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Abstract  This chapter discusses how unions have carried out  
revitalization processes by using YouTube videos to change their  
self-images. Here, we analyse the self-images of six different trade unions 
representing different social classes using two dimensions: the degree to 
which the trade union presents itself as an inclusive or exclusive organ-
ization and the degree to which the union expresses the values of col-
lectivism or individualism. Exclusive collectivism, which has historically 
been crucial for union formation, remains relevant for working-class 
unions and upper-middle-class unions. However, inclusive individualism 
has become an increasingly important feature of white-collar workers’  
unions.

Keywords  Self-image · Collectivism · Individualism ·  
Inclusive organization · Exclusive organization

While YouTube provides unions with good opportunities to recruit 
new members or convey political campaigns, it is also a sphere in which 
images of the unions are produced and reproduced. When the second 
largest trade union in Sweden, the Municipal Workers’ Union, trans-
formed its chairperson Annelie Nordström into a man as the answer 
to the question ‘How to get a raise in 47 seconds’, the union was not 
only drawing attention to the issue of equal remuneration; it also cre-
ated an image of itself as a feminist organization (Kommunal 2014,  
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March 5). The video clearly stated that women’s lower life earnings are 
the result of their gender and nothing else. A feminist identity is not 
new for this union, as the female-dominated Municipal Workers’ Union 
has not only fought for women’s life earnings, but also battled other, 
male-dominated, unions (Arvidsson and Wettergren 1997; Nordström 
2018; Waldemarson 2010). Fighting against gender inequality has 
become an integral part of this union; thus, it is important for this union 
to demonstrate this identity via social media.

Displaying a specific self-image is an important part of an organiza-
tion’s communication strategy and is particularly important for social 
movements, both internally and externally. Organizational images 
often—and especially in this context—reflect how the organizational 
elites choose to present the organization; that is, it is a projected image 
(see Gioia et al. 2000). Image management is crucial for member 
recruitment because organizational images trigger identification pro-
cesses, and identity is often the very reason people choose to participate 
in movements (Snow and McAdam 2000). Building on social movement 
research, Kelly (1998) suggests in his union mobilization framework that 
identity is a crucial ingredient in successful mobilization. Identities are 
dynamic, however, and need to be constantly redefined and renegotiated 
as changes occur, and research indicates that unions have not been suc-
cessful at adapting. One part of the union crisis is unions’ incapability to 
adjust their self-image to changes in employment relations and the com-
position of the labour force (Lévesque et al. 2005; Moore 2011), trig-
gering a vicious cycle: unions, then, are perceived as less relevant, leading 
to diminishing membership numbers. Losing many members, in turn, 
indicates low status for an organization. No one wants to be a member 
of a group or organization that has a low status or that does not align 
with one’s identity. In such situations, members and organizational elites 
are likely to invest in changing an organization’s image (Klandermans 
and de Weerd 2000), making it fruitful to examine self-images in the 
context of union online revitalization.

Thus, image management is an important issue for trade unions but 
not a new phenomenon. Unions, like most organizations, have always 
employed forms of image management (see for instance Jansson 2012; 
Manning 1998; Seaton 1982). Image management requires a move-
ment or organization to have a clear vision of its own identity, along with 
insight into who it wants to attract and recruit. According to the literature 
on union revitalization, trade unions should try to attract new groups.  
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In order to catch the attention of these groups, changing the image of the 
union seems to be necessary.

However, such active image management might be a double-edged 
sword: although image management might allow a union to add new 
elements to its image in order to attract new groups, the same pro-
cess may result in a loss of its old identity and thereby alienate existing 
members. According to organizational theory, organizational identity is 
commonly defined as the mutual understanding of what is central, dis-
tinctive and endurable in an organization (Albert and Whetten 1985). 
Thus, organizational identity theory implies that the self-image emerges 
in the interaction between the members and the leaders. If one of these 
components changes, the self-image will also change. For example, if a 
male-dominated union suddenly recruits a large number of women, 
the union will hardly be able to describe itself as a ‘male’ organization 
anymore. New members that hold somewhat different ideas of what 
the organization is will change the organization from within; such 
processes can be considered to be ‘natural’ changes in self-image. If a 
union’s membership composition changes very quickly, or if the organ-
izational leaders try to strategically influence identity formation through 
image management (e.g. by focusing on certain groups or stressing 
certain properties or values), then internal conflict can result. Too-
comprehensive changes might result in old members not ‘recognizing’ 
the organization anymore and, in the worst case, choosing to leave the 
union.

Image management is thus a delicate yet important matter for move-
ments. Revitalization policies hold the potential to change the trade 
union movement profoundly, for better or for worse. In the digitalized 
age, social media is an important arena for image management, and 
YouTube is especially suitable for organization branding. Therefore, this 
final empirical chapter is devoted to how unions display their self-images 
on YouTube, as seen from a revitalization perspective.

4.1    Self-Images: A Theoretical Framework

Analysing the self-images of Swedish trade unions in their YouTube vid-
eos requires a definition of the concept of ‘self-image’, as well as a theo-
retical framework for interpreting the empirical findings. The theoretical 
and methodological literature on identity and self-image in movements 
is comprehensive (for identity and trade unions see, e.g., Hodder and 
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Edwards 2015; Hyman 2001; Kelly 1998; Moore 2011). Building on 
organizational theory (Albert et al. 2000; Albert and Whetten 1985; 
Jansson 2012), we consider a ‘self-image’ to consist of three crucial 
components: (1) how a union talks about and describes itself, (2) how 
a union talks about and describes its members and (3) how a union talks 
about and describes others.

The first component of an organization’s self-image, its description 
of itself, includes the properties the union ascribes to itself, the values 
the union defends and the actions it demonstrates as being appropri-
ate for itself and its members. Its identity claim—that is, who or what 
the union claims to be—is an important and straightforward part of a 
union’s description of itself. The second component, descriptions of 
the organization’s members (and potential members), is also part of  
the organization’s image because ‘organizations often seek to general-
ize identification with an individual to identification with the organiza-
tion through the routinization of charisma’ (Ashforth and Mael 1989, 
p. 22). When a person identifies with another individual, it often implies 
that the person wishes ‘to be like’ that individual and thus to adopt the 
qualities of the other. Ashforth and Mael have applied this mechanism 
to organizations and have claimed that charismatic leadership works in 
the same way, as does the construction of the ‘ideal member’. The image 
of an ideal member can attract the attention of members and potential 
members: if the organization frames its members as ‘bold and coura-
geous’, this member image will impact the organization image. The third 
component of an organization’s self-image is based on what the organi-
zation is not. According to social identity theory, self-perception and self- 
definition are constructed by what researchers call ‘social identities’. In 
simple terms, people classify themselves and others in their environment 
in terms of various categories (Tajfel 1981, pp. 31, 45–49). Social iden-
tities are a person’s perceived group affiliations—that is, ‘the perception 
of oneness with or belongingness to some human aggregate’ (Ashforth 
and Mael 1989, p. 21). Individuals always have a range of group affil-
iations, such as gender, parenthood or being a member of an associa-
tion. Following the constant classification of ‘we’ versus ‘others’, our 
concept of what and who the ‘others’ are becomes a mirror of our self. 
Therefore, in order to capture unions’ self-images, it is important to 
include how the unions talk about ‘others’.

Together, these three elements—descriptions of the self, of the 
member and of ‘others’—form the self-image of an organization and 
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constitute the focus of our analysis. These three components can be 
detected not only through the spoken word, but also through visual 
details such as logos, photos, colours and the characters of the actors 
shown in the videos (Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes 2011; Doerr et al. 
2013). Visual images are not a new tool for unions to use in their image 
management; film and photos have been frequently used by the labour 
movement throughout its history (Hardt and Ohrn 1981). Thus, we 
focused on these elements in our analysis of the videos.

4.2  R  evitalization Dimensions of Self-Images

Establishing what the unions’ self-images are and where they can be 
found in the material is insufficient to place the self-images in the context 
of revitalization; we need a framework for interpreting the self-images 
that are displayed in the unions’ videos. What types of self-image, then, 
would we expect unions to display in an era of revitalization? We suggest 
that there are two particularly important dimensions in this context: the 
degree to which the trade union presents itself as an inclusive or exclusive 
organization and the degree to which the union expresses the values of 
collectivism or individualism.

With the first dimension, we aim to capture the complex issue of who 
belongs to the ‘we’ and who belongs to the ‘others’. On the one hand, 
stressing specific traits and distinctiveness such as professional, occupa-
tional or class identity can be very effective for organizing, since it allows 
the unions to make use of already established identities. This is what 
most unions have traditionally done, and it implicates a certain exclu-
siveness—that is, not everyone can be a member of any union because 
union members share certain specific characteristic traits, such as pro-
fession. This organizational structure was challenged by the syndicalist 
movement, which emphasized that one union can organize everyone, 
and that the only ‘other’ that exists is the employer. This inclusive organ-
izational principle has lately gained support and not only in a rhetorical 
sense. Research on union amalgamation as a revitalization strategy has 
reported that bigger unions have been created as a response to the union 
crisis (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman 2014). In this case, however, 
we are not examining whether or not the unions have broadened their 
membership composition; rather, we wish to know whether they are dis-
playing an image that represents a broad set of employees. When a union 
presents itself as an inclusive organization, which implies a ‘catch-all’ 
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strategy (cf. Kirchheimer 1966 in political party research), it opens the 
union’s potential membership pool to encompass a broad range of peo-
ple and occupations. Such an image, which implies that anyone can 
become a member, could appeal to new, previously unorganized, groups 
and could ultimately be a way of recruiting members.

With the second dimension, we seek to capture the elements of col-
lectivism and individualism in the material. It may seem redundant to 
have such a category, as unions are social movements and ought to 
advocate collectivism; however, this is in fact an important aspect that 
addresses an old scholarly debate on why people join unions. It has 
been claimed that union membership is the result of strategic calcula-
tion of personal gain. In his famous book The Logic of Collective Action, 
Mancur Olson (1965) claimed that the only reasons for anyone to join 
any organization would be selfish reasons and that so-called selective 
incentives drive mobilization. Research suggests that in the absence of 
ideological traditions, post-industrial activists—and especially activ-
ists belonging to the middle class—engage in ‘personalized politics’ 
(Lichterman 1996). For such activists, individual expression rather than 
collective belonging becomes the driving force for activism. An organ-
ization that adopts such policies will display an image as a facilitator 
of self-fulfilment. The assumption that actors calculate the usefulness 
of each and every decision they make, and that self-fulfilment is their 
primary driving force, stands in a sharp contrast to identity research. 
Scholars within the latter field claim that selective incentives are far from 
being the only reason why individuals become members of associations 
or movements. Identification with the cause of a movement is equally 
important, if not more important, when joining a movement (Kelly 
1998). In the context of revitalization, the notion of ‘the collective’ 
may be eroded as a result of a union reaching out to and recruiting new 
groups. Without a clear sense of ‘what the organization is’ and given the 
mission of capturing the politically volatile middle class, selective incen-
tives may offer a way forward.

Thus, the second analytical dimension focuses on the unions’ views 
on collectivism and individualism by analysing how the union talks about 
itself and its members in the videos: What is the role of the member in 
the organization and is a sense of ‘we’ present in the videos? Following 
social identity theory, we suggest that some unions emphasizing col-
lectivistic values will present themselves as a strong ‘we’ and will pres-
ent their members as part of the collective or movement. We call this 
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category ‘collectivism’. Following the Olsian analysis, we suggest that 
other unions will instead emphasize individualistic values and will focus 
on the individual gains members receive from membership, while down-
playing the idea that members are part of a movement. We call this cate-
gory ‘individualism’.

Combining the two dimensions results in four (ideal) types of 
self-image, which are displayed in Fig. 4.1. Trade unions have tradition-
ally been characterized by exclusive collectivism: a strong collective with 
pronounced boundaries (often based on occupation) separating those 
who belong to the union from those who do not. Inclusive collectiv-
ism has traditionally been represented by the syndicalist movement: a 
strong collective at the centre of the movement, yet a movement that 
is open to anyone. Unions practising inclusive individualism have 
a catch-all strategy: a union that is open to anyone, but that stresses 
selective incentives for people to join rather than emphasizing a col-
lective struggle. Such a member-organization contract becomes more 
of a transaction of services than a movement and has been described 
as ‘the insurance company model’ (Pettersson and Jansson 2013). 
Finally, exclusive individualism presents boundaries for the ‘in group’ 
and the ‘out group’: the union constitutes a unique entity for a particu-
lar group, but does so by emphasizing individualistic values and gains 
rather than collective struggle—that is, the union becomes a channel for 
self-expression.

We expect all these categories to be present in the videos uploaded 
on YouTube by Swedish unions, and we expect the class position of the 
union to influence the type of self-image that is displayed.

Fig. 4.1  Analytical framework of types of self-image
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4.3    Selection of Cases

The rapid loss of members after the 2006–2007 reforms by the cen-
tre-right government created a new situation for Swedish unions. The 
LO- and TCO-affiliated unions had already been incrementally los-
ing members; however, these membership losses rapidly increased after 
2006. Swedish unions have historically depicted themselves as ‘grow-
ing’ and ‘successful’, even as late as the 1980s (Jansson 2012, 2016); yet 
declining membership numbers do not align well with such a self-image. 
Thus, it is reasonable to assume that this crisis challenged the identity of 
the union movement and called for changes in how the unions presented 
themselves.

In the previous chapters, we compared all unions based on the three 
different trade union confederations. This qualitative analysis of unions’ 
self-images in their YouTube videos requires a smaller sample, however. 
In order to obtain a comprehensive picture of different identity con-
structions, we focused on six different unions: two LO affiliates, two 
TCO affiliates and two Saco affiliates (Table 4.1). We chose to examine 
large unions; furthermore, for each confederation, we chose one union 
organizing employees in the private export-oriented sector and one 
union organizing employees in the sheltered public sector. Thus, we 
cover both male-dominated unions (i.e. the private industrial sector) and 
female-dominated unions (i.e. the public sector).

For the LO-affiliated unions in our analysis, we chose IF Metall and 
the Municipal Workers’ Union (Kommunal). These are the two big-
gest unions in the LO; together, they constitute approximately 60% 
of the LO members (Medlingsinstitutet 2018, p. 222). Both have lost 
a considerable number of members in the past decades; however, the 

Table 4.1  Unions selected for the self-image analysis

Sources Medlingsinstitutet (2018, pp. 222–223), membership numbers as of 31 December 2017

Public sector Private sector

LO Municipal workers’ union IF Metal
(507,487 members) (247,140 members)

TCO Vision Unionen
(137,082 members) (538,845 members)

Saco Akademikerförbundet SSR Sweden’s Engineers
(54,963 members) (122,453 members)
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Municipal Workers’ Union, in contrast to IF Metall, managed to stop the 
trend and grew for a few years (see Fig. 4.2). The loss in members for 
IF Metall is not only due to the 2006–2007 reforms; structural changes 
in the economy have also caused the decline, as the industrial sector has 
shrunk since the 1990s. According to IF Metall, union density in the 
metal industry is still 77% (IF Metall 2018, p. 13), in comparison with 
the national union density of 69%. The Municipal Workers’ Union was 
Sweden’s largest union for decades, but was surpassed by Unionen in 
2014. Traditional bonds to the Social Democratic Party have been pre-
served in both the Municipal Workers’ Union and IF Metall; in fact, the 
present party leader of the Social Democratic Party is the former chair-
person of IF Metall.

For the TCO-affiliated unions in our analysis, we again chose two 
large unions: Unionen and Vision. Both unions organize a broad set 
of occupations: Unionen organizes mainly white-collar workers in 
the private sector, while Vision organizes white-collar workers in the 

Fig. 4.2  Proportion of change in membership as of 2017, in comparison with 
1990 (Source Kjellberg [2017], authors’ calculations of changed membership)
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municipalities and regions (i.e. the public sector). Unionen was founded 
in 2008 through an amalgamation of the Swedish Union of Commercial 
Salaried Employees (HTF) and the Swedish Union of Clerical and 
Technical Employees in Industry (Sif). In 2014, the Union of Pharmacy 
Employees joined Unionen, making it the biggest union in Sweden. 
Unionen is the only trade union in our sample with a close gender bal-
ance among its members (approx. 56% men and 44% women). There are 
several similarities between the two white-collar unions in our sample. 
Both Unionen and Vision have lost members since 1990 (see Fig. 4.2) 
and both underwent thorough renewal processes as a result of their 
membership losses after 2006. They became the first unions to aban-
don their traditional informative union names (until then, union names 
had always contained information about who their members were). By 
changing names, these unions opened themselves to a broader mem-
bership. Unionen has managed to reverse the trend of membership 
decline, while Vision has stopped its decline. Within Vision, awareness 
of the need for image management was clear: the chairperson of Vision 
actually described the old organization as ‘grey, old-mannish and out-
of-date’ and as therefore needing a remake, including a name change  
(Jansson 2019).

For the Saco-affiliated unions in our analysis, we chose the Swedish 
Association of Graduate Engineers (referred to herein as the Engineers) 
and the Union for Professionals (i.e. the Akademikerförbundet SSR). 
The Engineers, which is the biggest Saco-affiliated union, belongs to the 
private sector, whereas the Akademikerförbundet SSR organizes profes-
sional employees in social services and thus belongs to the public sec-
tor. The Engineers was founded in 2007 through an amalgamation of 
the Swedish Society of College Engineers and the Association of Civil 
Engineers. Both Saco-affiliated unions have grown steadily over time 
(Fig. 4.2), a shift that is connected to structural changes in the economy 
as more people obtain university degrees. It was very difficult to find 
statistics on union density for each union in our sample; however, the 
Engineers estimated themselves to have a union density of 60% in 2008 
(Hallstedt 2008, September 9), which is lower than the average union 
density in Sweden. Thus, the Engineers still have reason to engage in 
recruiting new members.
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For each of the six unions in our sample, we chose approximately 
ten videos for an in-depth analysis1 (see Appendix). Most of the videos 
posted by each union were found to be very similar; thus, after analysing 
about five of a union’s videos, we did not find much new content in the 
subsequent five. Therefore, we assumed that ten videos were enough for 
the analysis.

4.4  E  xclusive Collectivism: The LO Unions

The mobilization of the working class in unions in Sweden and beyond 
has been built on a strong sense of collectivism. This in turn has been 
rooted in a strong value-based identity, which lingers on in the unions 
today, albeit with some modifications.

The clearest example of a strong ‘we’ was found in IF Metall’s vid-
eos. The union talks about itself as ‘we as workers’ (IF Metall 2014, 
September 3), ‘we in the union’ (IF Metall 2013, October 4) and ‘we 
as an organization’ (IF Metall 2014, December 22). For IF Metall, the 
whole notion of trade unions is built on the idea of a collective; by join-
ing the union, each individual member will be strengthened by the col-
lective (IF Metall 2013, October 4). To illustrate the empowering force 
of the collective, the union organized a demonstration in 2010, in which 
members from the local section worked together to turn a car upside-
down in six cities across Sweden. These events were filmed and posted 
on YouTube under the name ‘The members in [city name] turn a car 
upside-down’ (IF Metall 2010a, November 20; 2010b, November 20). 
The slogan of this campaign—‘together we are strong’—was intended 
to highlight the work performed by safety representatives in workplaces 
(Larsson 2010, November 20). Of course, the videos did not only 
demonstrate that ordinary people can lift heavy objects if they cooperate; 
it was also important that the objects being overturned in this case were 
cars—a primary product of the metal industry.

The word ‘we’ in the videos of IF Metall refers to either ‘the 
union’ or ‘the workers’. The union is an organization that fights for 

1 Some of these videos are no longer available online. The owner of the YouTube account 
can always remove content as desired, and in our case, the Municipal Workers’ Union has 
removed the majority of the videos used in this study, making them no longer available 
online (although some have been preserved in the e-archive DigiFacket).
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its members’ rights to a safe and sustainable work environment, higher 
wages and spare time (IF Metall 2013, October 4; 2014, December 5). 
The union supports the member (IF Metall 2013, August 28), but ulti-
mately consists of its members; thus, the union will be what the members 
want it to be (IF Metall 2014, December 22; 2017, May 21), leading 
to a strong emphasis on the collective. The usage of the concept of the 
‘worker’ is another characteristic trait of IF Metall’s self-image. Using 
the word ‘worker’ clearly connects the union and its members to a par-
ticular class position, of the unions in our sample, IF Metall was the only 
one to do this. Since it organizes workers in the industrial, metal and 
mining sectors, IF Metall consists of ‘traditional workers’—a categori-
zation that limits who ‘we’ are and excludes employees with other class 
positions and occupations from membership.

The Municipal Workers’ Union, on the other hand, covers several 
different occupations, which could hamper the construction of a cohe-
sive organizational identity; thus, class identity could offer a solution 
to this problem. However, the Municipal Workers’ Union does not use 
the language of class when describing itself in its videos. Instead, like 
IF Metall, the Municipal Workers’ Union displays a strong ‘we’, albeit 
using different social identities such as gender and member occupation. 
Many of the videos depict women performing different tasks in the wel-
fare-state sector. A majority (approximately 78%) of the members of the 
Municipal Workers’ Union are women (Kjellberg 2017, pp. 125–126), 
which has affected the self-image of the union in many ways, not least 
as displayed by the video ‘How to get a raise in 47 seconds’ (Kommunal 
2014, March 5). The Municipal Workers’ Union also conducts cam-
paigns related to what women do at work (Kommunal 2015, June 18) 
and has performed a number of actions addressing gender equality  
(e.g. Kommunal 2010, March 8; 2015, March 2). Many of the tasks per-
formed by the Municipal Workers’ Union’s members involve heavy lift-
ing, as they perform jobs such as assistant nurses or day-care workers. 
The physical strength demanded by the women in these occupations is 
emphasized in the videos. One of the videos begins with a woman ask-
ing: ‘Can you manage an assistant nurse’s work shift?’ The video then 
shows a female assistant nurse performing normal work tasks simulta-
neously with a well-trained man lifting weights at a gym. The message 
is that while young men might go to the gym to work out, women 
working in care services get the same exercise by performing normal 
work tasks (Kommunal 2015, June 18). The video ends with the same 
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question, and the text informs the viewer of an ongoing campaign in 
which all the tasks performed by an assistant nurse in one day have been 
converted into a physical test that anyone training at a gym can take.2

The occupational identities of the members are also used in the 
Municipal Workers’ Union’s videos to create a cohesive ‘we’. The vid-
eos emphasize the importance of the work of the different occupational 
groups in the union. By performing welfare-state tasks in occupations 
such as assistant nurses, childcare workers, firefighters and bus drivers, 
the members are an indispensable part of society. Without people per-
forming these tasks, the services provided by the state would stop func-
tioning and turmoil would ensue (Kommunal 2014, August 27; 2017, 
January 30). The union repeatedly stresses that the members of these 
groups are ‘heroes’ (Kommunal 2014, August 27) that they perform 
the most important tasks in the world (Kommunal 2017, November 
23) and that they struggle with both a physically and a psychologically 
difficult work environment (Kommunal 2015, June 18). Nevertheless, 
these groups perform tasks that tend to have a low status and low wages. 
Raising public awareness of what they do could also raise the status of 
the occupations and ultimately make a better case for increasing their 
wages. The image of the Municipal Workers’ Union that is displayed in 
its videos bears the traits of ‘exclusive collectivism’: there is a clear ‘we’, 
but the union is not for everyone; it is for specific (struggling) groups.

Not only is there a clear ‘we’ among the LO-affiliated unions; there 
is also a distinguishable ‘others’. ‘Others’ consist of the employers  
(IF Metall 2011, December 7; 2013, October 4; 2014, December 5), 
the centre-right government and the Sweden Democrats (IF-Metall 
2014, September 3). Of course, ‘employers’ comprise the natural ‘oth-
ers’ for unions; thus, by talking about employers as the opponent, and 
referring to an actor with interests opposite to those of the workers, a 
union emphasizes class. Employers are implicitly present in the videos of 
the Saco-affiliated union the Akademikerförbundet SSR, but are absent 
in the videos uploaded by the other unions. This does not mean that 
employers are not ‘the other’ for the rest of the unions in our sample; it 
only means that, for example, IF Metall choose to display such values.

In the LO unions’ descriptions of ‘others’, exclusive collectivism 
is probably best characterized by the depictions of the struggle against 

2 http://klarapasset.nu/ (accessed 8 October 2018).

http://klarapasset.nu/


92   J. JANSSON AND K. UBA

the cutbacks and reforms adopted by the centre-right government in 
2006–2014 (see, e.g., IF Metall 2012, September 10; 2012, September 
14) and against the rising popularity of the Sweden Democrats. The 
Municipal Workers’ Union uploaded an astonishing 242 videos with the 
title ‘Therefore I want to change the government’ before the 2010 par-
liamentary elections, and many of these videos referred to cutbacks and 
reforms targeting the Municipal Workers’ Union’s members. The right-
wing populist party, the Sweden Democrats, also emerges as a significant 
‘other’. Using class analysis, IF Metall explains in the video titled ‘It’s 
about us’ (Det handlar om oss) that the Sweden Democrats want to split 
up the working class along cultural lines; but ‘(…) that would mean that 
the worker Kajsa would have more in common with the CEO Gustav 
than with her co-worker Samir. We do not believe that is true’ (IF Metall 
2014, September 3). The message is simple: all workers, regardless of 
cultural background or ethnicity, should join together in the struggle 
between labour and capital.

In summary, both of the LO-affiliated unions show similarities in 
regard to the self-images they display on YouTube: collectivism is strong, 
and both present a certain degree of exclusiveness; furthermore, there 
are clear boundaries around who belongs to the organization and who 
does not.

4.5    Inclusive Individualism: The TCO Unions

As the backbone of the middle class (Mills 1951), white-collar workers 
possess a central position as ‘(…) those who are not particularly pow-
erful, but who are not excluded from power; and who do not appear to 
exploit anyone in a particularly obvious way, but who do not seem to be 
exploited either’ (Savage 1992, p. 1). As opposed to the working class, 
whose often-precarious position on the labour market has played a role 
in the construction of identity and the mobilization of organizations, 
white-collar workers have not shared ‘lived experiences’ that can be used 
to organize them into unions. Thus, from an international perspective, it 
has proven to be difficult to organize white-collar workers. This has not 
been the case in Sweden, however, where white-collar workers have been 
well-organized, especially from the 1970s onwards.

Both Vision and Unionen have produced a number of professional 
commercials with short messages explaining what services the unions 
could offer the viewer as a member. In general, however, very few of 
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their videos contained information on the union per se, a description of 
what values the union stands for or an explanation of the main idea of a 
trade union membership.

Although Unionen produced a number of professional commercials 
with superheroes as the main characters (Unionen 2014, August 14; 
2016, October 13; 2017, October 20), these videos differed significantly 
from the Municipal Workers’ Union’s videos that used the concept of 
a ‘hero’. Unionen’s superhero theme, which was initiated in 2011 
by a public relations firm (Anr bbdo) (Ström 2011, November 14), is 
visualized through people dressed up as superheroes. Thus, while the 
Municipal Workers’ Union presents its members as heroes by showing 
people performing work-related tasks, Unionen does not focus on what 
its members do, possibly because Unionen organizes so many different 
occupations that work-related tasks cannot be used as an identity-build-
ing element. The slogan used in Unionen’s commercials claims that the 
members ‘get extraordinary powers’ (kraft utöver det vanliga). The argu-
ment that joining together empowers employees is a well-known phrase 
used by the trade union movement. Paradoxically, however, even while 
using such a traditional mobilizing phrase, Unionen’s videos do not con-
tain references to the collective. When IF Metall used the same phrase 
and showed workers turning cars upside-down, the strength of the col-
lective was clearly demonstrated. In contrast, Unionen’s videos focus on 
the individual member and consistently inform the viewer about ‘you as 
a member’.

A similar self-image is displayed in Vision’s videos, in which a distinct 
focus on ‘I’ and ‘you’ emerges. Vision uses individuals as the point of 
departure in most of its videos. Focusing on individuals talking about 
their work-life experiences or their opinions on different issues, rather 
than having an official representative of the organization speak, diverts 
attention away from the collective. For example, in Vision’s videos, indi-
viduals tell the viewer things such as, ‘For me, a fair work life is to be 
seen for my skills and knowledge’ (Vision 2015a, June 24); ‘For me, 
a good work life is about a working dialog between employers and 
employees’ (Vision 2015b, June 24); ‘an unimportant issue for me, 
might be an important one for someone else’ (Vision 2012b, October 
1); and ‘I have good communication with my boss; she has been able 
to tell me which tools I need to reach my goals’ (Vision 2011, January 
20). These videos raise important—and, for unions, relevant—questions 
through the perspectives of individual members. The point of departure, 
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however, is exactly that: the perspectives of individual members. There is 
hardly any information on what the union defines as important issues or 
what the union’s stance on such issues may be. More importantly, there 
is no clear definition of ‘we’, description of who a Vision member is or 
list of characteristics Vision members share. Nevertheless, Vision’s vid-
eos contain notable visual indicators of identity: a majority of the peo-
ple visible in the videos are women, and quite a few of them are young. 
Compared with the other unions in our sample, Vision’s videos display 
pluralism by depicting people with different backgrounds and char-
acteristics (i.e. ethnicity, gender, disabilities and age) (Vision 2012a,  
October 1). This is hardly a coincidence, as Vision stresses pluralism 
(Jansson 2016). The organization has set the goal of having 30% of 
the entire organization’s board members, at both central and local lev-
els, be under 35 years of age (Vision 2015, p. 3). Vision does not argue 
whether the boards should mirror the membership composition—it 
simply views young people in unions as desirable. The background of 
Vision’s policy was its aging membership; age quotas make it easier for 
younger people to advance as officials in the union (TCO-tidningen 
2010). Thus, despite the lack of specific messages about gender and age, 
Vision’s projected image in the videos is young and female.

Instead of arguing for better wages or gender equality, most of 
Unionen’s commercials contain messages on the services the union can 
offer individual members (Unionen 2014, March 24; 2014, March 25). 
Unionen also stresses that membership helps employees who wish to 
develop ‘a personal career’ (Unionen 2014, March 24; 2014, August 
14). In the video entitled ‘That is why I am a member of Unionen’, 
Unionen uses the same rhetorical method as Vision and focuses on indi-
vidual members talking about why they joined the union. The reasons 
given include safety at work, insurance and career planning. One woman 
at the end of the video explains to the viewer: ‘(…) and that the union 
wants me to become even more valuable to my employer; that is such a 
right way to think! That is why I am a member of Unionen’ (Unionen 
2014, March 24). A similar trend is visible in Vision’s videos. For exam-
ple, in a video entitled ‘That’s why you should be a member of Vision 
when you start to work’ (Vision 2016, February 12), Vision lists a num-
ber of reasons why viewers should join the union, all of which refer to 
benefits for the individual, such as ‘getting the best income insurance on 
the market’. The viewer is told that if you want to reach your dream job 
and invest in your career, Vision is the right union for you. There are few 
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comments on what membership contains in terms of obligations towards 
the organization, what the union values are or who a Vision member 
is defined as. The same is true for Unionen. Instead, there seems to 
be an assumption that the potential members of Unionen and Vision 
are more interested in services and insurances than in joining a social 
movement. Unlike the Saco-affiliated unions (the Engineers and the 
Akademikerförbundet SSR), both of which stress who the member is and 
what the members have in common (i.e. being an engineer or working 
in the social services), Unionen and Vision make no references to shared 
values or characteristics. Unionen represents itself as an organization that 
serves its members with an impersonal member–union relationship: if the 
members pay the membership fees, they receive certain services. In fact, 
this image of a union is similar to that of an insurance company.

Individualism, in the form of self-expression and selective incentives, is 
a prominent feature in the self-image of these two TCO-affiliated unions. 
It should be noted here that Unionen does acknowledge the problems 
that are associated with being perceived as a kind of insurance company. 
In a video of a seminar arranged by Unionen, the vice chairperson dis-
cusses how the fact that its members expect services or other material 
gains in return for membership makes it difficult for the union to recruit 
officials and volunteers—so much so that in some cases, the union may 
need to pay members to perform union-related tasks (Unionen 2015, 
June 1).

Unlike the LO-affiliated unions and the Akademikerförbundet SSR, 
the videos of Vision and Unionen contain no references to ‘others’. No 
mention is made of employers, other unions or politicians. By avoiding 
descriptions of values or ideology when describing the organization, 
Unionen and Vision are able to adopt an inclusive catch-all strategy for 
membership recruitment. A good example of Vision’s inclusive self- 
image is the campaign titled ‘Everyone should receive the question’, 
which started in 2012. Here, the question is: ‘Do you want to become 
a member of Vision?’ (Vision 2012a, October 1). Vision’s message is 
that employees in Sweden are not actively against joining a union; in fact, 
most employees will join a union if they are asked to join. In other words, 
unions need to become better at approaching and reaching out to poten-
tial members. Like Unionen, Vision makes membership recruitment an 
important goal; in fact, Vision displays a counter on its webpage that 
shows how many new members have been recruited in the past month 
(Jansson 2016). Of course, making a video about its strategy of inviting 



96   J. JANSSON AND K. UBA

as many people as possible to join the union would scarcely provide a 
good argument for why someone would join (for similar content, also see 
Vision 2016, December 15). Instead, Vision’s videos inform its members 
about union work or demonstrate to other unions that Vision is very 
active in recruiting.

In attempting to organize almost anyone working as a white-collar 
worker in the private sector, as Unionen does, the union has been very 
aggressive in marketing itself. However, this kind of marketing challenges 
the old consensus of not ‘stealing’ other unions’ members. Early in its 
development, the Swedish trade union movement adopted the principle of 
industrial unionism, meaning one union per workplace and thus only one 
collective agreement (Gråbacke 2002, pp. 17–19). When the white-collar  
workers and upper-middle classes eventually formed unions and gained 
collective bargaining rights, the praxis of ‘one union per trade union con-
federation per work place’ became the norm. These informal rules were 
aimed at preventing unions from competing over the same members. But 
with the new, inclusive, ‘catch-all’ strategy, which is employed by Unionen 
in particular, these old arrangements are challenged.

The self-images of the two TCO-affiliated unions are best described 
as ‘inclusive individualism’. Although this type of self-image may be used 
for recruiting purposes, it is not clear whether this strategy is sustainable, 
or how the ‘older’ members will react to these changes in their unions. 
In future, the fact that there seems to be very little reason for members 
to identify with the organization may create a problem.

4.6    Professions Above All? The Saco Unions

The Saco-affiliated unions—the Engineers and the Akademikerförbundet 
SSR—constitute the last two organizations in our study. The Engineers’ 
videos provide the most clear-cut example of ‘exclusive collectivism’ in 
our sample. Most of the videos uploaded by the Engineers centre on 
profession: as engineers, the union’s members are told that they have 
a great deal to be proud of. This union’s videos continually and effec-
tively use history to highlight the importance of engineers; the viewer is 
constantly reminded that engineers have played a crucial role in human 
development and, through their inventions, have solved problems to 
make life easier for humans. Furthermore, engineers will continue to 
solve problems in the future (Sveriges ingenjörer 2012, January 20; 
2015, July 6; 2016, January 16; 2016, October 11). Glorification of the 
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engineering profession and a strong belief in technological development 
characterize the videos. There is no critical discussion on the disadvan-
tages of technical innovations (e.g. war, pollution or climate change). 
The engineer is presented as the brain behind all technical innovations, 
and technical innovations are framed as having made society into what it 
is today. The exclusiveness of this organization is very clear.

Thus, a strong ‘we’ emerges in the Engineers’ videos that consists of 
those in the engineering profession. This constant referral to ‘we, as engi-
neers’ emphasizes collectivism. The Engineers started as an association for 
people interested in technology, and then developed into a trade union 
for the engineering profession, thus blurring the line between professional 
association and trade union (Sveriges ingenjörer 2012, January 20).

Historicity is an important component in formulating an organiza-
tional identity (Jansson 2012; Steinmetz 1992), and the Engineers make 
good use of it to create its self-image. The profession is further empha-
sized through videos containing seminars or information on important 
engineering-related issues such as eye tracking (i.e. controlling your 
computer with your eyes) and artificial intelligence (Sveriges ingenjörer 
2015, November 10; 2018, April 26). These videos also serve the union 
members by providing information about their profession that is likely 
to interest them. In the Engineers’ videos, there is no uncertainty about 
what the organization is and who its members are.

The Akademikerförbundet SSR also talks about itself as a cohe-
sive ‘we’, unlike Vision and Union, whose videos often talk about 
‘the member’ (Akademikerförbundet SSR 2016, April 6). For the 
Akademikerförbundet SSR, as for the Engineers, the word ‘we’ is rooted 
in the profession—in this case, social worker (socialsekreterare). Most 
of this union’s videos take this perspective as their point of departure 
(see, e.g., Akademikerförbundet SSR 2014, March 13;  2015, March 
19; 2015, April 7; 2018, May 2). One video depicts the collective by 
discussing the union’s history as one in which people have interacted in 
order to achieve goals; in one scene, two people help each other to lift 
an iron bar. In the same video, the union uses the word ‘struggle’ to 
describe its work (Akademikerförbundet SSR 2018, May 2). The organ-
ization has been growing and has thus been successful in its mission. But 
the videos uploaded by the Akademikerförbundet SSR depict a duality 
in its definition of ‘we’: the union and its members are not only social 
workers but also part of a larger movement—the trade union move-
ment. One prominent example of the Akademikerförbundet SSR being 
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depicted as an actor in the greater trade union movement is a video 
presenting a recent campaign to increase membership numbers in the 
union movement in general. In this video, the chairperson of the union, 
Heike Erkers, talks to Anders Ferbe, the former chairperson of IF Metall 
(Akademikerförbundet SSR 2018b, April 12). Erkers announces that 
the union has just appointed Ferbe to investigate ways to increase mem-
bership rates. ‘What is important is that people join a union, not which. 
Increasing union membership numbers in general is important to pre-
serve the collective bargaining system in Sweden’, Ferbe says. In the next 
frame, the viewer hears a crashing sound of glass breaking and the text 
‘without us, it all goes to hell’ emerges.

This video presents a clear message about the aims and uses 
of unions while simultaneously saying something about how the 
Akademikerförbundet SSR positions itself in the trade union landscape. 
First, the union talks about ‘we in the union movement’, thus clearly 
defining the Akademikerförbundet SSR as a part of the larger labour 
movement. Even though the Akademikerförbundet SSR is exclusive in 
terms of who its members are (i.e. employees with a college degree work-
ing in the social services), defining itself as a part of a larger movement 
signals inclusiveness. Second, appointing Ferbe, who served as the chair-
person of IF Metall for many years, signals cooperation beyond the bound-
aries of class and sector (Akademikerförbundet SSR 2018a, April 12). 
Third, the video implies that unorganized workers comprise a group that 
needs to be mobilized and thus constitute an ‘other’ to all trade unions.

While collectivism is strong in the videos posted by the Engineers, the 
union has also posted videos containing advice on labour law, work envi-
ronmental issues and the forms of insurance that membership provides 
(Sveriges ingenjörer 2009, September 7; 2016, May 13; 2017, August 
7; year unknown). Of course, videos on insurance and career advice can 
be considered to be selective incentives; however, unlike the descriptions 
of services in the TCO videos, these ‘services’ provided by the union 
are not presented as arguments for joining the union; rather, they are 
described in order to inform members of their existence.

In contrast to Vision and Unionen, the Akademikerförbundet SSR 
uses YouTube to spread political messages. The Akademikerförbundet 
SSR and Vision have partially overlapping membership cohorts: many 
of the members of the Akademikerförbundet SSR could just as well join 
Vision. Therefore, the differences between these unions are interesting. 
Many of the videos posted by the Akademikerförbundet SSR are openly 
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critical of how politicians have mismanaged social insurance systems and 
suggest that when the unemployed or ill end up with social welfare assis-
tance instead of receiving unemployment or health insurance, the welfare 
system will collapse (Akademikerförbundet SSR 2014, March 13; 2015, 
March 19; 2015, April 7). Under the hashtag #lagavälfärden (fix the wel-
fare state), the union started a campaign in 2014 that launched policy 
proposals on how to fix the welfare-state system (Akademikerförbundet 
SSR 2014, March 13). In this, the Akademikerförbundet SSR clearly 
aimed to impact politics in order to allocate more resources not only to 
the social welfare system (where most of its members work), but also to 
the other forms of social insurance (particularly unemployment insur-
ance and health insurance), because when one type of insurance does not 
work properly, the other types also suffer. Left-leaning parties are usu-
ally the ones that advocate the allocation of more resources to the social 
insurances; thus, this issue is not politically neutral. In most of the vid-
eos, politicians are depicted as the ‘others’ the union wants to impact. 
Employers are mentioned as well, however. The Akademikerförbundet 
SSR describes the current situation in the social services as problematic: 
the welfare-state system will only work if there are individuals who want 
to perform the tasks. If the working conditions for employees deteriorate 
more than they have already done, it will be difficult to recruit employees 
in the future. This is presented as a well-known fact to employers and 
politicians; thus, the videos imply, employers and politicians should do 
something about the situation (Akademikerförbundet SSR 2015, March 
19; 2016, April 6). The task of the union, according to its videos, is to 
negotiate wages and improve working conditions (Akademikerförbundet 
SSR 2016, April 6).

In summary, the two Saco-affiliated unions display clear self-im-
ages of organizations that are built on professions. Collectivism is 
very strong; however, even though both unions are exclusive in the 
sense that the membership cohort is clearly defined, the videos of the 
Akademikerförbundet SSR contain some degree of inclusiveness and 
cross-class cooperation.

4.7  C  onclusions

Videos are a good means of presenting, promoting and displaying 
self-images. Swedish trade unions surely know this and use YouTube 
accordingly as an excellent medium for this purpose. A comparison  
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of the self-images of the working-class, white-collar-worker and 
upper-middle-class unions revealed similarities and differences in how 
the unions have chosen to present themselves and their members. 
Collectivism is still strong in the working class and among the Saco-
affiliated unions, but with somewhat different points of departure: for IF 
Metall, class identity is still an important part of the union’s self-image; 
for the Municipal Workers’ Union, occupational identities and gender 
are used instead; and for upper-middle-class unions, the professions they 
represent are used to build their self-images. Professions and occupa-
tional identities are good grounds for mobilization in unions; these iden-
tities are disconnected from ideologies and political issues, yet are shared 
by members of that occupation or profession.

Perhaps the most interesting cases in our sample were those of the 
white-collar worker unions, in which inclusive individualism was strong. 
Selective incentives have become an important part of membership 
recruitment for these unions and appear to be a successful strategy, at 
least in terms of increasing the number of members. These results partly 
coincide with Hodder and Edward’s claim that unions in the manu-
facturing industry use a more class-based approach while organizing, 
whereas white-collar unions have a market focus (Hodder and Edwards 
2015). White-collar workers have had fewer common structural features 
to use in terms of creating self-images, and it is known that the mid-
dle class, is far more individualistic than the working class. Additionally, 
Sweden is a highly individualized country that scores very high on 
self-expression values (Ingelhart and Welzel 2005). Therefore, inclu-
sive individualism is understandable and may even be a precondition for 
recruiting new members. Diminishing differences between the working 
class and white-collar workers, increased individualism among people’s 
attitudes in general and the ambition to be a ‘catch-all’ union may be 
factors affecting these self-images. The question of what implications 
inclusive individualism has for the trade union movement and for its abil-
ities to act as a collective actor in the long run remains to be answered.
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