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To what extent does the loosening of the ties between a social democratic party and
its sister unions indicate a shift in the party’s traditional objectives or bases of sup-
port? In this article it is argued that the estrangement between these parties and
their unions is not always an indicator or a proof of the abandonment of workers and
solidaristic goals by social democratic parties. The evolution of the party-union
relationship is not only shaped by the economic and social policies of the party but is
also constrained by the organizational context of the trade unions. And when a close
relationship exists in a context of competitive unionism and a growing economy, it is
highly likely that the pressure and threats that unions direct at their social demo-
cratic parties are largely inspired by their need to maintain and enhance their orga-
nizational position vis-à-vis their union rivals rather than by a change in the goals
and policies of their sister parties themselves.

To what extent does the loosening of the ties between a social democratic
party1 and its sister trade unions indicate a shift in the party’s traditional objectives
or bases of support? Is estrangement the price a social democratic party must pay
to enjoy electoral and policy success in the economic and social environment now
existing in advanced capitalist societies? Or are such parties’ relationships with
trade unions in fact quite independent from their relations with workers? It is often
argued that a variety of phenomena associated with the socioeconomic transfor-
mation of advanced capitalism has turned the traditional party-union relationship
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into a liability for social democratic parties. Hence, it would follow that these par-
ties must throw off their ties with the trade unions if they are to win the electoral
support of new social groups and implement sound economic policies. Accord-
ingly, the weakening of party-union relationships would point toward the devel-
opment of a new type of social democracy intent on adapting to postindustrial cap-
italism, but at the price of becoming quite indistinguishable from the Right in
terms of both its social bases of support and its policies.

It has also been argued that one of the clearest examples of such a breakdown in
traditional party-union relations is provided by the divorce between the Spanish
Socialist Workers’ Party (Partido Socialista Obrero Español [PSOE]) and the
General Workers’ Union (Unión General de Trabajadores [UGT]) at the end of the
1980s. On one hand, the PSOE held power without interruption for over thirteen
years, and its economic policies paved the way for Spain’s successful integration
into the European and global markets. Hence, the PSOE’s split from its former
labor ally has been presented as a lesson for other social democratic parties intent
on avoiding electoral decline and policy drift. On the other hand, however, the
PSOE is thought to have achieved these results by abandoning its commitment to
representing workers as well as such traditional social democratic goals as the
promotion of wealth redistribution and the expansion of the welfare state.

In this article I am going to argue, on the contrary, that this conventional view
of the PSOE’s social bases and policies during the 1980s and early 1990s is funda-
mentally flawed. Throughout this period the Spanish Socialist Party retained the
support of workers to a much greater extent than that of middle-class voters, and
its policies in fact consisted of a interesting combination of state and market.
While the former continued to have responsibility in social policies, the latter was
assigned a major role in the economy. The PSOE’s split from its traditional union
ally was not, therefore, the price the party allegedly had to pay for its success in the
new economic and social environment, but was rather a consequence of the divi-
sions within the Spanish union movement and the existence of a context of eco-
nomic expansion. When a union movement is divided, each union organization is
involved in two sets of relationships. Through one of these, unions seek to obtain
from employers, their associations and/or political actors, those goods demanded
by workers. Through the other, unions compete among themselves for workers’
support by trying to bring them greater gains than their rivals do. The business
cycle, however, determines what kind of goods workers are more interested in
and, hence, which union strategy maximizes their support and which may lead to a
“crisis of representation.” Therefore, the wage restraint asked in a political
exchange with a social democratic government, while rival unions can tempt
workers with wage increases, jeopardizes the union’s survival. It follows from
this that the UGT’s organizational concerns played a more decisive role than the
PSOE’s own strategies in their mutual “divorce.” In consequence, the breakdown
in the social democratic party–union relationship in Spain should not be seen as a
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lesson in how other social democratic parties in Western Europe might avoid elec-
toral decline and policy drift. For in the context of a different labor movement,
union support may still prove a valuable resource for socialist parties. Nor should
the split be seen as evidence of the Spanish Socialists’ willingness to renounce
their working-class constituencies and classic social democratic policies. Rather,
the Spanish experience demonstrates that a close party-union relationship is not
always a prerequisite to retain workers’ support and that the evolution of this rela-
tionship is not necessarily determined by the kind of policies a social democratic
party implements or the social composition of its electorate.

I begin this article by reviewing current interpretations of the divorce between
social democratic parties and trade unions in Western industrial countries in gen-
eral, and Spain in particular, as well as the alleged lessons and implications of the
Spanish case. I then present some empirical data that refute the conventional
explanation for the split between the PSOE and the UGT. I go on to develop a more
convincing, alternative explanation for the evolution of relations between the two
organizations. In the light of this analysis, I end by discussing the real implica-
tions of the Spanish experience for a more general understanding of party-union
relations in advanced capitalist economies.

1. THE CONSENSUS VIEW OF PARTY-UNION DIVORCE:
THE CASE OF THE SPANISH SOCIALISTS

Successful social democratic parties have traditionally been workers’ parties
with close ties to encompassing, centralized trade unions. The close relationship
that such parties had with the unions was the product both of a natural affinity with
them, given the class composition of their electorate and membership, and of
self-interest.2 First, strong, cohesive and party-aligned unions had the effect of
structuring the electorate and reinforcing voting ties between manual workers and
social democratic parties. Moreover, when a social democratic party won power,
its allied unions were expected to coordinate their actions in the industrial arena
with the government’s policies. Hence, party-union relations involved a form of
“political exchange,” in which the unions offered industrial peace and wage
restraint through a highly centralized system of wage setting in return for usually
Keynesian governmental policies designed to deliver full employment, a higher
social wage, and other political gains.3 This political exchange was at the heart of
well-studied macro-corporatist arrangements.4 In consequence, the party-union
relationship was a clear asset for social democratic parties’ electoral and policy
performance, as well as an unmistakable indicator of the social groups and poli-
cies they defended.5

Nonetheless, the processes of economic restructuring, increasing international
competition, and social transformation of advanced capitalism are believed to
have made traditional party-union relations more difficult to sustain or at least less
efficient both in electoral and economic terms. It is argued that over the past
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twenty years Western societies have seen an absolute decline in the industrial
workforce, paralleled by a rise in the number of workers employed in services,
particularly in the public sector. These processes of economic change have given rise
to occupational, intrafirm, and sectoral conflicts of interest within the working-
class constituency, as the relative class homogeneity of the Fordist period, which
was heavily reliant on mass-production manufacturing, has given way to a polar-
ization of skill levels. As a result, unions are no longer thought to be able to
“deliver” the votes of a homogeneous electoral constituency to social democratic
parties. In addition, the linkage between left-wing parties and organized labor
appears illegitimate in the eyes of key electoral constituencies and is therefore a
liability for social democratic parties attempting to attract such groups.6

In political economy terms, there is also a perception that these ongoing
changes in the composition of the labor force have reduced the trade unions’
capacity to act collectively. The breakdown of the unions’ organizational cohe-
sion and monopoly of representation has undermined the ability of the peak orga-
nizations to ensure either labor peace or wage moderation through centralized
negotiations. At the same time, the increasing interdependence of the global econ-
omy, and the internationalization of capital markets in particular, impose con-
straints on social spending and, more generally, restrict the capacity of national
governments to regulate or direct economic activity. Individual national govern-
ments are forced to adopt policies of fiscal restraint and deregulation and facilitate
corporate profits if they are to retain or attract internationally mobile capital. On
the basis of these arguments, it is often argued that the special relationship
between social democratic parties and trade unions is more likely to be seen as a
liability than an asset by both partners. Social democratic parties, it is contended,
should break or at least loosen their ties with the trade unions in order to be able to
appeal to a new type of electorate as well as to implement stable market-oriented
economic policies.7

The very different political fortunes of the northern and southern European
social democratic parties seen during the 1980s tended to reinforce this view.
While the social democratic parties in northern Europe, traditionally linked to
their sister unions, had to cope with electoral decline and policy drift, their coun-
terparts in southern Europe, who had either never had or had loosened their orga-
nizational and electoral ties to their working-class constituencies, enjoyed spec-
tacular success. They were allegedly in a better position to take advantage of new
electoral coalitions that emphasized non–working class constituencies and
advanced programs centered on economic efficiency. However, at the same time,
as they moved away from workers these parties are deemed to have abandoned the
political goals that characterized the “golden age” of northern social democracy.
Accordingly, the weakening of party-union relations is seen as evidence of the
configuration of a new type of social democracy, relatively indistinguishable from
the Right in terms of both its constituencies and policies.
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One of the clearest examples of these twofold implications of the unraveling of
social democratic party–union relations is commonly believed to be the trajectory
of the Spanish Socialist Party. Initially the PSOE had stood out from the other
southern European social democratic parties in that it had maintained a close rela-
tionship with a trade union confederation, the UGT, for almost a century. Yet, by
the end of the 1980s, this partnership had come to an end. Most scholars have seen
the divorce between the two organizations as the typical outcome of a social dem-
ocratic party that had abandoned both the classic social democratic strategy of a
mixed-economy model coupled with a comprehensive welfare state, full employ-
ment and income redistribution in favor of the less well off, and its core working-
class electorate.8 As a result, it has been argued that by loosening its ties with the
UGT the PSOE was able to emerge as one of the most successful examples of a
catch-all party in the 1980s. At the same time, the PSOE has also been presented
as an example for other social democratic parties seeking to avoid electoral
decline and policy drift. The Spanish Socialists increased their share of the vote by
an average of 14.3 percent in the 1980s and won the support of more than 40 per-
cent of voters over the course of the decade, enabling them to govern alone from
1982 to 1993, and with external support from regionalist parties until 1996. On the
other hand, however, the party-union split is also seen as symbolizing the configu-
ration of a new model of social democracy which has abandoned its traditional
objective of advancing workers’ interests.

2. THE PSOE’S BASES OF SUPPORT AND POLICIES
DURING THE 1980S AND EARLY 1990S

The empirical evidence, however, contradicts this conventional explanation
for the divorce between the PSOE and UGT. Let us begin with the electoral calcu-
lus. It is true that in Spain, as in other European countries, the proportion of male
blue-collar workers has been on the decline since the early 1970s.9 It is also the
case throughout the period considered here the right-wing opposition was divided
and discredited by the legacy of the Francoist dictatorship. Hence, some scholars
have argued that the PSOE would have had little problem in increasing its middle-
class support if its working-class voters abandoned it.10 In practice, however, in
the early 1980s the PSOE was able to increase its support among different middle-
class groups without losing working-class voters.11 The Socialists’ share of the
valid vote rose from 30.5 percent in 1979 to 48.4 percent in October 1982. The
party’s support among white-collar workers doubled from 20 percent in 1979 to
over 40 percent in 1982. At the same time, however, the PSOE saw not the reverse,
but the consolidation of its electoral hegemony among industrial workers, support
for party among this group rising from 35 percent in 1979 to almost 50 percent in
1982. During the 1980s 58 percent of employed workers voted for the PSOE.12

The argument that social democratic parties are not condemned to making elec-
toral trade-offs between working-class and non–working class support has been
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put forward by a number of authors.13 Most of them consider, however, that broad
appeals of this type are only possible when parties do not have close ties with trade
unions. Yet the PSOE was closely linked to the UGT at the time of its first two
electoral victories in 1982 and 1986. Hence, it seems clear that the Spanish Social-
ist Party had little need to loosen its organizational ties to its labor ally in order to
improve its electoral performance.

The PSOE’s impressive victory in October 1982 can be attributed in part to the
exceptional circumstances in the early 1980s, when the profound economic crisis
coincided with the collapse of both the governing center-right Democratic Center
Union (Unión de Centro Democrático [UCD]) and the Communist Party (Partido
Comunista de España [PCE]).14 Subsequently, however, the PSOE’s electoral
base was eroded over time. The Socialists took 44.1 percent of the valid vote in
1986, 40.2 percent in 1989, and 37.5 percent in 1993. Therefore, it could be
argued that while the extraordinary conditions existing in 1982 allowed the PSOE
to build a broad coalition of middle- and working-class voters, as the interests of
those two classes became increasingly incompatible the party opted to split from
its labor ally in a bid to retain its middle-class rather than working-class support.15

This interpretation, however, is not supported by an analysis of the class structure
of the party’s vote. Support for the PSOE remained relatively high among
blue-collar workers while falling considerably among students and urban middle-
class voters.16 While the Socialist vote among industrial and service workers
dropped from 50 percent in 1982 to 40 percent in 1993, it rose from 26 to 29 per-
cent among small farmers, and from 41 to 43 percent among agricultural workers,
at the same time as the party’s white-collar voting base decreased very sharply
from a solid 42 percent in 1982 to a mere 17 percent in 1993.17 It can be seen,
therefore, that the prevailing image of the Spanish Socialist Party as an example of
a middle-class party, and therefore of “socialism without workers,” is empirically
false. Nonetheless, the evolution of the PSOE’s electorate is close to the “nega-
tive” bandwagon described by Kitschelt.18 According to this scholar, as the strate-
gies of social democrat parties become indistinguishable from those of their bour-
geois competitors, workers and allies alike abandon the party. However, we still
need to explain the paradox that alleged antilabor policies led more middle-class
than working-class voters to abandon the party.

Given the widely held view of the Spanish Socialist government’s policy per-
formance, an analysis of the PSOE’s economic and social policies also produces
some rather unexpected results. The Socialist government’s economic policies
have sometimes been portrayed as an example of a Thatcherite-style conservative
economic strategy.19 It is certainly true that once in power the Socialists did not
attempt to implement expansionary policies in order to promote growth and
employment. Rather, they adopted a strategy of macroeconomic discipline based
on price and wage moderation as well as a balanced budget.20 The Socialist minis-
ters of the economy and finance believed that demand-side economic policies
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would not resolve the structural problems of the Spanish economy and, moreover,
that they were inappropriate once Spain had joined the European Economic Com-
munity (EEC). The Socialist government expected, on one hand, that EEC mem-
bership would boost Spain’s attractiveness to foreign investors as well as encour-
aging the competitiveness of Spanish industry. On the other hand, there was a
danger that EEC products might flood the Spanish market. They believed this risk
could be limited by reducing the inflation differential between Spain and its main
trade partners by controlling wage increases and maintaining a sound economic
balance.21

Despite all this, however, the austerity of the Socialists’ economic policies
should not be exaggerated. Public expenditure climbed from 21 percent of gross
domestic product (GDP) in 1975 to 36 percent in the mid-1980s, and to 44 percent
in 1993. Tax revenue rose from 31.6 percent of GDP in 1982 to 39.5 percent in
1989, and 42 percent in 1993. At the same time, the public deficit increased from
5.6 percent of GDP in 1982 to 7.5 percent in 1993, and public expenditure
expanded from 26.6 percent of GDP in 1982 to 43.2 percent in 1989, and 60.5 per-
cent in 1993.22 As the Spanish employers’ club Círculo de Empresarios
highlighted,

A policy that raises the level of public spending to 50 percent of GDP hardly can be charac-
terized as “liberal,” especially when this policy increases so-called “social spending” at a
higher rate than that of economic growth. Nonetheless, this has not refuted the accusation,
made repeatedly by the trade unions, that the government has pursued a right-wing, neo-
liberal policy.23

Moreover, the Socialist government not only attempted to follow a strategy of
macroeconomic discipline but also assigned the public sector an active role in the
transformation of the supply conditions of the Spanish economy by increasing the
volume and quality of the Spanish factors of production.24 Thus, public direct
investment increased in 1985 and 1986, was slightly curtailed in 1987 to permit a
major cut in the public deficit, but rose again after 1988, when it expanded by
almost half a percentage point of GDP each year. By 1991, public direct invest-
ment topped 5 percent of GDP. Even in the context of a booming economy, the
scale of the “fiscal impulse” (the change in the budget balance adjusting for the
business cycle) which hovered at around 1 percent of GDP for four years in a row,
was impressive.25

The Socialists also embarked on a concerted drive to improve social provision.
Public expenditure on pensions, health, and education rose in total by 4.1 points of
the GDP between 1982 and 1992.26 The education budget expanded most signifi-
cantly, with an increase of 1.9 points of the GDP, followed by pensions, up 1.3
points, and health care, up 0.9 points. One consequence of this was that the sec-
ondary education enrollment rate among sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds went
up by 18 percent. Maravall shows that if we compare the seven years of center-
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right rule under the UCD (1975-82), with the first seven years of Socialist govern-
ments (1982-89), public expenditure on unemployment benefits, health, educa-
tion, and pensions rose by 39.7 percent in real terms in the first period, compared
to 57.6 percent during the second. The different record of the two administrations
remains striking even when we control for the different rates of economic growth
in the two periods: 10.7 percent in cumulative terms under the UCD governments;
27.7 percent under the PSOE.27 New legislation also altered the model of social
policies. A law on noncontributory pensions was introduced in 1990 to comple-
ment the existing public scheme. A law passed in 1986 reorganized the national
health service, which since then has largely been financed by general taxation.
Between 1982 and 1992 education reforms raised the school leaving age by two
years, increased the enrollment rate in postcompulsory education, more than dou-
bled the number of grants, restructured the relationship between private and pub-
lic schools, and granted the universities the autonomy they had previously been
denied.28

Finally, reference should also be made to the question of the end of neo-
corporatist bargaining, or “social concertation” as it is normally called in Spain, in
the late 1980s. The end of the period of comprehensive social pacts involving the
Socialist government and the UGT implied the collapse of one of the major fea-
tures of party-union relations when the party had won office, the aforementioned
political exchange. In this way, it marked the first step in the loosening of the pre-
viously close ties between the two branches of the Socialist family. Equally, the
end of these social pacts has also been taken as the decisive proof of the way the
PSOE abandoned the traditional policy platform of the northern European social
democratic parties. It has been argued, therefore, in the wake of the PSOE’s sec-
ond comfortable victory in the 1986 elections, Spain’s entry into the EEC that
same year, and the onset of economic recovery, the Socialist government lost
interest in offering pay-offs for labor peace.29 Once again, however, the empirical
evidence provides no support for this interpretation.

During the PSOE’s first term in office (1982-86), neocorporatist bargaining
produced typical comprehensive macro-level agreements and led to the signing of
two formal social pacts. The first, the Acuerdo Interconfederal (AI), was signed in
early 1983 by the main union confederations, the UGT and the Communist-led
Workers’ Commissions (Comisiones Obreras [CCOO]), and the Spanish
Employers’ Confederation (Confederación Española de Organizaciones
Empresariales [CEOE]). Although the Socialist government was not actually
party to the agreement, it did press for its endorsement. The second text, the
Acuerdo Económico y Social (AES), was signed by the government, but rejected
by CCOO. Signed in 1984, the AES had a duration of two years (1985 and 1986).
Through these agreements, the UGT participated in the decision-making process
in order to reinforce its institutional presence, secure employment growth in gen-
eral (and good terms for some of the workers affected by industrial restructur-
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ing),30 and obtain social spending in exchange for guaranteeing the effectiveness
of state action, mainly through wage restraint. What made the Spanish social pacts
different is that the government was not required to boost growth and employment
by adopting Keynesian expansionary policies, as was the case in similar pacts in
other countries.31 The Socialist union confederation agreed to a kind of “supply-
side corporatism” in exchange for traditional social compensations. Therefore,
the neocorporatist bargaining that went on during the PSOE’s first term in office
did not oblige the Socialist government to launch a self-defeating process of
Keynesian reflation that would have eventually forced it to abandon the
agreements.

In addition, if we accept that the political exchange is a particularly useful
instrument in the face of inflationary pressures, it is clear that such a situation is
more likely to occur when the economy is strong than in a situation of economic
crisis, as economic expansion creates a situation of full or nearly full employment,
which gives unions the opportunity to push for inflationary wage increases.32 In
other words, the fact that the Spanish economy started to improve in 1986 would
logically make the Socialist government more, and not less, interested in social
pacts and wage restraint.33

The fact is that after Spain’s entry into the EEC and the PSOE’s comfortable
victory in the June 1986 elections, the Socialist government did not lose interest in
reaching a consensus with the unions. It is commonly believed that the AES was
the last comprehensive agreement and that the attempts to negotiate a new social
pact after the PSOE’s reelection in 1986 came to nothing.34 However, in Septem-
ber 1986 the Socialist government reached agreement again with the employers in
the CEOE and the UGT on its economic and social policies, two of the key objec-
tives of which were to reduce inflation and public deficit.35 In this agreement the
UGT specifically agreed to take these macroeconomic goals into account in the
forthcoming round of collective bargaining.36 In exchange, the union confedera-
tion secured a promise of a higher target inflation rate for 1987 (up from 4 percent
to 5 percent), greater public investment and employment, more extensive use of
general taxes to finance the social security system, higher civil service salaries,
pensions and unemployment benefits, and some influence over the fiscal system
as a whole.37 As the Socialist union confederation itself declared: “we believe that
we have obtained an agreement for 1987 which fulfills the objectives we have
established for our policy of social concertation, and therefore the UGT is satis-
fied with it.”38 In contrast, CCOO rejected this political exchange in order to make
it clear that it did not endorse the PSOE’s economic policies.39 Nonetheless, the
following year both the UGT and CCOO opposed the Socialist government’s
attempt to renew the social agreements.40 And during the early 1990s they contin-
ued to reject the government’s repeated offer to negotiate a global pact on infla-
tion and wages, not least to help Spain meet the stringent conditions laid down in
the EEC’s Maastricht Agreement.
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However, it has also been argued that while the Socialist government remained
interested in further social pacts in order to obtain wage moderation, it was not
prepared to deliver social compensations in return.41 Accordingly, it is suggested
that the UGT stopped offering the wage restraint demanded by the government
due to the high level of unemployment and the low level of social spending. There
can be no doubt that wage moderation did not lead to anything like full employ-
ment in Spain. Nonetheless, when the UGT backed away from wage restraint in
early 1987 unemployment was in fact on the way down, falling from 21.6 percent
in 1985 to 16.2 percent in 1990. It is also true that the Socialist government failed
to fulfil some of the commitments made in earlier social agreements, notably with
respect to unemployment benefits.42 Again, however, when the UGT rejected
wage restraint, it did admit that in general terms the AES had been fulfilled, espe-
cially with respect to economic growth, employment, and wages.43 Moreover,
those interpretations of the UGT’s decision to abandon wage restraint that empha-
size the lack of social compensations are undermined by the way the union itself
justified its change of strategy. According to this interpretation, if the unemploy-
ment rate had fallen much further, or if social spending had risen higher, the UGT
would have agreed to endorse further wage restraint. Yet the Socialist unionists
argued that economic expansion meant that wage restraint was unnecessary to
facilitate employment growth.44 They also maintained that the new economic cir-
cumstances permitted both higher wages and higher social spending, thereby
rejecting any notion of a trade-off between the two.45 Ultimately, the Spanish
unions continued to oppose any pact that would have obliged them to accept wage
restraint, and this despite the fact that in the early 1990s the Socialist government
made substantial concessions on social issues in order to try to encourage the
unions to agree to such a pact.46 Minimum pensions were raised to the level of the
minimum wage, noncontributive pensions were established, and expenditure on
unemployment benefits was increased from 2.7 to 3.8 percent of GDP in three
years. Despite all this, the UGT steadfastly rejected all overtures by the Socialist
government, merely agreeing to discuss specific, sectoral, short-term agreements
with the government and employers.47

In short, the empirical evidence does not support the conventional interpreta-
tion of the way social and economic structural changes forced the PSOE to move
away from its working-class base and implement antilabor economic and social
policies.48 These paradoxes in fact lend weight to a growing number of studies that
challenge the standard notions of the transformation of advanced capitalist societ-
ies. Not all scholars agree on the extent and intensity of the structural changes
allegedly affecting advanced capitalist economies,49 nor do they all accept that,
even if such structural changes are indeed taking place, it necessarily follows that
party-union relations are less beneficial than they once were. On one hand, if the
very success of public policies tends to generate their own support base,50 and
unions contribute to the success of these policies, they would still be an electoral
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asset even if they could no longer deliver a bloc vote for social democratic parties.
On the other hand, wage moderation (offered voluntarily through a centralized
system of wage determination) may still be useful to boost growth, and hence
employment, and sustainable social policies.51 If, therefore, the social and eco-
nomic policies of the Spanish Socialist government do not explain the
PSOE-UGT schism or the Socialists’ alleged loss of interest in its working-class
constituencies, what does?

3. THE IMPACT OF UNION PLURALISM ON THE
SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC PARTY–UNION RELATIONSHIP

IN CONTEXTS OF ECONOMIC EXPANSION

Neoinstitutionalist theory provides us with an alternative hypothesis to explain
the divorce between the two organizations. In order for the party-union relation-
ship to produce its benefits, the labor movement has to be encompassing, central-
ized, and concentrated.52 If, for example, unions compete among themselves for
workers’ support, as was the situation in Spain, they cannot fulfill the social dem-
ocratic unions’ role as a pillar of economic efficiency.53 Nonetheless, we have
seen that the UGT had accepted comprehensive macro-level agreements that were
rejected by the CCOO in 1984 and again in 1986. Why had it been possible for the
Socialist union to do so?

In accordance with neoinstitutionalist theory, competitive unions will not
accept political exchange with the government because of their fear that workers
will support the union offering higher wages. Competitive unions play, therefore,
two games at the same time. One is with employers and political agents to obtain
benefits for workers and the organization, and the another with other unions to
obtain the workers’ support they require if they are to be considered relevant by
employers and political agents. Therefore, the outcome of the first game largely
depends on the outcome of the second. If we accept, however, that workers’ pref-
erence for the strategies designed to secure higher wages or wage moderation vary
in accordance with the business cycle, this argument requires further qualifica-
tion. In other words, in the same “institutional” setting, union pluralism can have
distinct consequences for union strategies in the first game, depending on the state
of the economy.

It is generally accepted that in a context of economic crisis most workers are
more worried about keeping their jobs than obtaining wage increases.54 Hence,
they are likely to support a union that does not threaten the viability of their enter-
prises by overexercising its power in the market.55 Moreover, employers are more
reluctant to grant wage demands, thereby raising the cost of pursuing higher
wages.56 Consequently, during an economic downturn, most workers are likely to
support the type of union strategy compatible with the market policy a social dem-
ocratic union is required to pursue when its party is in power.57 The logic of collec-
tive action will not restrain workers from supporting a union that obtains public
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concessions from the government, because the wage restraint required in return
for those concessions is at the same time a “selective” incentive, the preservation
of their jobs.58 In other words, a rival communist union will find it difficult to
tempt the members of social or Christian democratic unions by advancing a strat-
egy of pursuing higher wages. As a result, supporting its sister party does not
imply any organizational cost for the social democratic union. In fact, workers
will turn toward it. It is not true, therefore, that interunion competition always
forces unions to exercise their market power in collective bargaining and to reject
wage restraint.

However, the situation confronting a union that faces rivals and has accepted
wage restraint as a part of a political exchange with the government changes dra-
matically when the economic situation improves. Its rival is now able to offer
wage increases for workers, and therefore will attract their support. Sooner or
later workers will be tempted to desert the cooperative union either in the expecta-
tion that if they support the militant union they can obtain both higher wages and
the public compensations that the government has promised to the moderate
union, or, if their defection itself stops those public goods from materializing, and
leads to renewed inflation, they will not lose as much purchasing power as the
workers who had accepted wage moderation.59 In other words, in times of eco-
nomic expansion, the wage restraint inherent in the social democratic party–union
relationship may create a “crisis of representation” for the union partner. No mat-
ter how much the party delivers in terms of public benefits for workers, the social
democratic union’s supporters will abandon it for its rival(s). In short, contrary to
what might be expected, in contexts of union competitive division, a close rela-
tionship to a political party will not pay off for the labor partner when its party is in
government and the economy improves, that is, precisely under those conditions
that elsewhere have promoted the success of social democratic party-union rela-
tions and macrocorporatism.60

The empirical data seem to confirm this hypothesis about the effects of the
combination of union competition and the business cycle on unions’ strategies. To
begin with, Spain belongs to that group of countries in which at least two unions
compete for the support of the workers in every industry on ideological grounds as
well as their ability to deliver material gains. The Spanish union movement
emerged from the Francoist dictatorship deeply divided and profoundly politi-
cized. The Communist-led CCOO’s hopes of retaining a monopoly of representa-
tion were soon dashed when the UGT managed to successfully reestablish itself
after the end of the dictatorship. Subsequently, the two union confederations dis-
puted the control of the labor movement. The Socialist union clearly stated its
intention “to make the UGT the largest and most hegemonic trade union in
Spain.”61 CCOO, while officially proclaiming its commitment to the cause of
interunion cooperation and unity,62 also did its best to win the union elections.63

284 POLITICS & SOCIETY



Union rivalry in Spain was particularly intense because of the kind of incen-
tives Spanish workers expected in return for their consent and support, as well as
because of the institutional framework for workers’ representation. If Spanish
workers had asked for identity incentives, there would have been few opportuni-
ties for the unions to poach each other’s supporters. Lange, Ross, and Vannicelli64

have argued that, insofar as competitive unions base their support on the provision
of identity incentives, “these unions are not really competitive. . . . To leave one’s
traditional union, much less to join the ‘opposition’s union,’ is likely, from an
individual’s perspective, to involve considerable psychic costs even when there
might be material advantages from doing so.” However, this was not the case in
Spain. Pérez-Díaz’s surveys65 show that Spanish workers had an instrumental atti-
tude toward unions. This was reflected in their higher preference for obtaining
favorable collective agreements (62 percent in 1980, 69 percent in 1984) and pro-
fessional services (56 percent in 1980, 58 percent in 1984) than for changing gov-
ernment policies (12 and 9 percent, respectively), as well as by the division of
opinion regarding who should lead the way in collective bargaining: the unions
(25 percent), works’ councils (17 percent), a mixed commission of the two (22
percent), and the plant assemblies (5 percent).

The challenge facing Spanish union strategists was, therefore, to develop a
course of action that would deliver those benefits Spanish workers expected from
them in return for their consent and support. Notice, however, that in the Spanish
case consent and support are not expressed through membership as in other coun-
tries, but rather through voting for the preferred union list in the elections to
works’ councils (comités de empresa).66 Unlike in other countries with works’
councils (except for Italy), in Spain works’ councils are not merely a “second
channel” for industrial relations, worker representation, and labor-management
communication. Rather, under Spanish law they are the central sphere in which
unions carry out their “typical” activities of negotiating wages and conditions and
calling strikes.67 Given, therefore, the Spanish works’ councils’ role in industrial
relations, and the instrumental attitude that Spanish workers have toward unions,
Pérez-Díaz68 has argued that workers show their support for a particular union by
voting for its candidates to works’ councils, without feeling the need to take the
next step of actually joining the organization.69

Spanish workers expect unions to bring them improved material conditions,
but, as noted above, their preference for different courses of action designed to
deliver higher wages or job security will depend on the business cycle. When the
PSOE first came to power at the end of 1982 Spain was in midst of a protracted
economic crisis. Unemployment had increased steadily from less than 3 percent
of the active population in the early 1970s to 17.1 percent in December 1982, and
the economy was growing by less than 1 percent a year in real terms.
Pérez-Díaz’s70 survey data from the early 1980s show that at that time Spanish
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workers clearly prioritized saving their jobs over other material concerns. A full
94 percent of workers believed that it was much harder for people of their age and
occupation to find work than it had been two years before. Concern about job
security was corroborated by other data: 41.6 percent of respondents emphasized
that their principal criteria when choosing a job was job security, while 51.5 per-
cent preferred working in large firms, mainly because they appeared to offer
greater job security (51 percent). At the same time, 36 percent preferred a public
company compared to 19 percent who preferred working in the private sector,
while 38 percent were indifferent; again the main reason for these preferences was
job security (59 percent).

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that despite its support for neocorporatist
concertation since 1979, by 1982 the UGT had overtaken the CCOO in the elec-
tions to works’ councils (see Table 1). While the UGT cultivated an image of real-
istic moderation in the critical years between 1978 and 1980, the CCOO promoted
instead an image of social mobilization.71

By mid-1985 the Spanish economy was finally on the mend. Private consump-
tion grew by 2 percent in 1985 and by 3.6 percent in 1986. In the summer of 1985
Spain entered an expansionary cycle that lasted through the beginning of 1992,
and unemployment finally started to fall in the first half of 1986. Spanish workers
eventually began to take note of the improved economic conditions. According to
an official survey conducted in 1988 by the Centro de Investigaciones
Sociológicas, 45 percent of Spanish workers considered the economic situation to
be better or much better than when Franco died, compared to 33 percent who
thought that it was worse or much worse. Similarly, 37.2 percent thought their per-
sonal situation was going to improve compared to just 13.5 percent who thought
that it would get worse, and 31 percent who believed it would remain the same.72

Consequently, their worries about job security were replaced by a desire for
improvements in their personal standard of living. According to the same survey,
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Table 1
Different Unions’ Share of the Vote in Elections to Spanish Works’ Councils (in percentages)

Election UGT CCOO Other Unionsa Nonunion

1978 21.7 34.4 25.75 18.12
1980 29.3 30.9 24.04 15.77
1982 36.7 33.4 17.79 12.09
1986 40.9 34.5 17.78 7.6
1990 42.0 36.9 17.3 3.8
1995b 34.7 37.8 27.5 —

Note: UGT = Unión General de Trabajadores (General Workers’ Union), CCOO = Comisiones
Obreras (Workers’ Commissions).
a. No third union managed to obtain the 10 percent of delegates at the national level required to achieve
the status of “most representative union.”
b. Share obtained by other unions and nonunion lists are shown together for 1995.



while 50 percent of Spanish workers were in favor of the social pacts, of that 50
percent, 55.9 percent considered that their personal economic situation should be
the main issue to be negotiated, while only 12.1 percent believed that the priority
should be to adopt measures against unemployment, and 3.3 percent prioritized
job security.73 CCOO’s established strategy of, at least rhetorically,74 aggressively
pursuing wage increases (see Table 2) and refusing to pact (rejection of the AES
and the September 1986 agreement) would now begin to pay off among UGT
voters.

This shift in workers’ preferred union strategy was exemplified by the highly
publicized results of the elections to the comités de empresa in the fall of 1986.
While the UGT increased its overall lead, and even won in sectors affected by
restructuring, it lost considerable ground to CCOO in the public sector and large
enterprises.75 The lesson the socialist-led union drew from these results was that,
now that CCOO was able to offer material gains, especially in prospering compa-
nies and in the public sector, it too would have to focus on collective bargaining
and match the wage increases demanded, if not always secured by its rival (see
Table 2)76 in order to maintain its position and influence within the labor move-
ment.77 The UGT’s new stance was clearly reflected in the 1987 collective bar-
gaining round, when, breaking momentarily with its tradition of seeking similar
increases for all kind of workers, it presented wage demands that were signifi-
cantly higher than the increases in pensions and civil servants’ wages it had
accepted in the September 1986 agreement discussed above.78

The UGT’s new wage demands implied that it had abandoned its previous
strategy of political exchanges, one of the key features of a social democratic
party–union relationship, and consequently rejected the social pacts that such
exchanges implied. Moreover, this strategic shift had further implications for
party-union relations, as it meant that the UGT was ready to renounce close rela-
tions with the PSOE. The UGT’s new exercise of market power through collective
bargaining did not mean that the material interests of those workers who voted in
the works’ council elections were the UGT’s only concern. The Socialist-led
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Table 2
Wage Demands Presented by the UGT and the CCOO, Wage Increases in Collective Bargaining,
and Inflation Targets and Outcomes during the First Two Socialist Terms in Office, 1983-89

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989

UGT 9.5-12.5 6-8 5.5-7.5 8.0 7.0 6.0 7.0
CCOO 9.5-12.5 10.0 9.0 10.0 7-8 6.0 7.0
W/A 11.4 7.8 7.4 8.1 6.5 5.4 6.7
It 12.0 8.0 7.0 8.0 5.0 3.0 3.0
I 12.3 9.0 8.2 8.3 4.6 5.8 6.9

Source: El País (a Spanish newspaper), various years.
Note: UGT = Unión General de Trabajadores (General Workers’ Union), CCOO = Comisiones
Obreras (Workers’ Commissions), W/A = wage agreement, I = Inflation outcome, It = Inflation target.



union still demanded social benefits for broader strata of the working population.
It was simply no longer willing to accept trade-offs between wages and social
spending. And, as a result, it adopted a similar position to that the Italian unions
had maintained in the early 1970s, when they had demanded higher wages at the
same time as increased employment and social spending.79 The UGT refused to
recognize that the existence of economic constraints on their wage and workplace
behavior, an attitude that the Italian union confederations had adopted in the belief
that wages represented an “independent variable.”80 The question became, there-
fore, how to obtain these social benefits from the government.

The UGT could take two alternative paths to have these demands accepted by
the Socialist government: it could either seek the mediation of the Socialist Party,
or join forces with the CCOO. The first path would imply that a close relationship
with the PSOE was still valuable to the UGT, whereas the second meant divorce.
Given the linkages that the UGT leadership still had with the Socialist Party, they
opted to first test the PSOE to see if it would satisfy their social demands, despite
the fact that they no longer accepted the principle of political exchange.81 How-
ever, if the PSOE failed to respond satisfactorily to the UGT’s demands, the
Socialist union would sever its linkage with the party, and extend its commitment
to “unity-in-action” with CCOO from the marketplace to the political arena.

The response of the Socialist government, however, was uncompromising dur-
ing the critical period in which the UGT leadership was attempting to gauge the
extent to which its relationship with the PSOE was still of some use. The Socialist
government resented the way the union had breached the September 1986 agree-
ment, and refused to agree to increase social spending by as much as its former
labor ally wanted unless it was in return for wage moderation.82 As far as the gov-
ernment was concerned, once the UGT had abandoned its commitment to politi-
cal exchange the union’s demands represented an intolerable imposition. After
all, party-union relations were tacitly based on a tit-for-tat relationship. Then,
when in the fall of 1988 the UGT realized that the PSOE executive and the party as
a whole backed the stance taken by the González government, it took the final step
toward joining forces with the CCOO as a “new” way of acting in the political
arena.83 One consequence of this was that it stopped calling on workers to vote for
the PSOE. This decision came after the UGT leaders had agreed for the first time
to call a national general strike with CCOO in December to force the Socialist
government to accept the labor movement’s social demands.84 Since then,
although they do not agree on all issues, the two union confederations have
adopted a single, unitary position on issues of national importance and in succes-
sive rounds of collective bargaining. In this way, the Spanish unions have fol-
lowed the path set by their Italian counterparts twenty year earlier, abandoning
close ties with political parties to influence the political decision making.85

The UGT’s divorce from the Socialist Party did not involve the
“depoliticization” of the confederation; rather, it meant a shift to “politics” by
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other means. This, in turn, highlights the fact that the Socialist Party did not desire
the breakdown in the party-union relationship. As already noted, the PSOE had no
electoral reasons to break with the UGT. On the contrary, it did not wish to lose the
UGT’s policy and electoral support.86 It was not until the European elections in
the summer of 1989 and the general elections of October 1989 (the first in which
the UGT did not call on Spanish workers to vote for the PSOE) revealed that the
party was able to win without the UGT’s public support that the Spanish Socialist
Party finally sanctioned the split. Ultimately, workers still voted for the PSOE.
The party, therefore, only began to see the benefits of moving away from the UGT
when it became apparent that retaining the electoral support of the UGT meant
accepting the union’s “impositions” in policy making, and that it did not need to
do this to win elections.

4. CONCLUSION: SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC PARTIES,
UNION PLURALISM, AND WORKERS

The traditional interpretation of party-union relationships maintains that the
electoral and policy performance of social democratic parties improves when they
have close ties with encompassing, industrially based and centralized union
centrals. On the contrary, in situations of competitive unionism, when a given
union’s political party enters the government, and the economy begins to
improve, a close party-union relationship ceases to benefit either party, as the
competition for workers’ support among unions stops them from continuing to
cooperate with the economic policies of their sister parties. In other words, com-
petition among unions makes the social democratic party–union relationship
worthless precisely under those conditions that elsewhere have contributed to its
success. The particular partisan composition of the government may be conducive
to the acceptance of political exchange with governments, but clearly this alone is
not a sufficient condition. Such exchanges also require the labor movement to
have a particular organizational structure, one that insulates unions’ maintenance
goal from the effects of the business cycle on workers’ preferences. Otherwise,
unions’ willingness to accept a trade-off between the immediate economic gains
of organized workers and the long-term likelihood of jobs for all workers and
other social benefits will fluctuate in line with the ups and downs of the economy.

According to this interpretation, it would follow that certain social democratic
parties are likely to fail because they operate in inappropriate union contexts.
Their sister unions cannot deliver sustainable support for their parties’ policies. In
addition, the unions will also withdraw their electoral support if the social demo-
cratic party does not accept their uncompromising demands for higher wages and
higher social spending. Consequently, the social democratic party would face the
stark choice of losing its electoral support among workers, or abandoning stable
macroeconomic policies. However, if we restrict our analysis to the electoral
domain, the PSOE’s two consecutive electoral victories after the break-up with
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the UGT show that a social democratic party can continue to win elections despite
the union’s rejection and opposition. However, the economic crisis in the early
1990s raises the question of the extent to which social democratic governments
can succeed in the face of the active opposition of labor. It is true that the PSOE
was able to fight inflation by tightening its monetary policy instead of relying on
union self-restraint on wages, but it did so at the cost of sacrificing job creation,
overvaluing the peseta, and undermining the competitiveness of Spanish industry.

As for the electoral puzzle, this could be explained by this new line of interpre-
tation that suggests that recent socioeconomic changes mean the lack of close
linkages with unions is now an advantage for social democratic parties. In the
absence of union ties, social democratic parties are freer to implement market-
oriented policies and to build new electoral coalitions based around new social
groups. The electoral growth of southern European social democratic parties
would bear out this view, according to which these parties would point the way
forward for social democratic parties elsewhere. We have seen that it is true that
the Spanish case indicates that strong organizational ties between unions and
social democratic parties are no longer necessary for the success of these parties,
at least in electoral terms. Nonetheless, the Spanish case does not prove that the
opposite is now the case, that is, that the dissolution of these ties is now a neces-
sary condition for the social democratic success. Workers’ support can still play a
significant role in successful electoral coalitions. In fact, we have seen that the
PSOE’s electoral victories in the 1980s and early 1990s were not due to new elec-
toral coalitions centered on non–working-class constituencies. Similarly, recent
studies on the survival of national corporatist arrangements suggest that unions
may even support the new market-oriented economic policies or welfare state
reform, above all if they have the appropriate organizational structure. Conse-
quently, a close relationship with concentrated and centralized union movements
could still prove an asset for social democratic parties. Where competitive union-
ism exists, however, everything points to the conclusion that a social democratic
government will enjoy better relations with the unions if its supporting party casts
off its ties with one of those unions. It is, ironically, when unions break with their
respective political parties and start cooperating amongst themselves that they are
organizationally in a better position to cooperate with a social democratic govern-
ment, or, more accurately, with any government that, irrespective of its partisan
composition, seeks their cooperation.

The PSOE’s electoral strength in the late 1980s and early 1990s, despite its
break with the UGT, does not show that social democratic parties have to move
away from working-class constituencies, but rather that organizational mediators
such as unions are no longer indispensable to retain the allegiance of working-
class voters. In other words, a close relationship with union organizations is no
longer a necessary condition to maintain working-class constituencies. There-
fore, it can be concluded that the absence of strong organizational ties between
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trade unions and social democratic parties does not mean that these parties are less
likely to be responsive to workers’ concerns, and hence that their constituencies
and economic policies are indistinguishable from those of their right-wing com-
petitors. The evolution of the party-union relationship is independent of the social
democratic parties’ concern for workers, since, when defending workers’ inter-
ests, unions have to take account of the constraints and requirements of organiza-
tional maintenance and enhancement. When a close relationship exists in a con-
text of competitive unionism and a growing economy, it is highly likely that the
pressure and threats that unions direct at their social democratic parties are largely
inspired by their need to maintain and enhance their organizational position
vis-à-vis their rivals, rather than by a change in the goals and policies of their sister
parties themselves.
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