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Abstract 

This thesis will handle the gendered wage gap in the blue-collar sectors and how the blue-collar 

unions collective organization (from here on referred to as LO) has handled this issue. In the Swedish 

labour market the unions and the employers’ organizations negotiate terms and conditions of 

employment that result in legally binding collective agreements. Within the blue-collar sector wages 

are to a large extent negotiated on this level and the blue-collar unions coordinate within LO on which 

questions to focus on in the negotiations with the employers. But during 2015 the unions within LO 

were not able to agree and the coordination failed (Medlingsinstitutet, MI, 2017). The main issue was 

disagreement on how to handle low wages and value discrimination.  

 To understand the split during 2015, the reader needs to understand the background and the 

deeply rooted norms within LO and how the Swedish labour market is organized. Therefore this thesis 

is divided into three parts. The first part describes historical aspects of how the Swedish labour market 

has developed with focus on women’s salaries. The second part looks at how LO has chosen to handle 

the gendered wage gap during the years 2004-2012. The last part will be a critical discourse analysis 

of articles handling the failed coordination in 2015.      
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1. Introduction  

This thesis will handle the subject of wage discrimination and the gendered wage gap in the blue 

collar sector, focusing on how the collective union organization, Landsorganisationen (from here on 

referred to as LO) has handled the gendered wage gap.  

 The Swedish labour law system is divided into two parts: the collective and the individual 

law. The collective law, which will be the focus in this thesis, is the foundation of the Swedish model. 

The Swedish labour market is to a large extent regulated through collective agreements that the unions 

and the employers negotiate, but norms that create inequalities are built into this construction and the 

discrimination acts, that is a part of the individual labour law, can only handle the discrimination on 

an individual level. Although the discrimination act has stricter regulations since 2017, which forces 

the individual employer to take active measures to reduce the structural discrimination within the 

workplace or organization, such as yearly salary surveys, discrimination on the labour market and 

between sectors are left to be resolved by the actors in the labour market. The chairman of LO Karl-

Petter Thorwaldsson (2015) said that: 

”The only force in society that can find a way away from this is the unions.”  

 In Sweden discrimination can be tried in the labour court on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, 

age, religion, sexuality, transgender identity or disability. The cases that have reached the labour court 

are the most extraordinary individual cases, and the court has referred to the Swedish model and that 

it is up to the actors of the labour market to handle the structural wage discrimination (Svenaeus 

2017).   

 The discrimination law has been criticized for not being able to handle structural injustice due 

to the individualism built into it. Hanna Pettersson (2015) describes the problem:  

”Prescribing equal treatment has been ruled out as a means of addressing structural injustice, since 

the principle of equal treatment does not produce equal results when applied in a world characterized 

by inequality.”  (p.48) 

 The legal world, the rules and in this case the traditions in the Swedish model, has alienated 

itself from society (Minkkinen 2013) and the tools of the law cannot handle the inequalities in society 

and the labour market. This thesis will look at how the actors in the labour market that create the law 

fails to take in social factors.  

 I will look at how LO has handled the gendered wage gap historically and after that take a 

look closer at how they have handled the issues in the internal negotiations that precede the 

negotiations with the employer. In these negations, they settle on which questions to focus. This will 

culminate in a critical discourse analysis of the negotiations in the fall of 2015 which failed because 
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the unions within LO couldn’t unite. The main reason was that the Swedish Municipal Workers’ 

union (from here on referred to as the Municipal union) had demanded higher salary increase for their 

auxiliary nurses but when the final suggestion that LO put forward included an additional focus on 

low wage salaries the union’s fell apart.   

 

1.2 Research question, aim and delimitations   

The research question in this thesis is: 

How has LO, using the Swedish model, failed to handle the gendered wage gap in the negotiation 

movements? 

 With this question, I aim to map out how LO has handled the gendered wage gap. Every year 

they focus on this issue but the results have been varied and the women in blue collar occupations 

pay the price. I am including a bigger picture and a historical view when incorporating the Swedish 

model, from that I will narrow the subject down into recent years’ negations and finally take a close 

look at last year’s negotiations and how the question of women’s wages was handled. This is to 

include an international reader, add a context and an historical aspect that is relevant to understand 

before reading the last part. My aim is to identify how come LO, in spite having decided upon a 

feminist viewpoint and work with union feminism as they call it, in the fall of 2015 falls apart over 

the question of equal salaries and how this is rooted in LO. 

 The Swedish labour market is highly sex segregated and men’s salaries are higher (SCB 

2015). My theoretical standpoint is that this is due to the sex segregated labour market, the 

dichotomies of the sexes are enforced, which leads to a hierarchy where men become the norm 

(Hirdman 1988). In the blue-collar history the ideal worker has a strong connection to the class 

struggle and a white male norm (Hirdman 2001) this hinders the development of women's salaries in 

an organization that is closely connected to class questions. The Swedish discrimination act with its 

strong focus on individuals cannot address the structural discrimination against women dominated 

sectors and this shows how the legislator has failed to see how inequalities are built into the labour 

market, the Swedish model and the norms within it. 

 My field of interest and main object of analysis in this thesis will be gender and class, I will 

touch upon ethnicity but it is not an explicit intersectional analysis. I am aware of the critique that is 

directed towards not doing an intersectional analysis and how the result can be less varied 

(Ellingsaeter 2013). The material I found is not sufficient enough for an intersectional analysis to the 

extent I would like. The lack of material is a deficiency, and an indicator that factors such as ethnicity 

are less prioritized. When looking at this problem the two major groups are men and women, and 

therefore I’m staying at analyzing gender, a further extent to this thesis is an intersectional analysis. 
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1.3 The labour law and the collective agreements 

What characterizes the Swedish labour law is the collective part of the law and the high amount of 

union organization where approximately 71% are organized in a union. The organization rate is higher 

in the public sector than in the private and higher amongst white collar workers and women. Another 

part that is specific for the Swedish labour law is that collective agreements cover 88% of the labour 

market. Even in the parts of the labour market without collective agreements, they still become the 

norm for how the workplace is organized (Adlercreutz et al 2013). 

 The independence for the actors in the labour market, the unions and the employers’ 

organizations, is highly valued and the government puts high trust in these actors to regulate the 

labour market without government interference. This means that Sweden has no legislation regarding 

for example minimum wages.                         

 There are of course laws regulating the labour market and they are quite extensive, but they 

are also to a large extent dispositive or semi dispositive and can be overruled by a collective 

agreement (Ibid 2013). If there is a conflict between unions and employers’ representatives the 

Swedish National Mediation Office comes in to mediate. The Swedish National Mediation Office 

also works for an efficient wage formation process (MI webpage). 

 

1.4 The inequalities in the labour market  

Women have higher education than men, the largest group that attend studies after the gymnasium 

are women born in Sweden. In elementary school girls have higher grades than boys. 63% that 

graduate from university or college are women but 53% of the PhD graduates are men. 

 During 2014 only four of the thirty largest occupations in Sweden had an equal gender 

division. The occupations with most women were nurses, people working within homecare and 

people working within eldercare. In this group 93% were women (SCB 2015). 15% of the people 

working in healthcare are born outside of Sweden. 

 The Swedish labour market is dominated by permanent employments. Within the white-collar 

sector 90% have a permanent employment but it is lower in the blue-collar sector and the lowest rate 

of permanent employments are amongst women in the blue-collar sectors (LO 2017). Individuals 

born outside of Sweden are overrepresented when it comes to being employed in fixed term contracts, 

and in unemployment (AER 2017). 

 The highest rate of full-time employees are white-collar men, with 91%, and the lowest 

amongst blue-collar women, with 50%. The most common reason for working part-time is the lack 

of suitable full-time jobs (LO 2017). Individuals born outside of Sweden, namely in Asia or Africa, 

are the groups in which temporary jobs and part-time jobs are most frequent (AER 2017).   
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 An important factor as to why the gendered pay gap exist is due to the fact that men and 

women work, too much extent, in different occupations and different sectors. Statistics show that 

within occupations dominated by women, salaries are lower and in male dominated occupations 

salaries are higher (MI 2015). 

 In occupations with higher salaries the differences in salaries are higher, and the other way 

around. So, for example within the municipal sector, which is dominated by women and characterized 

by low salaries the gendered difference in salaries are smaller. (MI 2015)   

 In fact, the statistics shows that blue-collar women have the lowest salaries, least access to 

full-time jobs, least control over their work tasks and when they can do them (LO 2017). They are 

also the group that has least access to healthcare in the workplace (LO 2016), have a heavy physical 

and mental workload and are the largest group that are exposed to threats and violence (LO 2017). 

 In 2015, women had approximately 87,5% of men’s salaries. After considering factors such 

as differences in occupations, sectors, age and working hours, the wage gap between men and women 

remains and ends up at 4,6% (MI 2016). 

 Another way of calculating salaries is to look at the actual salary that the employee gets, 

including working hours, that leaves blue-collar women working 30 hours per week with a salary 

before tax at 18 486 SEK. Blue-collar men earn 24 831 SEK, white-collar women 31 004 SEK, white-

collar men 40 352 SEK (LO 2017). 

 

1.5 Explanations and translations 

I use many labour law expressions and terms that are specific for the Swedish labour market therefore 

I would like to explain them further here, many of these expressions are important to understand for 

further reading. 

 Class - in this thesis I define class according to Joan Acker’s (2006) definition, ”durable and 

systematic differences in the access to influence and over means to providing for oneself”. 

 Negative salary glide (negativ löneglidning) - this is when the labour market actors have 

negotiated the salary increase to a certain amount but due to factors in the labour market the actual 

outcome is lower. A positive salary glide has the opposite effect (LO 2016). 

 Negotiations movement (avtalsrörelse) - is when the collective agreements expire and the 

labour market actors need to negotiate new ones. They start the negations three months before the old 

agreements run out. Since there are so many collective agreements on the Swedish labour market the 

negations take place almost every year (Adlercreutz et al 2013). 

 Real wages (reallöner) - the salaries purchasing power in relation to goods and services (NE 

2017). 



 

8 

 

 Relative salary change - change in salary for a particular group in the labor market relative to 

other groups (MI webpage). 

 Salary and income (lön och inkomst) - in this thesis I use the word salary or pay and not 

income. Salary is a payment for work performed during a certain time. Income can also include other 

payments such as allowances and benefits (MI 2015). 

 Unfounded pay gap (oförklarliga löneskillnader) - this is the difference in salaries that remain 

after factors such as differences in occupations, sectors, age and working hours are eliminated and 

factors such as gender and ethnicity remain (MI 2016) This is a common term in Sweden but I will 

not use it in this thesis because I believe they are founded in the structural discrimination of women 

and marginalized groups in society. 

 Value discrimination (värdediskriminering) - this refers to the structural discrimination of 

women’s occupations and the fact that sectors that are women dominated have lower wages. 

 Wage formation (lönebildning) - this a term for the development and making of salaries that 

the negotiations movements produce. 

There are many expression and terms that I couldn’t find translation to, mainly because these 

expressions are, as I mentioned before, specific for the Swedish labour law. Therefore, many of the 

translations are my own with help from dictionaries, in the cases that I have found translations I have 

used those.    

 

2. Theory, method and previous research  

The theories that I’ve chosen to work with in this thesis reflect how male norms dominate in society, 

the labour market and within organizations. Through these theories I will reflect on how the law and 

the actors that handle the law on the labour market fail to see these patterns and the effect that has on 

women.  

 This is a socio-legal thesis with a gender aspect, the collective part of the Swedish labour law 

is not constructed as the individual labour law or the traditional law yet it does, in many ways, fails 

to see the ”socio” in the legal. Even though I look at the labour law this is not a traditional doctrinal 

law thesis. I will look at one of the actors that handle and create the law and connect that to my 

theoretical framework. I have designed my method in a way that narrows down the issue starting from 

a bigger historical perspective to a small discursive context. The sources that I have used span from 

academic text, reports and magazine articles.   

 

2.1 Theory 

I will use Joan Ackers (2006) theory of inequality regimes and her organization theories. Acker argues 

that the way labour is organized today fits the male norm. The image of the ideal employee is painted 
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from the notion that you are completely dedicated to your job without other responsibilities such as 

family or interests other than professional. Eight hours’ coherent workday outside of the home, 

punctuality, total concentration at work and the possibility to work long hours is painting a picture of 

a white man. In contrast, there are women’s jobs which often become devalued because women do 

not fit into the abstract idea of a job (Acker 1990). 

 Even though work is organized after a white male norm the ideal employee is not always a 

white male, sometimes the ideal worker is a woman, especially if the woman is docile, obeys orders 

and accepts a low salary. This employee is usually an immigrant woman (Acker 2006). 

 In western cultures inequalities between classes are to some extent legitimate because a 

classless society is regarded as unthinkable. When this is entwined with gender and ethnicity these 

inequalities also become legitimate and invisible. The ones that hold the privileged position often 

sees that he or she has earned that position which makes the inequality legitimate (Ibid  2006). 

 When examining class and gender Acker (2006) has found that class is constructed through 

gender and class relations are always gendered. She argues that structures of the labour market, 

relations in workplaces, the control of the work processes and wage relations are always affected by 

processes of gender and material inequalities between men and women. Acker concludes that in a 

utopian world, caring work would be as important as any other and rewarded as such. She says:  

”Having a baby or taking care of a sick mother would be as valued as making an automobile or 

designing computer software” (Acker 1990 p. 155) 

 The other theorist that I will frequently refer to is Yvonne Hirdman she has also looked at the 

traditional norms that are connected to the worker and specifically in LO. She developed the theory 

of the gender system, which describes the structures for gender and this sets the conditions for other 

social schemes. The system has two supporting logics which are: the dichotomy of male and female 

and the way these are separated and the hierarchy that is created in the space between which is that 

the man that is the norm. Hirdman (1988) defines gender (genus) as the understanding of how male 

and female is made. 

 The gender contract dictates the division of for example labour, that women do certain things 

and men other. This is inherited through generations and it dictates the actions in the space between 

the ”he” and the ”she”. The dichotomies. When the separation between the genders becomes stronger 

the male norm becomes stronger, separation creates separation. Crossing these lines results in 

violence and anger but if we can cross these lines, and women are allowed to do what men does and 

the other way around the male norm becomes weaker (Ibid 1988). 

 This is also reproduced on an ideological level where Marxism and feminism are perceived 

as belonging together like capitalism and the patriarchy (Hartman 1997). Marxism is connected to 
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class and feminism to gender, class to ”him” and gender to ”her”. Karl Marx’  idea of class is related 

to how different groups of people are positioned in relation to the means, the capitalist owns them 

and the worker uses them. Although LO never had a Marxist view, the idea of classes is present but 

as soon as gender became a part of the analysis it was connected to women and class to men and the 

hierarchy was primary class, then gender. Gender is connected to reproduction and class to production 

and this elongated into the labour market where men stood for the production and inevitable for the 

relation capital - labour. Women represented the reproduction and the work in the home was 

translated into the labour market and in care taking occupations. The bisecting labour market 

(Hirdman 2001). 

 Hirdman (2001) concludes that the lower you get in the hierarchy of men the stronger becomes 

the need to mark the subordination of the woman. The man needs to ensure that he is not at the bottom. 

 

2.2 Method 

I’ve designed my method to start from a larger picture and then moving closer to the problem 

gradually, resulting in a discourse analysis of what happened during the fall of 2015. By this approach 

I will able to zoom in the problem of wage discrimination and see how it works on different levels. 

 Therefore, this thesis is divided into three parts. The first two parts will be descriptive studies. 

In the first part I will look at the history of LO and the Swedish model from a gender and class 

perspective. Acker (2006) describes how inequality regimes have a tendency to change and that they 

are connected to the surrounding society, history, culture and politics. To include this I will look at 

different factors and historical events that are connected to the labour market and LO. This part will 

give a historical background and explain some major elements in the Swedish model that reproduces 

inequality. These elements will be important to understand in order to grasp how inequality is a part 

of the traditions in the Swedish model and how they echo into the discourses that I analyze in the last 

part of the thesis. I will end this chapter with a short analysis based on Hirdman’s theory of class and 

gender (1988). 

 In the second part I will map out what has happened in the negotiation movements during 

2004-2013. In this part, my main source will be a report ordered by LO written by Anna Danielsson 

Öberg (2015). In this report she had access to internal documents and interviews and could analyze 

how the gendered wage gap had been handled and what it finally resulted in for the individual 

members. I do not have access to all the documentation that this report is based on. Therefore, I will 

use her report which to a large extent is a second-hand source. I realize the risks connected to this and 

that I base my text on her interpretations of the material but since I haven’t been able to access the 

material myself, I have decided to use this report. I will also use other reports from the Swedish 

National Mediation Office and the Swedish Labour Policy Council and a article by Susanne Fransson 
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and Eberhard Stüber. This part will give a more detailed view of how LO has handled the gendered 

wage gap and will take a closer look at the terms and methods or lack thereof that LO uses which are 

recurrent in the last part. It also shows how the situation in 2015 points to a structural and recurring 

problem. In the end, I will analyze the material and connect them to the theoretical framework, mainly 

Joan Ackers organization theories and inequality regimes (1990, 2006).   

 The thesis culminates in the last part where I will do a discourse analysis on articles published 

in the magazine Arbetet’s (The labour) website. ”Arbetet” is a magazine that was started in 1921 and 

had strong connections to LO, up until March 2012 it was called ”The LO magazine” (LO-tidningen). 

Now the magazine describes themselves as independent but the target group is elected representatives 

within the LO unions (arbetet.se). 

 The articles I will look at was published on ”Arbetet” webpage from 14 of September, when 

the Municipal union declared their demand: that their auxiliary nurses would be premiered in the 

wage negations. To the 21 of October, the day the negotiations officially failed. In total, there are six 

articles of which five are published 21 of October. I will look at them in chronological order. 

 The first two parts are the foundation of the last part, which is an analysis and many of the 

concepts from the first parts are put in a current context here. This part will be my contribution to the 

research field and it will show how the norms in the Swedish model are transformed into very concrete 

expressions.  

 I will use Norman Fairclough’s method for analyzing the articles in chapter five. According 

to him texts are seen as parts of social events. In this analysis, I will look at how wage discrimination 

is handled and give an understanding as to why the progress in this area is so slow, focusing the 

problem from a semiotic aspect. I will look at both quotes, statement and how the magazine 

themselves choose to address the news. This is to capture the current discourse. I will look for 

obstacles for why women in women dominated sectors within LO have not been prioritized through 

the discourse both textual, structural and interactional. In my conclusions, I will give suggestions to 

how LO could handle the gendered wage gap and overcome the obstacles for equal pay. In my 

analysis, I will focus on: 

Difference - Accentuation of difference, conflict, polemic, struggle over meaning. Bracketing of 

difference, commonality, solidarity. Consensus, a normalization and acceptance of difference. 

Intertextuality - which voices are included or excluded, and how are they referred to? 

Assumptions - what assumptions are made? 

Semantic - what words are being used and by who? 

Exchanges, speech functions and grammatical mood - what types of statements are being made? 
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Modality and evaluation - what do the individuals in the texts commit themselves to? Or as 

Fairclough’s writes ”the texturing of identities” (Fairclough 2003 p. 164) 

 

2.3. Previous research 

Lena Sveaneus has recently published her dissertation (2017) on how the gendered wage difference 

is upheld and preserved. She has done a thorough investigation looking at different laws from 

international conventions and EU legislation. She has analyzed court cases in wage discrimination 

and mapped out historic aspects of wage discrimination. She analyses ILO’s ”equal wage” term and 

found that this term actually upholds the gender specific values that dictates that women’s jobs are 

worth less than men’s jobs even if they are equally demanding. Even though there has been efforts to 

change this, the old norms has taken over and the law has failed to handle wage discrimination, 

especially institutions such as the labour court, the Swedish National Mediating Office and the actors 

of the labour market. I have taken much inspiration from Svenaeus dissertation and I see my thesis 

as a closer look at a specific event in the labour market. 

 Yvonne Hirdman has made several studies within the history of blue-collar women in Sweden. 

She has analyzed LO from a gender aspect, and how LO historically spoke about equal gender in 

quite a dubious way. She has followed the development from 1946 to 1986, a period when women's 

role in the labour market drastically changed. 

 Susanne Fransson has made several studies regarding pay discrimination namely her 

dissertation from 2001. In this thesis, I will look at a text from 2016 that she wrote with Eberhard 

Stüber regarding the power structures in the Swedish labour market.     

 When I look at the negations between 2004-2012, I will use a report ordered by LO written 

by the independent journalist Anna Danielsson Öberg (2016). 

 

3. The Swedish model 

LO was founded in 1898 as the central organization for the blue-collar unions. In 1902 a similar 

construction was formed for the employers’ organizations, SAF. These two organizations would 

become the two most powerful actors on the Swedish labour market. 

 Prior to their formation the employers and employees had individual negotiations regarding 

working conditions and salary. The employers found it suitable to negotiate individually with the 

employees and regarded the unions involvement as superfluous. The unions advocated collective 

negotiations and to force the employers to admit the right for the workers to organize in unions 

(Adlercreutz et al 2013). 

 During this time the struggle for these rights were fierce especially within the industry sector. 

The conflicts resulted in collective agreements that first focused on salaries but with time expanded 
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to include other work-related questions such as working hours, rules for negotiations and peace 

obligation. At first the collective agreements included only a few employers but not long after the 

turn of the previous century, the first national agreement, which included an entire branch, was signed, 

the workshop agreement (Verkstadsavtalet) (ibid 2013) 

 Two major events in Swedish labour law history is the December compromise and the 

Saltsjöbad agreement. Therefore, I will briefly present them here. The December compromise, 1906, 

was the first settlement between LO and SAF. In this compromise, they settled upon the right for the 

employer to lead and distribute work and the employee's right to organize in unions. (ibid 2013) 

 During 1909 several strikes and lockouts followed each other which lead to new ways of 

organization to encourage peace on the labour market. The collective agreement law came into force 

1928 together with the labour court law. In 1938, LO and SAF signed the Saltsjöbad agreement, 

which was the first real agreement between the two. The first of many collective agreements. After 

this, the Swedish labour market was characterized for settling conflicts peacefully and the collective 

agreements became the main instrument for regulating the labour market (ibid 2013). 

 

3.1 Gender equality and the ”equal pay for work of equal value” principle 

The international labour organization (ILO) was founded in 1919 and in the constitution the principle 

of ”equal remuneration for work of equal value” between men and women was inscribed. This was 

revised in 1946 to ”recognition of the principle of equal remuneration for work of equal value”. This 

was followed by debates on how work of equal value could be measured and defined and three 

definitions were discussed. First, the relative job performance that focused on the individual 

employee’s performance. Second, the overall value, this was a way of ensuring the employers that 

their costs wouldn’t’t increase. The employer could consider alleged costs that had direct connection 

with the job, such as hiring extra help for supervision of or helping women in their jobs when setting 

the salary but not factors such as physical strength or that women had more absences (due to childbirth 

for example). Finally, the job content, which aimed at the actual content of the job. This part 

demanded an analysis by the employer of the work tasks.  

 In Sweden, it took 10 years to ratify the convention, the government left it to the actors of the 

labour market to handle and they were unified in the opinion that women’s salaries were not an issue 

and that the problem was rather that women didn’t prioritize paid work. Up until 1994 the principle 

of equal pay for work of equal value was weak in Sweden. It was not until the government installed 

a gender equality ombudsman (Jämo) that the principle got a strong hold. Later the discrimination act 

demands the employers to perform a salary survey that is based on this principle. The employer must 

look at the content of the job and compare that to other jobs in the workplace. To begin with, when 



 

14 

 

ILO presented this, employers in Sweden were against it, since it was seen as a major job task 

(Svenaeus 2017) but now the law demands it. 

 Around 1900, the industrialization and urbanization were increasing. This meant that women 

to a large extent entered the paid labour market. Women started to make money. This, according to 

some researchers, started a gender crisis, because men, who up until then, had been the sole earners 

in the family felt lost in their roles as breadwinners. Employers on the other hand saw their 

opportunity to employ women with much lower wages. The result was that men blamed women for 

keeping the salaries down. Women were assigned to certain trades and duties that seemed fit for them, 

jobs such as midwifes and nurses. These jobs had lower salaries than the occupations that men had. 

(Wikander 2009) 

 It seems the more equality there is, the more the problem of inequality arises. In the 1940’s to 

1960’s the issue of women’s wages was a minor one, it was referred to as equal pay or simply “the 

women in the labour market”. And since it was not a big problem the solutions were scarce. The issue 

was on the LO agenda but mostly handled as a mandatory question to briefly be dealt with. The strong 

norm of the man as the provider and the woman as the housewife was still ruling (Hirdman 2001).  

 When LO handled these questions during the 1950’s it was through an employer's gaze. The 

men of LO looked at women as a cost and they pointed out their inefficiency as workers. In 1951 the 

“women investigation” (Kvinnoutredningen) was conducted. It emphasized negative stereotypes of 

women such as having bad technical skills and high absence. The women dominated unions opposed 

this and wanted a more nuanced picture of women's skills, the fact that women are better than men in 

some occupations and demanded higher salaries. They realized that they could not push this question 

on their own and wanted it be handled on a central level. But once there, the issue of equal pay became 

a question of “who is to pay for it”? LO wanted to push back the question to the employers or the 

individual unions. Finally, the LO chairman Axel Strand concluded that the women themselves 

simply had to stand up for themselves (Hirdman 2001).  

 In the 1960’s the idea that women were less skilled and more expensive labour was dismissed. 

The discussions within LO changed and the principle of equal pay for work with equal value had 

become the issue of women’s salaries. The fact that the women dominated occupations such as jobs 

within the public sector, seamstresses and nurses continuously had lower salaries were discussed. The 

collective agreement that was signed this year became a break-through for women’s salaries and the 

previous idea that it is in the employer's power to change the wage discrimination was rejected (ibid 

2001). 

 During the 60’s and 70’s the concept of gender-roles was used but within LO the class struggle 

was still dominant. The questions of gender equality were imbedded in the idea of the androgynous 
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image of work but that in reality was so strongly related to the male norm. The export industry didn’t 

need women so women's place in the labour market was still within the public sector. As the sexes 

approached each other in the labour market made it harder to defend the inequalities in salaries. And 

after 1976 LO went from including the gender equality question under family politics to recognizing 

it as a clearly defined equality question for women. The problem that didn’t’t exist was given a name 

(ibid 2001). 

 Yvonne Hirdman’s book from 2001 about LO is called ”LO and the gender order - with a 

split tongue”. Hirdman highlights the space between what LO says about gender equality and what 

actually happens. She writes that during the 70’s and onward this became most evident. The idea that 

the members of LO were gender neutral was soon dismantled. Women within LO claims that if men 

were the ones that worked part-time the issue of part-time work would have been solved. (ibid 2001). 

”This sets the scene for the modern bubbled standards, that says equal but makes separate, that says 

justice but creates injustice” (Hirdman 2001 p 402) 

 

3.2 The industry mark and the Swedish National Mediation Office 

The Swedish National Mediation Office was founded in the year 2000. Before that there was the 

National Conciliation Office. During the 1980’s and 1990’s weak economic growth in the labour 

market, actors encouraged a new way to negotiate salaries, which resulted in the negations being 

decentralized and the individual unions negotiating directly with the employers and employers’ 

organizations. In 1990 when Sweden faces the worst depression since the 1940 the government 

installed what they called the Rehnbergsgruppen. This group of conciliators signed an agreement over 

a two-year period with low salary increase as one measure to stabilize the economy. The aim was that 

the export industry would still be able to compete on an international market (Adlercreutz et al 2013). 

 As a result of this, the Swedish National Mediation Office came into place with the assignment 

to mediate in labour market conflicts, work for an efficient wage formation and monitor statistics in 

the field (MI webpage). Before the Swedish National Mediation Office was established the industrial 

agreement was signed. 

 In 1997, a cooperation agreement within the industry sector was signed. This agreement 

covered most parts of the industry sector. This would set the standard for other sectors to make 

agreements that would regulate the development of salaries. When the agreement for the industry 

sector and the agreed percent on wage increase is settled, that percent sets the standard for the rest of 

the sectors. The arguments for using the industry sector as the norm is that it is to a large extent 

exposed to international competition. The employers’ organizations and the national mediation office 

favors this model (Adlercreutz et al 2013). LO has also agreed to follow this model (Article from 

Arbetet 2015 with the same title as in 5.1.3) 
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 The industry agreement is handled by the Industry council which contains representatives 

from both the unions and the employers’ organizations (Industrirådet.se). It consists of 39 delegates 

of which 28 are men (Ibid, counted myself from the information on the webpage 170505).  

 When it was decided that the negotiations were to be decentralized, the industry agreement 

became a way for the labour market to still have central guidelines. Research has shown that 

coordination in the wage formation processes has led to a more moderate wage formation than a non-

coordinated. This is due to the fact that the negotiators to more extent consider socio-economic 

consequences (AER 2017).  

 There is a presumption that there are only economic factors that set the conditions for the 

agreements but interviews have shown that political factors also play a role. It boils down to who has 

the power to decide the pay increases. This has been most evident in the unions and especially in LO. 

Some unions seem to be discontent that they are not a part in the decision making. In the future, the 

industry mark can be questioned due to the development in the labour market and the fact that the 

national demand is growing and can grow to be larger than the international demand (ibid 2017). 

 

3.3 Analysis   

 

It is evident that the closer men and women get to each other in the labour market the more obvious 

inequalities become and the upholding of them becomes harder. When women entered the labour 

market they were seen as cheap labour by the employers. By the male workers and by unions they 

were seen as a force that kept the salaries low and as competition. Later on, the gender question 

became inevitable although the class question was always put first.  

 The gender question became closely connected to women and class to men, which created a 

hierarchy. When the women entered paid labour the hierarchy had to be upheld, that women were 

subordinate the working-class men, this was to ensure that the working-class men wouldn't be at the 

bottom of the social hierarchy (Hirdman 2001). 

 The Swedish model keeps legislation from the government away from the labour market and 

as working conditions and salaries are regulated in the collective agreements. This takes us away 

from the individual based legislation we see in for example the discrimination act. It does not claim 

to be objective since it is the unions and the employers’ organizations that negotiate and fight for their 

interests. The problem in the Swedish model is the power structures. What needs to be analyzed and 

questioned is who has the power to formulate the problems that are to be dealt with in the labour 

market and that ”who” needs to scrutinized (Svenaeus 2017). 

 There is a conflict today regarding the industry mark. Within the unions there is a conflict of 

who gets to set the ”mark”. The fact that the industry sets the mark makes it impossible for other 
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sectors to increase salaries higher than that. This means that women dominated sectors will not be 

able to catch up in salaries with male dominated sectors. The hierarchy is once again set through the 

dichotomies. 

 In the next chapter much of the problems that I have pointed out in this chapter are still present 

in the more contemporary LO that have a feminist viewpoint. 

 

4. The negotiation movements between 2004 and 2012 
In the congress of 2012 it was decided that LO were to work from a feminist viewpoint. This meant 

that both class and gender should be present in the individual unions work, there were four prioritized 

areas within working life: 

1. More security in employments, the women in LO, especially those with other ethnicities are 

employed in fixed term contracts. 

2. The right to full-time employment 

3. Equal salaries 

4. Increase women’s influence on the labour market 

 The new chairman Karl-Petter Thorwaldsson emphasized that the work for equal pay must be 

intensified. The first action was to look at the composition of LO. Amongst their members 47% were 

women and 53% were men but within the board and the negotiations council the female representation 

was low. Within the unions, the gender segregation is obvious; there are 13 unions organized within 

LO one of them is gender balanced, three of them are women dominated, the Municipal unions, the 

Trade union and the Hotel and Restaurant union, while the rest are male dominated. 

 During 2004 to 2013 there have been five negations movements. All of them included efforts 

to raise women’s salaries (Danielsson Öberg 2016). In this thesis, I will look at four of them, the 

results from the negotiation in 2013 had not been analyzed when Danielsson Öberg (2016) wrote the 

report. 

 

4.1 2004 

Before the negations of 2004 there were campaigns for raising women’s salaries, LO-union leaders 

said that this movement belonged to the women. Their salaries had been dragging behind for too long. 

Despite this, conflict arose when the Municipal union demanded higher salaries for women dominated 

sectors and declared strike. The other unions did not take sympathy measures, meaning that they also 

declare strike. Several LO leaders declared that the Municipal union’s demand were a violation 

against the LO coordination and a betrayal in the LO family, the coordination failed. This resulted in 

a higher percentage salary increase in women dominated sectors in the negations but in the end the 

women in the labour market did not get more actual money, real wage, than men due to negative 
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salary glide. The most common reason for negative salary glide, which means that although the 

agreements states a higher percentage for a specific group the actual result is contrary, it is usually 

due to high staff turnover and limited economic resources. The split in the coordination lead to several 

leaders within LO resigning (ibid 2016).   

 

4.2 2007 

Once again the gender equality question was current in LO and a specific aim was to decrease the 

pay gap between men and women. One of the leading men in LO, Erland Olausson, said that ”it is 

time to stop viewing half of LO’s members problems as gender equality issues and the other half as 

”real” union issues”. The answer was a gender equality pot and resources earmarked for women’s 

salaries. Two of the women dominated unions’ the Municipal union and the Trade union, did sign 

agreements with salary increases that were significantly higher than the industry mark. Due to 

negative salary glide the result didn't reach the agreed percentage but the actual outcome in real wages 

was higher than the industry mark. The most likely explanation for the reduction was the high 

percentage of fixed term employees and the high staff turnover. In the male dominated unions the 

effect was on the contrary a positive salary glide had emerged where the employees got more in their 

pockets than the percentage that was settled on. The results during 2007-2009 was that women within 

LO, despite the salary glides, got more salary increase than the industry: This was probably due to 

the fact that the agreements were significantly higher than the industry mark these years (ibid 2016). 

 

4.3 2010 - 2012 

Although the gender equality pot had been a success, it was clear, due to the recession within the 

industry sector, that this construction would not be accepted again. Several actions were proposed 

which included a new construction but it was still called gender equality pot. In this negation 

movement, the white-collar unions were the first to sign their agreement, which meant that they sat 

the mark. The Trade union signed an agreement with higher salary increase than the industry, but due 

to cost reducing measures (savings) the actual increase was lower. The same scenario was played out 

in the other women dominated unions. During 2010 and 2011 women’s salaries increased more than 

men’s in the white-collar sectors but not within the blue-collar sectors (ibid 2016). 

 

4.4 2011- 2012 

The new negations started only a year and a half after the last agreements. This was because they 

were shorter than usual but also due to the fact that the white-collar agreements were coming to an 

end. During these years, the industry agreement was sharpened which lead to criticism, it was now 

questioned by other male dominated unions and the union for the paper industry left the industry 



 

19 

 

agreement.  

 The issue of women’s salaries was still on the agenda and the goal was that salaries within 

women dominated areas should approach the salaries in male dominated areas through a low wage 

focus. A new construction of the gender equality pot was made, but three of the male dominated 

unions, among them the Metal union, could not unite in a gender equality pot and the coordination 

failed. Later when the LO chairman, Wanja Lundby-Wedin resigned, she said that the difficulty of 

uniting behind this demand was that lack of a joint analysis.  

 The Municipal union and the Trade union criticized the industry mark. The Municipal union 

wrote an open letter to the National mediation office and saying that they had misinterpreted their 

assignment and that the industry mark made it more difficult to break the value discrimination that 

women dominated sectors suffer. In this agreement movement, as in the others, the percentage for 

salary increases were higher in the women dominated sectors but the outcome, once again due to 

negative salary glide, did not mirror the percentage agreed (ibid 2016). 

 

4.5 Power in the labour market 

During recent years, there has been a change to more decentralized negotiations. The negotiations 

are, too a greater extent, held between the employer and the individual employee. Surveys by the 

unions have shown that the members prefer to negotiate their own salaries. Identity politics and the 

strong focus on the individual is one explanation to why the collective identity has weakened. This 

means that LO has less control over the development of salaries. Fransson and Stüber (2016) have 

studied the power relations in connection to this and found that LO strives to get this power back. For 

example by initiating cooperation with the other collective union organizations in an attempt to extend 

their influence on the labour market. 

 Every year LO releases a gender equality report focusing on class and gender. In this report 

they advocate that they do not believe that the focus on individual solutions is the answer in 

decreasing structural discrimination (LO 2017). It is obvious that LO strives to uphold the collective 

identity that characterizes the Swedish model but at the same time they make inquiries of whether 

their members prefer individual negotiations. These inquiries seem to counteract their semantics 

(Fransson et al 2016). 

 Although the tendency in the labour market is pointing to decentralized salary agreements, 

the salary making process also becomes more centralized due to the industrial agreement. Which has 

had a negative impact on for example the members of the Municipal union. (Ibid 2016) 

 Joan Acker (2006) has studied organizations where the employer had agreed with the unions 

that the principle of equal pay for work of equal value was ruling but the gendered pay gap was still 

increasing. The main reason was that the employer has a certain amount to distribute as they wished 
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and these additions in pay were distributed to men. This was due to the fact that male employees were 

more visible than female and that men’s jobs had much clearer definitions. Acker (2006) made the 

deduction that individual salary negations create inequalities. 

 

4.6 Explanations 

Danielsson Öberg (2016) found many explanations as to why the pay gap is decreasing at such a slow 

pace. One is the unbalanced gender representation in the board and decision making organs. The 

overall opinion is that the discussion climate is more open and not only is the gender equality question 

discussed more when more women are represented but the questions that the women dominated 

unions want to push get more space (Danielsson Öberg 2016).  

 Danielsson Öberg (2016) also point out that there has become a division within LO in three 

major blocks; the male dominated, women dominated and the industry. This strong division and 

emphasis on dichotomies emphasizes conflicts (Hirdman 2001). 

 Another explanation is unions egoism. Each union sees to their own members’ best interests 

and that does not always include a focus on women’s wages. If it does, the way to get there and when, 

is different in each union (Danielsson Öberg 2016). The fact that LO has no clear plan as how to 

decrease the gendered pay gap makes it easier for the individual unions to ignore the issue. There 

seems to be an ambiguity over what LO wants because it is not only the semantics that change over 

the years but also the methods. 

 The industry mark is also an explanation. Critics claim that the industry mark makes it 

impossible for other occupations to raise their salary above that, which means equality can never be 

achieved (ibid 2016). This is a reason for conflict amongst the unions, the industry unions guard the 

industry mark and the unions that organize the public sector, such as the Municipal union, criticize 

the mark. The Swedish National Mediation Office is also a guardian of the industry mark and claims 

that if there is a relative salary change in both male dominated and female dominated sectors, it would 

jeopardize the Swedish economy (Svenaeus 2017). 

 

4.7 Analysis 

If the LO-unions are to succeed in the negotiations in the future, their actions and semantics have to 

harmonize (Fransson et al 2016). During 2004 to 2012 LO says that the difference in salaries between 

male dominated and female dominated sectors must decrease. But in 2013 they said that the goal is a 

solidary wage politics and the goal is equal salaries for work of equal value. But in none of these 

goals numbers are mentioned until 2015, when it is stated that the gendered wage gap should be 

reduced by 50 percent 2028 but no method of how to get there is presented (Danielsson Öberg 2016). 
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 LO lacks a concrete plan as to how they are going to reach the goals they’ve set for equal 

salaries. Instead different approaches have been tried in every negation movement and different words 

are used; women’s wages, low wages or discrimination in value (Ibid 2016). The quote of Yvonne 

Hirdman (2001) about how LO says one thing and does another is still relevant. 

 Joan Acker says that the grounds for inequality in organizations differ but the factors class, 

gender and ethnicity are often included. Class is closely connected to the labour market and wages 

but the concept of class in an organization can be related to gender, since the managers are more often 

men and the employees with the lowest salaries are women. In the process of salary making sexist 

and gender stereotypical patterns shine through (Acker 2006). In LO the hierarchy is similar; the top 

is male dominated and the low wage sectors are women dominated and despite the will to change 

this, there are several factors that prevent this.  

 LO has pronounced that they have a feminist viewpoint and want to work for fairer (not fair) 

salaries. The norm is challenged. The male dominated unions becomes threatened that their means 

could be shifted to other groups in the labour market. They must, in a very concrete way, give up 

privileges (Svenaeus 2017). Acker (1990) quotes McIntosh:  

”One of the privileged privileges is not to realize their privileges” 

 The historic struggle of LO has been the class struggle, although the classes included women 

and marginalized groups, these groups have been left out. Instead the class struggle has been closely 

connected to the white male worker (Hirdman 2001). Now that western society has accepted the 

division in classes, the struggle for other inequalities are sometimes forgotten because they are hidden 

within the class structures (Acker 2006). All the sectors that the three women dominated unions 

represent include the highest representation of other ethnicities. The fact that if LO could unite and 

raise the salaries in women dominated sectors, this, would also decrease the systematic discrimination 

based on ethnicity, the racism in the labour market. 

 The Swedish National Mediation Office puts it bluntly that if the wages in women dominated 

sectors become equal to the wages in male dominated sectors it would threaten the Swedish economy 

(Sveneaus 2017). It is evident that the structural wage discrimination of women and marginalized 

groups are embedded in the capitalist system which favors the patriarchy.  

 In the next chapter I will take a close look at this issues through the discourse of the failed 

coordination in the fall of 2015. 

 

5. A critical discourse analysis of the failed coordination in LO 2015 
21 of October 2015 the negations within LO regarding which questions to focus on in the negations 

with the employers during 2016 failed. The Municipal union demanded a special effort for their 

auxiliary nurses, they wanted a salary increase that corresponded to the industry norm ”plus 
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something extra”. If not, they threatened to leave the coordination of LO (Granlund and Nordström 

DN 2015). The Metal industry union stood by the municipal union and encouraged that a named and 

specific group would be favored. 

 What the unions couldn't agree upon was the final solution that LO presented. This suggestion 

also included a raise in SEK (not percent) for those who had a salary under 25 000 SEK. Even though 

the unions agreed to favor the auxiliary nurses this year, this was a construction the unions couldn’t’t 

agree upon (Arbetet 2015 from the article analyzed in 5.1.2). 

The titles 5.1 - 5.1.5 are my own translation of the titles of the articles from Arbetet.se. 

 

5.1 The Municipal unions revolt against LO 

Published 14 September 2015, 12:45 

This article recaps the debate article from Dagens Nyheter (DN), which is one of the major 

newspapers in Sweden, that the Municipal union wrote and was published the same day. Where they 

demanded an extra increase in salary for the auxiliary nurses. The Swedish title in DN was: ”Upp till 

bevis LO – annars kliver vi av samordningen”, which is roughly translated to ”Prove yourselfs LO - 

if not, we will not be a part of the coordination” (Nordström and Granlund DN 2015).  

 “Arbetet” turns the focus from LO to the Municipal union and turns the agency of the sentence 

from LO to the union. In the title of the debate article it is implied that LO, as the agent, is presumed 

to not have acted before but now the union wants to see change and action. In the article in “Arbetet” 

the roles are different. The agent is the union and it is revolting against LO. The journalist emphasizes 

the difference or the struggle - the union against LO. In a later paragraph this is developed further and 

the journalist remembers how the union previous year revolted against LO and phrases it: ”against 

the order which has been applicable in the salary making negations since approximately 15 years”, 

referring to the industry mark. This also puts the focus on the union as the agent that disturbs the 

order. 

 The article continues to emphasize the revolt and states that ”with the debate article the union 

shows it’s decisiveness to complete it’s revolt” the journalist means that this puts an edge towards the 

other unions. There is an evaluation or mode in this statement that express alienation towards the 

other unions and an attitude of the Municipal union being the troublesome part and the one that 

doesn’t’t play along with the rules. 

 In an interview with the chairperson of the Paper union (a male dominated union), Mats 

Jutterström, he refers to the long-term goal that LO has put to reduce the gendered wage by half gap 

by 2028. He means that this is the goal that has been set and is valid and that turning against LO when 

they are already working on this is futile. He believes that the Municipal union should turn against 

their counterpart the employers, not LO. In these statements, he commits himself to LO and their 
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common goals, which puts the Municipal unions in contrast, they do not commit to LO. The 

Municipal union’s solidarity is presented later in the article with the statement that the Municipal 

union will work for the wage increase for the auxiliary nurses with or without LO.  

 The Municipal union is presented as troublesome and revolting against the solidary union of 

LO. When the focus is on the diversity the dichotomies are reinforced and made visible, the journalist 

does not chose to focus on the common goal that LO have and the fact that this could be seen as a 

way of getting there.  

 In this article the direct quotes is from a man who represents a male dominated union. No 

woman is heard and the quotes from the Municipal unions and their female representatives are from 

the debate article in DN. Two women are mentioned and referred to and one man. The journalist is a 

man. 

 

5.1.1 There will be no LO-coordination 

Published 21 October, 2015 10:26 

This is the first article that was published after the news that the coordination failed. The text starts 

with the sentence ”The unions within LO will work individually in the negations. The reason is that 

the board cannot agree upon a way to favor the the wages in women dominated sectors”. This 

statement puts the focus on women, they are the reason the unions couldn’t unite. After this there is a 

direct quote from the chairperson of LO: ”We think that the wages in women dominated sectors 

should increase faster so that they can catch up” (Karl-Petter Thorwaldsson 2015). This confirms 

that there is an expressed will for a change. 

 The article is quick to refer to the article above but now there is a direct quote from the 

chairperson of the Municipal union: ”It didn’t fail due to the auxiliary nurses. It was an entire package 

- discrimination in value, real wages increase, low wage focus and the agreements lowest wages - 

that we couldn't agree upon.” (Nordström 2015). Nordström denies that it was due to the auxiliary 

nurses and points to what seems to be a diffuse focus on many areas. 

 After this the chairpersons of different unions are quoted. The only union that expresses a 

positive attitude towards the split in the coordination is the Trade union which is also a woman 

dominated union with a female chairperson. She says that they would have liked to see a coordination 

but now they are free to work with the questions they regard as important. She says:” Everyone has 

to take their responsibility without taking cover behind someone else”. They position themselves as 

being sad for the current situation but better off without the coordination. This can be put in relation 

to Thorwaldsson’s choice of words, he says that” this makes him depressed and that many had tears 

in their eyes”. The other unions all express a will to focus on women's wages but does not see a 

positive outcome in the split. The chairperson of the Paper union says that ”they will always support 
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a low wage focus which mostly effect women but also the men with low wages”. Using the gender-

neutral term low wages, and not women’s wages, makes the fact that women constitute the major part 

in this group invisible. The chairperson of the municipal union, Annelie Nordström, comments on 

this in another article further down (in 5.1.4) where she means that a low wage focus does not have 

the same effect on women’s salaries as a pronounced gender focus.  

 It seems that it is the male dominated unions that are most upset about the split. Acker (2006) 

claims that in organizations gender issues are made invisible. This seems to be the case here, the 

women dominated unions feel that they can make their questions more visible if they act alone. 

 After this, the employers’ organizations make statements that all refer to the industry mark 

and the importance that it is respected. They don’t mention the question of low wages or women’s 

wages. This attitude seems natural since it is not in the employers’ interest to raise salaries female or 

male. 

 In the article 14 men and three women are refereed to or named, the journalist is a man. 

 

5.1.2 The Municipal union about the LO-split 

Published 21 October, 2015 13:46 

In this article the journalist focuses on the Municipal union and its demand for higher salary increase 

than the industry mark for their auxiliary nurses. ”Arbetet” states that the chairperson for the 

Municipal union, Annelie Nordström, does not agree that this gives them a special responsibility as 

to why the negotiations failed. This statement has an underlying assumption that the union does in 

fact have an extra responsibility in this. Nordström replies that this is the responsibility of all LO 

unions. The journalist refers to the statement from the LO agreement secretary Torbjörn Johansson 

that it is the question of equal salaries that splits the unions. To this Nordström replies that that is 

incorrect, she refers to that it was the whole deal that they presented which included much more. 

 It seems the aim here is, once again, to accentuate the difference between the Municipal union 

and the rest of the unions. There is a focus on the responsibility that the Municipal union had, despite 

the fact that the LO agreement secretary and the chairperson denied that and declined to comment on 

which unions did or did not agree to the proposed suggestion. Indirectly the text emphasizes the 

dichotomies between the male dominated and the female dominated unions. 

 The journalist asks: ”Did you not deviate from the long-term LO goal, which is about raising 

all value-discriminated women's occupations by requiring an extra effort for just one group?” 

To this question Nordström and Granlund in unison say no, and reply that they were the only ones 

who had a proposition on a specific group that was value discriminated and that they choose a large 

group in anticipation that it would “spill over” to other groups. The question implies that not only has 
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the union broken an agreement but at the same time fail the other women dominated groups. It seems 

they are punished however they approach it. 

 In the text the journalist continuous to highlight that: “LO and the LO unions had spent many 

months of investigations and meetings before they, this spring, formulated the 14 goals that they are 

going to strive towards in every negations movement until 2028” The journalist continues to ask if it 

was worth the effort if the unions can’t stick together. Since the text focuses on the Municipal union 

it is implied that they are the scapegoats. Nordström’s comment on the goals is that they are still valid 

and will guide them with or without an LO-coordination. 

 Two women are referred to in the text, on man. There are several direct quotes from a woman. 

The journalist is a man. 

 

5.1.3 A split LO- coordination a failure 

Published 21 October, 2015 14:25 

This text was published 40 minutes after the last article and is a leading article by Martin Klepke, 

who is the political editor and acting publisher. In this text the tone is different and the focus is on 

that this is a failure in union solidarity. Klepke writes that they had a unique opportunity to unite the 

fight for reasonable salaries and the fight for equal salaries between the sexes. The text focuses on 

unification instead of diversity and declares that the extra focus on the auxiliary nurses is in line with 

the suggestion that LO presented. 

 Later on Klepke criticizes what he thinks is a contradicting decision that LO took that spring, 

this meant that they would follow the industry norm and still raise the salaries in women dominated 

sectors. Once again he emphasizes the importance of the LO coordination if they are to change the 

value discrimination of women. The heavy criticism in the text is directed towards the Swedish 

National Mediation Office and how it slows down the equalization in value discrimination by 

guarding the industry mark. 

 In this article, there are no interviews or direct quotes. The emphasis is on how the industry 

unions can help smaller unions and non-industry unions and this is what is lost in a split. The focus 

is on why they must unite, not on who said what, instead the diversity and the conflict is directed 

outwards towards the national mediation office. 

 In this text, the word value discrimination is in focus and the text takes a strong stand for the 

groups that are value discriminated. There are no direct quotes in the text but one man is referred to, 

the journalist is a man. 

 

5.1.4 The Metal union, the Swedish Municipal workers’ union and the Swedish union of 

forestry, wood and graphical workers broke the LO coordination 
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Published 21 October, 2015 15:55 

This article goes back to focusing on the conflict and the magazine has now received information that 

the Metal union is one of the unions that broke the coordination. When ”Arbetet” asks the chairperson, 

Veli-Pekka Säikkälä, about this he replies that it is true that the Metal union is for a special effort for 

auxiliary nurses but not for all low salary occupations. Nordström also has a direct quote stating that 

when LO speaks of focusing on low salaries, it doesn’t effect the value discrimination. They want to 

try something new. ”Arbetet” writes :”Arbetet experiences that the municipal union had turned from 

a yes to a no during the last weekend which implies there are internal conflicts” This statement 

implies that there are not only conflict between the unions but within the Municipal union. The 

journalist gives no further explanation as to what he bases this assumption on. The focus in prior 

articles on the Municipal union’s fault in the split is taken further and connects to a discourse of the 

municipal union being difficult. 

 After this, the chairperson in the Food industry union, that is a part of the industry unions, 

says:”that it is regrettable that the unions couldn’t unite because it means that they say no to the 

industry mark being normalizing”. This statement which is a direct quote in the text, does not 

comment at all on low wages, women's wages or value discrimination and does not problematize that 

the industry mark has been challenged to change the value discrimination. 

 The journalist of this text is a man, four men are referred to in the text and one woman. They 

all have direct quotes. 

 

5.1.5 Support for the Swedish Municipal workers’ union auxiliary nurses 

Published 21 October 2015 17:21 

In the precepts of this text, it is stated that the Metal union and the Swedish union of Forestry, Wood 

and Graphical Workers supports the Municipal union as if a coordination had happened. The overall 

focus in this text is not on the conflict, as in the other texts, but on the union between these three 

unions. The journalist pushes the unions to define what their support finally means, on which they 

declare that they would support the Municipal unions in a strike.   

 There is still a tone of the Municipal union being troublesome but the other two unions declare 

that this year the Municipal union had good arguments for its auxiliary nurses. Later, the chairperson, 

Veli-Pekka Säikkälä, for the Metal union says in a direct quote that: 

”Now the municipal union has done their homework. They picked one group - although a large one, 

the auxiliary nurses are one third of the union - and dared to say that the other two thirds do not get 

more than the industry norm.” 

 There is an underlying power relation here that can be detected. Now that the Municipal union 

has “done their homework”, which implies that prior to this they have failed to understand the rules 
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that the other unions play by. Therefore, the Metal union is now more than willing to support them, 

despite the fact the fact that they are asking for a lot, as the quote continues to declare. The support 

is conditioned on the fact that the Municipal union admitted that not all groups are entitled to more 

than the industry norm, hence still referring to the fact that the industry sector is the norm. 

 The Metal union and the Municipal union are referred to as ”Father Metal” and ”Mother 

Municipal” since they are the two major blue collar unions. There is a discourse and critic especially 

from a feminist point of view that ”Father metal” paves the way for ”Mother municipal” (Schyman 

2008). The quote from Säikkälä with it’s reference to homework is very applicable to this family 

reference and reinforces a strong patriarchal order. Where the ”father” sets the norm and the rules 

and now that the ”mother” follows this and still respects the norm she is encouraged, despite her high 

demands. 

 Only men are referred to in the text with direct quotes. The journalist is a man. 

 

5.2 Summary and analysis 

The articles mirror the overall problems within LO, that there is an expressed will to change the 

unequal salaries but there is no method of how to achieve that goal and becomes the hotbed for 

disagreements within LO year after year. The Municipal union, which is the largest women dominated 

union, is often depicted in the text’s as the reason for the conflicts, the emotional and the troublesome 

factor. 

 Although the leader text differs and questions the industry norm, it is the foundation for 

normalization in the other texts. The ideal image of the worker as a man is being reproduced 

throughout the articles (Acker 1990) and the reason for the conflicts is women’s wages. The solidarity 

that the unions so strongly identify with is torn due to this question. 

 Since LO has no plan for how the gendered wage gap is going to decrease, women’s wages 

and the value discrimination become separated from the other wage negotiations and identified as a 

problem area. The dichotomies are reinforced and the hierarchy of the industry being the norm 

becomes stronger in an attempt to maintain order, all according to Hirdman’s gender system (1988). 

 The first articles have a strong focus on the differences, the conflict, and the polemic, which 

is natural since they are describing a conflict, but the focus often turns to how this is the Municipal 

union’s fault. The Municipal union is revolting against the others, disrupting the hegemonic 

masculine norm. Acker (2006) writes that the ideal image of a worker can be a woman if she obeys 

the rules, is docile and accepts a low salary. LO and the unions within it does not accept the value 

discrimination of women, but the women must play by the rules set by men in their struggle against 

discrimination. 
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 More men are referred to in the texts which mirrors the decisions making organs within LO. 

There are four different journalists and they are all men, the lack of gender balance in the reporting, 

I believe, also mirrors what Hirdman (2001) describes that union issues are closely related to class 

and class belongs to “him”. While gender belongs to “her” and it is evident that a gender analysis has 

not been conducted when writing these texts. 

 

6. Conclusions   
First, I would like to criticize the goal that LO agreed upon in the spring of 2015 which is that in 2028 

the gendered wage gap should be reduced by half. The current progress on the entire labour market 

will give us equal salaries in 2050 (Svensk Kvinnolobby). I believe that LO could have been braver 

and set the goal for equal salaries and an interim goal would be to reduce the wage gap by half.     

 Now I would like to connect back to my research question, which is: 

How has LO, using the Swedish model, failed to handle the gendered wage gap in the negotiation 

movements? 

This thesis is divided into three parts and I found three major issues that LO must address in order to 

come to terms with the gendered wage gap. In chapter three it is evident that LO for a long time didn’t 

regard the gendered wage gap as an issue. The ratification of ILO’s principle of equal pay for work 

of equal value was slow and LO was of the opinion that women didn’t’t put enough effort into paid 

labour (Svenaeus 2017). In Hirdman’s (2001) book she looks at how LO has handled the systematic 

discrimination of women during the years 1946-1986 and many of her conclusions from that book 

are still valid. She means that the male norm is strongly connected to LO and the worker, Acker 

(1990) has a similar theory that the worker is connected to a white male norm.  

 Hirdman (2001) lifts the fact that LO says one thing but does another, which is maybe even 

more relevant today, when LO claims to be an organization with a feminist agenda but the value 

discrimination of women is still a topic that creates conflict within the organization (Danielsson 

Öberg 2016).  

 This becomes evident in chapter four: LO has decided to prioritize the gendered wage gap in 

every negotiation movement but the outcome is seldom positive for the women in women dominated 

sectors. During one year, in 2007, they used a method that had the desired outcome: they raised the 

percentage significantly higher than the industry mark, which then avoided the negative salary glide 

to totally erase the increase but the next year the industry unions said no to that construction (ibid 

2016). The lack of concrete methods and continuity of how to reduce the wage discrimination is an 

obvious obstacle. Another hinder is that LO has decided to reduce the gendered wage gap and at the 

same time acknowledge and decide to follow the industry mark. These are two decisions that 
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counteract each other. To achieve a raise in salaries in women dominated sectors they must get more 

than the industry norm.  

 In chapter five I take a closer look at the discourse in the articles from the webpage of the 

magazine ”Arbetet” in connection to the failed negotiations in 2015. The discourse mirrors the content 

in chapter three and four. This includes an organization that says one thing but does, or rather, the 

results indicate something else. It also depicts an indecisiveness and ambiguity of how to come to 

terms with the issue. Last and most prominent in the articles is the tendency to blame the women 

dominated unions, or the Municipal union, and depict them as problematic. How LO has failed to 

handle the gendered wage gap is connected to the failure in handling these three factors. I believe a 

strong factor as to why they have failed to do so is their connection to a strong white male norm that 

they historically carry with them as I have pointed out with the help of my theoretical framework.   

 For LO to decrease the gendered wage gap, they need to make sure that the value 

discrimination of women in women dominated sectors always is embedded in the negotiations 

movements towards the employers with a clear and stable method. This way the issue wouldn’t be a 

source of conflict every year and a new method that suits all would not need to be reinvented. The 

focus on the dichotomies would decrease, and the issue of women’s salaries wouldn’t have to be a 

constant cause for conflict. They also have to realize and confront the conflict that some unions have 

to give up privileges to reach their goal. 

 The discrimination act with its focus on the individual fails to address the structural 

discrimination that women dominated sectors are subject to, this is left to the actors of the labour 

market to handle. In the introduction to this thesis, the chairperson of LO, Thorvaldsson (2015) is 

quoted, he says that it is only the unions that can change the value discrimination. The law cannot 

change or try this form of discrimination in a court of law although it has strong connections to both 

gender and ethnicity. Unfortunately, it seems that LO who create the law still has a too strong 

patriarchal order to change this.   
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