstly, an example of what an individual focus looks like in a daily newspaper 

towards the later parts of the material will be presented. Secondly, the change in the discourse 

of solidarity will be treated in relation to actors standing outside the actual conflicts. Lastly, 

findings in the interviews concerning the shift towards individual focus will be presented.  

 

5.4.1 Pay Raises – Who’s Responsibility?  

A notion put forward in several of the interviews is that trade unions today are focused on how 

to provide insurance services to their members. They are presented more as providing economic 

safety for the member in her situation, than a collective solution for defending rights and 

interests for workers. As stated in the previous section the discourse of solidarity has vanished, 

both as solidarity among workers and the public affected by strikes and workers. As mentioned 

in the results’ first section, DN has replaced some of their earlier focus on labor-related 

questions in a section called “Work & Money” with DN Work, in which they focus more on 

career-related issues. A representative article for that change is an article in Göteborgsposten 

2015 (GP150315). The section it can be found under is in translation called “Economy: My 

Money” and a preview of the article is also found on the section’s first page. It is sharing the 

page space with an article that continues on the next page that also concerns advice on how to 

succeed in a salary interview. The article that is the focus here has the headline is “This is how 

you prepare for the pay-setting meeting”. The introduction is:  

The pay-setting meeting is important and not least the preparations before. But do 

not expect that you can talk yourself into a higher salary. What you do at work 

every day is what matters. 

   - GP (150315) 

An ombudsman from the Gothenburg branch of the private sector white-collar workers’ union 

Unionen is interviewed and provides advice for the individual that wants a pay raise or is about 

to negotiate her wage. It is also mentioned, in sections towards the end of the article how a 

union can help a worker by providing wage statistics and advice on how to proceed in individual 
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wage negotiations. The transitivity in the article is repeatedly putting the responsibility of 

getting a pay raise on the individual, as is prominent already in the headline and the introduction 

– it is the performance of the worker on the job and in the salary interview. The union is in this 

context a tool for achieving a pay raise. A worker employed in a confectionary is cited when 

she shares that she got her biggest pay raise when she switched employer. These notions could 

be ascribed as a result of a process of individualization of risk, following neoliberal currents 

(Korpi 2002; Movitz and Sandberg 2019). The reasoning in GP (150315) is very different from 

the narrative where a CEO and shareholders choices to prioritize share dividends before wage 

increases discussed earlier (AB 950323), also discussed in the previous section (see figure 5). 

The authors’ degree of assent can also be discerned in the formulation of the questions to the 

interviewed CEO, as they are formulated in an opinionated way: “the employees should be 

content with a salary increase of 3.5 percent while the owners can get the share dividends more 

than doubled?” (AB 950323). The responsibility in that article is nowhere near to be put on the 

sole worker in the standing in solidarity with his collective. The previously important collective 

is together raising their voices in that narrative for a rightful share of the profit. Likewise, the 

performance of the worker at the job was not a part of that discussion, while it is the key to a 

pay raise in the article in Göteborgsposten 2015.  

 

5.4.2 The Solidarity of a Third Party – from a Fellow Citizen to a Consumer 

The approach of a collective working together and influencing work conditions and wages as a 

collective is linked with the solidarity discourse’s loosening. This goes also for the way third 

parties’ relations to striking workers are portrayed. Two clear examples of a shift in focus in 

coverage of conflicts and their effects on a third party could be found among the articles. The 

first example is a page in Göteborgsposten 1999 (GP 990310) reporting on a strike realized by 

bus drivers in the Gothenburg area. First, there is an article reporting how the conflict could be 

solved and that bus drivers will therefore return to work. Underneath that article is an interview 

with families on the everyday challenges the strike has brought them, given that their kids’ 

school buses were not operational. The families share that it has posed some complications in 

planning and having to drive the kids themselves, but that they understand and support the strike 

initiative. A mother shares her experience of the strike’s consequences to her. 

 – We really need our bus, says Marie Bahr. We have sympathized with 

the bus drivers, but at the same time, we have set up and fixed this. Now it didn’t 

end up with the chaos as the bus drivers had expected and that's a shame. It's felt 

a little, almost as if we were strikebreakers. 
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   - GP (990310) 

 

The second example is an article in Dagens Nyheter 2015 (DN150305) (see figure 6) about a 

strike happening in the airline industry. The concerned airline has had to cancel several flights 

due to this and is leasing aircraft and taking in workers from staffing companies to keep the 

activity going. The article’s focus is on how Swedish unions are about to take sympathy 

measures in solidarity with the airline staff affected by the airline’s decision to hire 

strikebreakers instead of negotiating with the strikers. However, in contrast to the first example, 

a third of the page is occupied by interviews with travelers at the airport. The question posed to 

the five travelers is “How did you find out about the strike and how are you going to travel to 

your destination?”. All of them are simply answering the question and not commenting on any 

reasons for the strike. In the middle of the page, there is also a Q&A box informing on the 

consumers’ rights concerning canceled flights.  

 

Figure 6 DN (150305) An example of reporting on how strikes affect the consumer 
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These two examples show potential proof of a shift in social practices – what perspective a third 

party is viewing labor conflicts from. It has shifted from a citizen trying to manage her way 

around temporary obstacles caused by strikes that are fully legitimate in which you recognize 

and identify with the workers’ roles, to a consumer that has rights concerning obstacles caused 

by strikes. The strikes and the reasons for them are fully separate from the consumers’ everyday 

life, bearing the sole consequences of potentially causing difficulties in getting around or having 

access to various goods.  

 

5.4.3 Discursive Practice of Individual Focus 

The shift towards an individual focus during the studied period 1995-2019 is an aspect 

experienced by the interviewees as well. One interviewee, experienced in labor market 

reporting share their view on what has happened: 

[…] but then it's like the whole trend with .. invest in yourself and don’t care about 

others and… like the union they lose members and… that [unions are] 

experienced as .. well so boring and stiff. 

This interviewee describes the discursive shift as a trend where the construction of the own 

identity prevails a sense of togetherness and the notion of helping each other out. When asked 

about the reasons for this shift, a union representative accounted for a vanished collective logic 

as follows:  

But the logic of why you are a member has changed quite dramatically. It has 

gone from a kind of collectivist solidarity idea to a more individualistic 

perspective, driven by insurance- .. a stronger sense of insurance and financial 

security but also purely labor law, legal issues - that you get bargaining help and 

so on. And that has led to the relationship [between union and member] has 

become more based on “me as an individual buying an insurance solution from a 

trade union organization”. It's a little different from “this is how I, as part of a 

collective, am part of this trade union organization”. In the past, many members 

could identify with, well, “I'm a metal worker, I'm a member of [IF] Metall, it's 

kind of completely logical”. Eh that logic no longer exists really but it is more “I 

need financial security therefore I am part of my union”.  

 

One can assume that the power relation between the individual and the employer is different 

from the previous, in daily newspapers discourses, dominating relation of union versus the 

employer. Overall, another description of reality has formed through this either way, where the 
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ability and responsibility to change a situation concerning employer and employee, is clearly 

posed on the employee. In relation to this image of reality, unions’ abilities and agencies 

become less relevant. It is not a power resource to be able to speak for a collective when the 

individual is the one who can change things, given this definition of existing power relations in 

the labor market. However, the unions can provide financial security and aid with labor-related 

issues tied to the individual such as legal help in various situations. Given this context with a 

shift towards individual focus, the role of an insurance-providing institution is put forward. An 

interviewee lifts that workers may have more direct contact with their employer today as the 

practice of institutionalized meetings and discussions between the employer and the employee 

has reached normalization. Due to this change, the interviewee thinks that the media has also 

made some alterations in what and how they report on labor market issues. 

More people today have direct contact with their employer. You talk about 

employee interviews, you set development goals, you make performance 

assessments, salary interviews ... the union does not have the same role there - or 

the union is often in the background, but it is not the union that sets the salaries 

or negotiates pay raises for the employee. 

 

This can be described as the social practices in work relations have changed and resulted in a 

shift from the unions’ abilities and agencies. The change in social practice is then filtered 

through the discursive practices of what the actors on the field think is relevant and will interest 

readers. The discursive practices decide how to produce content that the readers can relate to, 

given the social practices of the modern labor market.  

 

This concludes the presentation of the findings in this study, where the aim is to see if there has 

been a shift over the last 25 years in the discourses on how trade unions are being discussed 

and what the power relations around these institutions look like. The results imply that a change 

in discourses around unions in Swedish print news media has occurred over the last 25 years. 

From the material, three central themes could be extracted and analyzed with the theories of 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) and power resource theory (PRT). These themes were (1) 

trade unions’ abilities and agencies, (2) the discourse of the Swedish model, and lastly (3) from 

a collective to an individual focus. The power resources of the unions, such as representing a 

collective have thus become less significant or legitimate, which could imply a loss in strength 

for the unions. An interesting decline in labor market reporting overall could also be 

distinguished. In the next section, a discussion of these results will follow.  
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6 Conclusions 

 

 

This study aimed to investigate if there has been a shift over the last 25 years in the discourses 

on how trade unions are being discussed in Swedish print news media. More specifically, I 

aimed to investigate whether a social change and change in power relations of trade unions can 

be detected in the discourses. Two questions were formulated to guide the study. These were 

(1) how have discourses and discursive practices around news media reporting on unions and 

their role in society changed over the last 25 years? And (2) what kind of power relations can 

be detected in these discourses? 

 

A shift in discourses can be said to have taken place, according to this study, in the way trade 

unions are discussed in Swedish daily newspapers – but the power alterations are more complex 

than to say that they have simply lost power. There is less conflict, so the agencies of unions 

may become less clear, which does not help them penetrate the vast sea of information in 

today’s digitalized public debate. The decrease in conflicts would maybe not be harmful in a 

context where the discourses concerning individualism were not advancing their positions in 

both policymaking and attitudes among workers. However, there is still huge support and not 

much interdiscursivity around the Swedish model, which protects and helps legitimize the 

influence of the social partners as an increasingly abstract concept. It is a discourse that is still 

being constructed and reconstructed vividly, according to this study’s material.  

 

A discourse of weakening trade unions and a discursive focus on the individual are emerging 

at the same time. The discourse may be exaggerated in comparison to reality, as the 

institutionalization of unions as a powerful actor on the Swedish labor market is still relatively 

intact. But it could be an attractive rhetoric for news media given the changes to the media 

landscape. The dynamic relationship between these three aspects results in a triple blow for 

labor, where the newspapers are ascribing unions properties such as failing and helpless in the 

development. Such a portrayal does not allow the trust in the relation union-member to be 

reproduced and could thus serve as a self-fulfilling prophecy, where fewer members lead to a 

delegitimization of unions as powerful actors. Furthermore, the unions become less relevant in 

a context where the focus is on the individual and not collective solutions. Their options given 

this shift are to either continue preaching for collective solutions and risk being perceived as 
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unmodern and irrelevant or to resort to taking on a role that resembles more an insurance 

company that protects the individual through financial and legal means.  

 

This section commences with a discussion of the results concerning previous research 

conducted on the issue which helped orient this study in its academic context as well as to the 

theories used to investigate the matter at hand. Secondly, a reflection on the methodological 

approach will follow. Lastly, some concluding remarks will lay out the implications of this 

study and suggestions for future research.  

 

6.1 A Contra-Productive Swedish Model? 

The relational nature of power described in the employed theories is substantiated by the 

findings in this study. Less conflict, as argued in power resource theory is here not a sign of 

labor becoming weak, but choosing other less costly struggle instruments because they can. In 

previous literature on power resource theory, this has meant that they are becoming successful 

in the ideological struggle. In the context presented by this study, it is instead a choice that 

makes the unions fade into the background of the public debate. In the long run, that could 

delegitimize in them as powerful actors. But unions have also been incorporated into the 

collective social understandings of what it is that is important currently, which partly has been 

argued by previous research to be a free-market-oriented reality where economic growth is the 

most important goal (Baccaro and Howell 2011; Pontusson 1997). That implies, in the 

neoliberal idea tradition brought up in the literature review, that some may take a blow in the 

pursue of this goal. That is of course in contrast with the founding collective logic of unions. In 

other words, a shift in power relations towards more of an exchange and compliance with new 

ideas that serve capital more than they do the workers, where the risk is reoriented to the 

individual instead of the collective. 

 

The core ideas behind the Swedish model, at least from the Swedish labor movement’s side, 

was to aim for redistribution and a more equal society through compromises before conflict and 

having almost all workers unionized. In other words, the strength in numbers would provide an 

emphasis on other power-exercising instruments that costly strikes. Today, not as many are 

unionized. The compromises done through the Industrial Agreement implies that a return to 

conflict instruments – such as strikes that gains a lot of attention – are not as possible as before. 

Consequently, the compromising part of the Swedish model could today be suggested to might 

be, in the long run, contra-productive to the original goals of Swedish labor. Especially if a 
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deinstitutionalization of the labor movement’s power will unfold as the employment security 

act several times under the studied period and still is today has been said to need to be less rigid. 

The ultimate goal of a union is, in the end, to represent its members and to push for their 

interests. The unions might be successful at the negotiation table in doing that and gaining better 

wages and working conditions for the workers by each concluding of an agreement than they 

would through conflict today. But it can very well be an issue that these successes are not as 

visible in the public debate as a conflict-oriented struggle would be. If their success is not 

visible, they could lose legitimacy. The potential possibility of a contra-productive property to 

the Swedish model is not something that can be proved by this study, but the study’s results 

still suggest that it might be an aspect worth reflecting upon.  

 

The discourse of the Swedish model, however, is not contra-productive in securing the labor 

movement’s dominant position. It could be described as a discourse of power as it is producing 

and reproducing the dominant power relations. In Kareithi and Kariithi (2007), the discourse of 

globalization is presented as a discourse of power as it produces and reproduces the dominant 

position of a government that strives for privatization and free-market-oriented policies. The 

same goes for the discourse of the Third Way of New Labour in Fairclough (2000). The 

discourse helps the government or the party in these previous research cases, to achieve their 

goals. The Swedish model discourse could be suggested as helping the alliance of unions and 

employers’ organizations to maintain its influence on the Swedish labor market.  

 

Another interesting finding in previous research accounted for in the literature review, is that 

the relations with labor market reporters are important (Enbom 2009). This study further 

emphasizes their role in the unions getting their ideas across to the public. The development 

suggests that unions have had to adjust to the media logic even more, where they construct 

complete news stories and present them to the reporters, including suggestions of individuals 

they could interview. The number of specialized labor market reporters seems to also have 

diminished.  

 

The struggle is partly fought through the alliance of the Swedish labor movement and 

employers’ organizations. There is a common interest in the struggle of reproducing the 

discourse of the Swedish model among the unions and the employers’ organizations. This 

common interest is to keep politicians out of labor market regulations. Political interference in 

the labor market would mean that the influence of both unions and employers’ organizations 
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would have to give up some of their power. Capital is, however, as suggested by power resource 

theory, the strong party in that alliance. According to Olsen (1998), brought up in the theory 

section, the capital has also gone global in a way labor has not managed, due to their nationally 

bound both institutional and spatial properties. They are often limited in their ability to act 

against multinational employers by national law and the workers they organize are organized 

within their country and workplace. The alliance seems now to have served capital more than 

it has served labor’s interest. The global aspects of capital’s development are not something 

that was investigated in this particular study but is still an important aspect suggested by 

previous research that implies the unions’ power resources have become less significant. 

Critical discourse analysis stems from ideas of a dialectical struggle between the two 

fundamental economically defined classes – labor and capital. Therefore, the approach and its 

tools are suitable for a study investigating issues related to labor relations. The critical discourse 

analysis shows how language and power relations are connected and how one can change the 

other.  

 

6.2 Methodology Considering the Results 

This study aimed to see if there has been a shift in the discourses around unions in Swedish 

daily newspapers. Critical discourse analysis connects the texts – news articles in this case, as 

the evident choice given the aim – with social reality and is, therefore, a good choice if a 

connection between social change and text is sought after. It suggests discourse can work as 

self-fulfilling prophecies and does also acknowledge the struggle of labor and capital as a 

central force in social change. 

 

A demarcation of critical discourse analysis and its purpose to investigate social change through 

discourse is the fact that the approach concentrates upon texts, but not how these texts are 

received and perceived.  Aspects such as reception and perception would therefore be suitable 

to investigate further, with other methods than critical discourse analysis. This study has relied 

upon previous research and theories in describing the social change that has been happening in 

labor relations over the last 25 years. Since the methodological approach was a discourse 

analysis, i.e. a focus on the language used in discussing the issue of interest – labor relations – 

it is not possible nor the aim of the methodological approach nor the aim to produce any material 

that in detail states the actual “true” circumstances and significant events concerning the 

Swedish labor market.  
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6.3 Implications for Future Research and Practice 

This study suggests that the coverage of trade unions narrows down in both quantity and 

content. The discourses used when talking to and about trade unions in Swedish print media 

have shifted from being focused on the collective and a portrayal of the struggle between labor 

and capital, to a focus on individual employees. Part of this could be ascribed to the decrease 

in conflict on the Swedish labor market. However, the discourse of the Swedish model serves 

as a power discourse that produces and reproduces the legitimacy of the social parties. The 

practical implications of a change where one of the parties in the Swedish model weakens could 

mean an increase in employers’ organization power. Potentially it could also imply political 

interference that would break off the tradition of the state as a spectator in Swedish labor market 

regulation. Whether the unions are going to choose other struggle instruments than 

compromises in the future could also be something to consider. What kind of struggle 

instruments in that case and how would the struggle be organized from labor’s side?  

 

In the future, it would be interesting to conduct a study that investigates the links between the 

discourses found in this study and the public’s perception of unions. Have the unions had a 

decrease in members because of e.g., a discourse of weakening unions? How, which sources 

and contexts help members of the public construct their image of unions? It would also be 

interesting to see how internet sources that are not the unions themselves or media institutions 

– such as the newspapers in this study – treat labor-related issues. As the public debate is 

happening in additional forums on the internet, to the established media institutions, the 

discourse there should be considered as interesting to search for social change through discourse 

there. Previous research has suggested that activism on social media works differently than 

unions traditionally do. But regardless of if unions have a hard time getting their points across 

in cyberspace, one cannot assume the debate on labor-related issues is not at all present in these 

forums.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Guide  

This is an example of an interview guide that was utilized in this study. The interview guide 

was slightly altered depending on the professional role of the interviewee, but they all roughly 

followed this pattern. The interviews were as noted semi-structured and allowed the 

interviewee to discuss subjects that they thought to be relevant to the issue.  

 

Interview with a labor market reporter 

- What are you doing in your job? 

- How long have you been working on this? / How long have you been working on labor 

market issues? 

- How did you start working with this? 

- What does your monitoring of the labor market look like? What does the resource 

distribution look like? Has it changed? Does it vary during the year? 

- What does the contact with the social partners look like? Do they get in touch with you? Do 

you hear from them? Is there a difference between ATO and AGO? 

- Do you feel that the field you are monitoring has changed recently? 

- Do you feel that the interest in the social partners has changed? 

- Do you feel that the way you describe the relations concerning social partners has changed? 

The unions? 

- Does it show in the reporting? 

- Do you get feedback from readers regarding labor market reporting? Is it more or less than 

other subjects? What does the response look like? (Do you know who the readers are?) 

- How do the thoughts go about the production of a text that reports on the labor market. What 

must be included and at what level of detail does it usually end up? 

- How are these texts spread? Do they often end up in the major national newspapers? More 

or less than any other journalism at this [media institution]? 

- (What do you think of when you think of the Swedish model?) 
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Appendix B 
 

The Articles 

This is a list of the news articles that were used in this study’s analysis. The letters are 

abbreviations of the newspaper’s name, the numbers specify the date of when the article was 

published in the print copy of the newspaper, following the pattern year-month-day 

(YYMMDD).  

AB: Aftonbladet 

DN: Dagens Nyheter 

GP: Göteborgsposten 

SvD: Svenska Dagbladet 

 

AB (950323) ”Nu har vi nått smärtgränsen”Aftonbladet 

AB (970319) Spelet om våra löner kan börja. Aftonbladet 

AB (990313) Arbetsförmedling fackets nya melodi. Aftonbladet 

AB (010328) Ompröva Riksbankens mål. Aftonbladet 

AB (030304) Kommunal kämpar för 100 procent. Aftonbladet 

AB (050302) Facket: Arbetsgivare som mobbar skäms inte längre. Aftonbladet 

AB (070328) Strejkkaos hotar i påsk. Aftonbladet 

AB (090302) En sjuk statistik. Aftonbladet 

AB (110301) Jag var fackets politiska alibi. Aftonbladet 

AB (130327) Det handlar om dig. Aftonbladet 

AB (150302) Hotet: Kom idag eller få sparken. Aftonbladet 

AB (170307) Chockvänder – om lönerna. Aftonbladet 

AB (190320) Avtalsrörelsen kan bli stormig. Aftonbladet 

DN (950328) Facket väljer erfarna rävar. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (970314) Kallsinnigt inom LO. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (990329) Förhandlingarna kan pågå ett år. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (010318) ”Fusioner ger inte starka fack”. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (030325) Kommunal säger nej till individuell lönesättning. Dagens Nyheter  

DN (050318) Tusentals till försvar för kollektivavtalen … men företagarna vill ha 

individuella avtal. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (070317) Gruvfacken förkastade medlarnas bud. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (090312) Avhoppet chockar. Dagens Nyheter 
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DN (110310) Transport varslar om blockad. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (130314) Handelns löner har ökat mest. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (150305) Svenska fack på väg in i norska flygkonflikten. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (170308) Kvinnorna fortsätter halka efter år efter år. Dagens Nyheter 

DN (190314) Facket instämmer i kritik mot SVT: ”En modern arbetsplats ser inte ut såhär”. 

Dagens Nyheter 

GP (950321) ”Arbetsgivarna är för toppstyrda”. Göteborgsposten  

GP (970323) ”Kortare arbetstid en politisk fråga”. Göteborgsposten 

GP (990310) Strejken över efter medling. Göteborgsposten 

GP (010317) Kommunanställdas löner het potatis. Göteborgsposten 

GP (030307) Tillfälliga inhoppare får vänta på regler för tryggare jobb. Göteborgsposten 

GP (050305) Den fackliga fronten räddade Trollhättan. Göteborgsposten 

GP (070321) Facket tar strid för tryggare anställningar. Göteborgsposten 

GP (090318) Frostigt läge i fråga om huvudavtal. Göteborgsposten 

GP (110329) Lönedumpning trots avtal. Göteborgsposten 

GP (130328) Bemannia-konflikt olöst. Göteborgsposten 

GP (150315) Så förbereder du dig inför lönesamtalet. Göteborgsposten 

GP (170314) Konflikten i hamnen går ett varv till. Göteborgsposten 

GP (190307) Experten: ”Goda chanser till bestående förändring i hamnen”. Göteborgsposten 

SvD (950318) Alla tjänar på ny arbetsrätt. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (970327) Arbetstvister får inte hamna i allmän domstol. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (990303) Fack säger nej till starkare medlare. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (010309) TCO tar ny strid om pensionsåldern. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (030325) Sjuklöneförslag får tvärnej från parterna. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (050313) Krav på skydd för personalen. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (070320) Ökad risk för konflikt. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (090331) Vad är det egentligen hon säger? Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (110314) Blir det vit eller grå rök från LO? Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (130326) Strejkhot förvånar medlare. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (150302) LO ber om eldunderstöd av Ingves. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (170310) Foodora försvarar korta kontrakten. Svenska Dagbladet 

SvD (190319) Rekordlåga lönepåslag räcker inte för industrin. Svenska Dagbladet 
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