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ABSTRACT
This study examines a neglected aspect of industrial relations: workplace disputes in which workers are incidentally made idle 
because of strike actions of others. These spillover effects have received little systematic attention despite potentially accounting 
for a substantial share of the employment consequences of industrial conflict. The analysis uses a comprehensive dataset of 
company strikes compiled by the UK Engineering Employers' Federation (EEF) between 1920 and 1970, recording both workers 
directly involved in disputes and non-striking employees made idle. During the interwar and wartime periods, relatively few 
workers were made idle compared with those directly on strike. In contrast, the post-war period saw a substantial rise in the 
likelihood and scale of incidental idleness. By the late 1960s, the number of EEF workers made idle by strikes nearly matched 
the hundreds of thousands on strike. Incidental idleness was especially likely when strikes were caused by non-pay disputes, 
most notably those involving a demarcation disagreement about how workers from different unions or with different trades were 
assigned to tasks in the plant. These findings highlight wider employment consequences of industrial conflict, especially where 
there are production interdependencies.
JEL Classification: J52, L61, L62

1   |   Introduction

Union membership and coverage have declined substantially 
across many OECD economies (Bryson and Gomez  2005; 
Bhuller et  al.  2022). Furthermore, recent evidence suggests 
that the effectiveness of strikes in securing higher wages 
and benefits has declined (Massenkoff and Wilmers  2024). 
Nevertheless, strikes remain a common and important mecha-
nism through which workers and employers resolve collective 
disputes (Card 1990; Vandaele 2016). Work stoppages continue 
to generate substantial economic costs for workers and firms, 
and the consequences of industrial conflict can extend beyond 
the employees directly involved in a dispute. A large litera-
ture has consequently examined a range of spillover effects 

of strikes, ranging from financial markets (e.g., DiNardo and 
Hallock 2002) and product quality (e.g., Krueger and Mas 2004; 
Mas 2008), to public opinion and political attitudes about the 
labour movement (e.g., Hertel-Fernandez et al. 2021; Johnston 
et al. 2022; Schmidt 1993).

One comparatively direct spillover has received much less 
attention: workers who are not themselves participating in a 
strike but are made idle as a consequence of the actions of their 
colleagues. Such incidental idleness may arise when produc-
tion processes are interdependent, so that a stoppage by some 
workers prevents others from working even when they are not 
themselves on strike. This provides a potentially important 
additional margin through which industrial conflict affects 
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employment and production, but one that is difficult to study 
using conventional strike data, which typically record only 
the workers directly involved in the dispute. This paper uses a 
unique strike-level data set compiled by the UK's Engineering 
Employers' Federation (EEF) over the period 1920 to 19701 to 
examine the prevalence and features of company strikes that 
made non-striking workers idle.

Member companies in the EEF were primarily engaged in en-
gineering and metal working, including automotive and air-
craft manufacture. From 1920 to 1970, the EEF recorded 7130 
strikes among member companies and their plants. Over most 
of this 51-year period, the total numbers of workers made idle 
because of these strikes, in any given year, were small relative 
to the numbers of workers actually on strike. However, there 
was a post-war jump in the likelihood and numbers of workers 
recorded as made idle by the strikes within EEF companies, 
starting in the late 1950s. The work here includes an in-depth 
investigation of the period 1960 to 1970, in which the num-
bers of workers made idle across the strikes was comparable 
in magnitude to the numbers on strike. Without doubt, this 
outcome was primarily due to problems in the British automo-
tive manufacturing industry (see relevant narrative accounts 
in, for example, Durcan et al. 1983; Galambos and Evans 1977; 
Turner et  al.  1967; Whisler  1999). This occurred not least 
in the years that followed the merger in 1965 of the British 
Motor Company and its major supplier, Pressed Steel, which 
was encouraged by the new Labour Government (House of 
Commons 1966; Ministry of Technology 1966). The detail con-
tained within the EEF dataset enables regression analysis on 
the major issues under dispute during strikes (e.g., wages, pay 
systems, working hours, wrongful dismissal, demarcation, 
production constraints, working environment) and which of 
these could predict a greater likelihood of workers being made 
idle at the same plant, conditional on other factors, such as: 
the local unemployment rate; the strike duration, using an in-
strumental variable that is constructed from information on 
whether EEF laid-down procedures were followed; the loca-
tion of the plant; the identity of the employer; and the unions 
involved.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 de-
scribes the frequencies of workers made idle over the complete 
period, 1920 to 1970. Sections  3 and 4 focus further on the 
period 1960–70, and Section 5 concludes. The 1960–70 period 
merits this focus for two reasons. First, halfway through this 
decade there was a surge in the numbers of strikes and work-
ers made idle across the major EEF companies, especially in 
the automotive industries. Second, the EEF provides rich data 
with which to investigate this sudden phenomenon. Section 3 
largely concentrates on the duration of company strikes and 
on workers made idle. It also discusses union involvements 
in all strikes and in car strikes. Section 4 then differentiates 
between pay and non-pay disputes, finding exceptional differ-
ences between these two types of strikes. The different types 
of pay and non-pay strikes are described, and a linear proba-
bility model is also estimated to assess which types of under-
lying disputes were more or less likely to lead to other workers 
in the same plant being incidentally made idle.

2   |   Strikes and Workers Made Idle in the EEF 
From 1920 to 1970

2.1   |   The EEF Strikes Dataset

The complete and comprehensive dataset of company-specific 
strikes within the EEF, without break for every year in 1920–70, 
is archived at the UK Data Service with appropriate documenta-
tion (R. Hart 2008). The data were transcribed from previously un-
published EEF strike records held at the Modern Records Centre, 
University of Warwick, onto spreadsheets between July 2006 and 
August 2007. This work was undertaken at the Archive Centre, 
University of Glasgow and at the University of Stirling, in a project 
funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC; RES-
000-22-1804). Unlike the data collected and used on strike activity 
by the Ministry of Labour, there is no reason to believe any restric-
tions or exclusions were employed by the EEF in recording the ac-
tivity that was reported by employers at their plants, not least on 
the minimum size or length of the strikes. In fact, the dataset con-
tains many records of disputes that lasted hours rather than days 
(see Online Appendix Figure B1). However, the dataset generally 
does not contain information on national strikes and stoppages, 
since these would not align with the employer-level reporting.2

The EEF strikes dataset has been used previously to analyse the 
responses to the business cycle of strike durations, incidence, 
and outcomes, distinguishing between pay and non-pay strikes 
(Devereux and Hart  2008, 2011). In 1920, there were 514,000 
adult manual workers and 2440 firms represented by the EEF. 
These numbers were approximately maintained until 1931, the 
start of the Great Depression. The growth in the EEF picked up 
considerably during the war, climbing to 1,086,000 workers in 
3467 firms by 1944, and by 1951 there were 1,012,500 workers 
spread across 4048 firms. Thereafter, a million-level workforce 
was represented by the EEF to 1970 (for further details on the 
history of the EEF, see Wigham 1973).

For each strike in 1920–70, the EEF dataset reports the name of 
the company involved,3 the name of the plant if the company had 
multiple distinct locations of production, the union(s) involved, 
the geographical engineering district (e.g., Aberdeen, Manchester, 
Coventry), the cause of the strike (differentiating between pay and 
non-pay disputes), its duration in days (with precise start and end 
dates),4 the numbers and classes of workers involved (e.g., tool-
room fitters, machine men), and each strike's outcome or reso-
lution. The EEF also recorded whether its laid-down procedures, 
designed to help avoid disputes turning into strikes, were followed 
in each case of an eventual strike. This information is particularly 
valuable for our regression analysis in Section 4 (see also Online 
Appendix C for discussion of this variable).

Of relevance to the central focus of this paper, the data re-
cord the number of workers on strike during each dispute, as 
well as the number of non-striking workers incidentally made 
idle within the same plant. Importantly, the number of work-
ers made idle was consistently recorded for each strike by the 
EEF throughout the period. In contrast, historical nationally 
representative labour statistics, published in the Ministry of 
Labour Gazette, show increasing inconsistency over time in 
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3LABOUR, 2026

the reporting of workers ‘indirectly affected’ by strikes, partic-
ularly by the late 1960s.5

From 1920 to 1970, Figure 1 shows the annual number of EEF 
member companies together with their associated strike inci-
dence. In the pre-war period, a peak of 2690 member compa-
nies in 1922 declined monotonically to 1806 companies by 1935. 
Thereafter, company numbers in the EEF rose to 3571 in 1945. 
Excepting three very minor falls in 1959, 1963 and 1964, the post-
war number of companies rose steadily from 3636 in 1946 to 4734 
in 1970. Annual strike incidence fell from 6% in 1920 and, with a 
few slight deviations, remained below 1% till 1933. From 1934, the 
year marking the upturn from the trough of the Great Depression, 
strike incidence rose to between 2% and 3% from 1937 to 1945. 
This plateau was maintained until 1954, when it started to climb 
gradually to 1959, before rising exponentially to 11% in 1970.

What were the total impacts of these strikes in respect of both 
the numbers of workers on strike and incidentally made idle? 

Figure 2A demonstrates these numbers summed across all the 
EEF company strikes within each year in the 1920–70 period. 
It is important to note at this point that although the EEF data 
provide precise measures of the strike durations and numbers 
of workers involved, it is unknown whether in any given strike 
those workers were on strike or made idle for the whole dura-
tion. Even so, Figure  2B gives a complement to Figure  2A by 
weighting each company strike and its employee numbers by 
the duration, thus giving an upper bound on the total number of 
EEF working days lost in each year.6

2.2   |   Workers Made Idle During the Pre-War 
and War Years, 1920–1945

During the period 1920 to 1946, the average ratio of workers on 
strike to those made idle was approximately 10:1 in EEF member 
companies. There were three significant periods in this respect. 
These involved a national coal strike in 1920, the apprenticeship 

FIGURE 1    |    Annual numbers of EEF companies and associated strike incidence (%), 1920–70. Strike incidence is measured as the percentage of 
all EEF companies in a year that experienced a strike.
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FIGURE 2    |    EEF total strikes and the total numbers of workers on strike or made idle across these strikes, 1920–70. In panel A, the total numbers 
of workers on strike and made idle in each year are computed simply from summing these numbers across all the EEF strikes that started within 
the year. See Figure 3 for the relative amounts of workers made idle in each year. Panel B provides a comparable figure showing weighted sums of 
the workers, where the relative weights applied across all strikes in the period use the durations of the individual strikes. The comparison of the 
unweighted and weighted series thus demonstrates that the strikes in the 1960–70 may have involved many workers, but they were also on average 
shorter than in the earlier years of the dataset.
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4 LABOUR, 2026

strike of 1937, and a large outbreak of strike activity toward the 
end of WW2.

2.2.1   |   1920–21

A classic cause of workers made idle is the loss of production 
inputs due to strikes in outside supply industries. Companies 
may fail to meet planned output targets due to strikes in outside 
companies that supply intermediate products. Effectively, work-
ers are made idle due to unavoidable reductions in plant capacity 
utilisation. An important example of such an occurrence in engi-
neering and metal manufacture occurred at the start of the EEF 
data in the early 1920s. It concerned in large part the national 
coal strike in 1920 which involved one million workers. Due to 
emergency government orders, there were sudden cuts in coal, 
gas, and electricity by 50%. Over the affected industries, 243,000 
workers were laid-off by works closures while 248,000 worked 
short-time hours. Textile industries were most affected, followed 
by iron and steel, engineering and shipbuilding (Knowles 1952, 
272). In the EEF specifically at this time (see Figure 2), workers 
were made idle at rates of around 1 for every 5 and every 11 strik-
ing workers in 1920 and 1921, respectively (Figure 2).7

2.2.2   |   1937

The engineering apprenticeship strike of 1937 involved 32,500 
apprentices, lasted for 94 days, and resulted in 406,000 working 
days lost (see Ryan 2004). Since EEF companies featured prom-
inently in this action, the apprenticeship strike would have ac-
counted for a significant proportion of the Federation's total (i.e., 
covering all 83 strikes that year) of 59,200 striking workers and 
8403 made idle (Figure 2).

As discussed in R. A. Hart (2005), apprentices in the EEF trained 
for 5 to 7 years, depending on their employment start date and a 
strictly enforced end date at age 21. The great majority left school 

at the age of 14. Most trained in one occupation, for example, 
a fitter, erector, turner, or boilermaker. They typically worked 
under the supervision of a so-called journeyman. Because their 
terms of apprenticeship were so long and their trades relatively 
narrow, they were typically employed in direct production roles 
well before the end of their apprenticeship service. Usually, they 
were unsupervised by the time of their final year. So, the ap-
prentices' strike of 1937 not only involved young trainee appren-
tices but also high proportions of skilled productive apprentice 
labour. A critical loss of high-end skilled apprentices due to the 
strike may well have created idle non-apprenticed, less skilled 
workers due to acute shortages of skilled supervision.

2.2.3   |   1944

As shown in Figure 2, there were high levels of strike activity 
in the EEF in the war years from 1941 to 1945, peaking at 139 
strikes in 1943, spilling over as well into 1946 with 138 strikes. 
The relative rate of workers made idle peaked significantly 
in 1944, to approximately 1 for every 10 workers on strike. 
Across all the main industries (Mining, Textiles, Engineering, 
Transport, Building, Clothing, ‘Other’ Industries), the great ma-
jority of the strikes occurred in coal mining and engineering.8

Within the EEF, 1944 marked by far the highest magnitude of 
strike activity in the war years, with 102,387 workers on strike 
across the sum of the 116 strikes.9 One notable feature of the in-
dustrial conflict in the later war years was that there were many 
unofficial strikes of short durations.

2.3   |   Workers Made Idle During the Post-War 
Years, 1946–70

Apart from an exceptional one-day strike across all unions and 
3652 companies in 1953, involving relatively few workers made 
idle (see Wigham 1973, 174 and Appendix H), significant EEF 

FIGURE 3    |    Percentages of total workers directly affected by company strikes who were made idle (as opposed to on strike), 1946–70.
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5LABOUR, 2026

strikes did not commence until after the mid-1950s.10 Figure 3 
shows the relative amounts of workers made idle across EEF 
company strikes within each year from 1946 to 1970, expressed 
as a percentage of the sum of workers on strike and made idle. 
From 1956, there was a marked increase in these percentages, 
reaching 40% by 1958, before dropping back down to 14% by 
1961, and then fluctuating between 36% and 47% in 1962–1970. 
In 1969, which was the peak in terms of the 285,000 workers 
involved across EEF strikes that year, there were 218,000 in-
stances of an employee made idle by a strike within their com-
pany. It is notable that the numbers of EEF strikes at first rose 
steadily during this period, from 181 in 1956 to 251 by 1964, be-
fore sharply rising in the last few years, reaching 1676 in 1970.

A further key insight is demonstrated in Figure 4, which com-
pares the percentages of EEF strikes involving workers made 
idle by year, differentiating between companies and plants in 
the northern and midland/southern UK districts. In the early 
part of the post-war period, the northern districts displayed a 
modestly higher percentage of strikes with any workers made 
idle. Starting in 1956, there was a pronounced shift in such 
strikes in the midland and southern EEF districts. After a dip 
in 1961, the percentage of strikes with any workers made idle 
in these locations reached around 30% by the end of the period. 
This was twice the size of the percentages in northern districts. 
Production in the midland/southern EEF districts was domi-
nated by modern engineering industries, including car, aircraft, 
and machine tool manufacture. Automotive industries are es-
pecially important to what follows. In contrast, the northern 
districts were dominated by more traditional engineering and 
metal working activities, such as marine engineering, textile en-
gineering, and the manufacture of agricultural machinery.

3   |   Car Company Mergers and the EEF Strikes 
From 1960 to 1970

From 1960 to 1970, the EEF averaged 4567 member companies. 
Table 1 shows the strike frequencies for the 858 distinct com-
panies in the EEF records that experienced pay strikes, and the 

765 companies that experienced non-pay strikes during this pe-
riod. Most companies affected by strikes over this period expe-
rienced less than 6 disputes. In sharp contrast, on the right tails 
of the strike distribution, 17 companies were involved in more 
than 50 disputes. Table 2 shows that these EEF companies that 
had at least 50 recorded strikes in the dataset account for 32% 
of the pay disputes and 48% of the non-pay disputes.11 In fact, 
two EEF member companies stand alone in Table  2, in terms 
of the magnitude of their strike activity in 1960–70: the British 
Motor Corporation (BMC) (1331 strikes, 23% of all EEF strikes 
in the period); and British Leyland (BL) (480 strikes, 8% of all 
EEF strikes in the period, but concentrated in the final 2 years, 
1969–70). Notably, these two companies also experienced dis-
proportionately large shares of all EEF member non-pay-related 
disputes, compared relatively with disputes over matters of pay.

The BMC was formed in 1952 by the merger of the Morris and 
Austin motor companies, both based in the West Midlands, 
in and around Birmingham. At that point, BMC became 

FIGURE 4    |    Percentages of EEF strikes with workers made idle: Northern vs. midland/southern UK districts, 1946–70.
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TABLE 1    |    Frequency of EEF company pay and non-pay disputes, 
1960–70.

Strikes per 
company Pay disputes

Non-pay 
disputes All

1 416 417 539

2–5 312 262 446

6–10 70 44 100

11–20 33 25 56

21–50 18 11 33

51–100 6 1 10

> 100 3 5 7

Number of 
companies

858 765 1191

Total strikes 3651 3477 7158
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comfortably the largest car manufacturer in Great Britain 
(The Times 1952a, 1952b). When the Labour Government of 
Harold Wilson came to power in 1964, there was a publicly 
declared strategy to arrest the decline in British manufactur-
ing output and competitiveness by promoting and support-
ing mergers, especially in the automotive industry (Ministry 

of Technology  1966; House of Commons  1966). As a result, 
in 1965 BMC merged with its major supplier, Pressed Steel 
(27,000 employees), which already provided its car bodies 
(The Times  1965; British Motor Corporation  1966). The fol-
lowing year, BMC also merged with Jaguar (7000 employees) 
(The Times  1966). Another large operator in the British car 
industry at this time was the Leyland Motor Corporation. 
Notably, Leyland had merged with Triumph in 1960 and 
Rover in 1967. Under pressure from the Wilson Government, 
in 1968 a merger was proposed between BMC and Leyland, 
which became British Leyland (BL) (Department of Trade and 
Industry 1968; House of Commons 1968a, 1968b).

In the EEF data, we observe records of dispute activity at the 
plants of individual member companies such as BMC Ltd., 
Austin-Morris, and Rover operating under the BL conglomer-
ate through to 1970, and we also observe strikes being recorded 
specifically under the BL company name in 1969 and 1970. The 
Leyland Motor Company, which operated through to 1968, 
is notably absent from Table  2. In fact, the exceptional indus-
trial dispute activity within the EEF appears to have started 
around the time of the first Labour-government-backed merger 
of BMC with Pressed Steel, happening within the BMC and its 
subsidiary companies, before transferring into BL in 1969–70.12 
Therefore, it would not be an exaggeration to state that the ex-
ceptional onset of strike activity in the EEF, which began in the 
mid-1960s, was centred around a single organisation, the BMC, 
its subsidiaries, and its successor BL, all predominantly at plants 
within the West Midlands, in and around Birmingham (see 
Figure 4).13

In general, ‘Car strikes’ (at companies directly involved in any 
final car manufacturing) displayed a spectacular increase in 
their share of total EEF strikes during the 1960–70 period. As 
shown in Figure 5A, from 1960 to 1964 the car strikes averaged 
less than 5% of total EEF strikes. Thereafter, they rose steeply 
to 31% of total strikes in 1969. Figure  5B further shows that 
non-pay disputes were the cause of around a half of all strikes 
throughout the period. However, for car companies alone, the 
comparative distributions of pay and non-pay strikes over this 
period were more erratic. Non-pay strikes averaged 35% of total 
car strikes from 1960 to 1964, before almost doubling to an aver-
age of 68% from 1965 to 1970. This coincides with the incidence 
and numbers of workers made idle during strikes displaying ex-
ponential growth (see Figure 2).

Online Appendix Table A1 compares the average and median 
strike durations for both all EEF companies and only car com-
panies, distinguishing between all strikes and those involving 
workers made idle. There are three main observations. First, the 
average durations among all companies are longer than those 
among only the car companies. Second, both for all companies 
and car companies, pay-related strike durations are on average 
longer than non-pay durations. Third, EEF strikes in this pe-
riod displayed generally low (in days) average durations. Online 
Appendix Figure B1 shows kernel density plots for the natural 
logarithm of EEF strike durations during 1960–70, depending 
on whether the strike was non-pay or pay-related, and whether 
in each case any workers were made idle at the plant. Across 
all these categories of strike, there is a substantial mass of very 
short strikes, of around 1 day, with also a substantial mass of 

TABLE 2    |    EEF Companies with over 50 pay-related and/or non-
pay-related disputes, 1960–70.

Pay Non-pay Total

British Motor Corporation Ltd., 
1960–69
(Cars: Austin, Morris, MG, 
Pressed Steel [1965–69])

400 931 1331

British Leyland Ltd., 1969–70
(Cars: Leyland + British Motor 
Corp.a)

159 321 480

Joseph Lucas Ltd.
(Automotive components)

81 36 117

Rolls Royce Ltd.
(Jet engines & cars)

55 53 108

Hawker Siddeley Ltd.
(Aircraft)

58 39 97

Smiths Industries Ltd.
(Clocks, watches, and 
automotive instruments)

50 41 91

Rover Co. Ltd.
(Cars)

52 39 91

Plessey Co. Ltd.
(Electronics, avionics)

51 21 72

English Electric Co. Ltd.b 91 49 42

Babcock & Wilcox Ltd.
(Nuclear power)

40 30 70

General Electric Company 
Ltd.b

34 28 62

Associated Electrical 
Industries Ltd.b

41 18 59

Bristol Siddeley Engines Ltd. 
(1960–67)c

(Aircraft engines)

27 28 55

International Harvester Co. 
(GB) Ltd.
(Agricultural, Automotive)

28 24 52

Total 1167 1658 2727

Percentage of all EEF strikes 
(%)

32 48 38

Note: The main manufacturing output and notable brands (pre-merger 
companies) are shown in italics. The numbers for British Motor Corporation 
and British Leyland are lower bounds, as there were several small subsidiary 
companies of these conglomerates that are also represented in the EEF dataset.
aExcludes Rover Co. Ltd., which was acquired by Leyland in 1967 and became 
part of British Leyland.
bHad all merged by 1968—the defence arm later became BAE Systems Ltd.
cAcquired by Rolls Royce.
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7LABOUR, 2026

strikes that lasted less than a day. Online Appendix Figure B1 
further shows that such short strikes were especially common 
for pay-related disputes where workers were made idle.

Online Appendix Table A2 demonstrates an additional distin-
guishing feature of the car strikes, showing the frequency distri-
butions of the numbers of unions operating in all EEF member 
company strikes and separately in only the car strikes in 1960–
70. Compared to a percentage frequency across all companies of 
67% for disputes involving single unions, the equivalent percent-
age for car disputes is only 37%. Where two or three unions were 
involved per dispute, the respective percentage for all companies 
is 28% compared with 62% in car companies.

4   |   Relative Probabilities of Workers Made Idle by 
Strikes, 1960–70

Figure 2 shows that strikes involving workers made idle reached 
exceptional levels during the period 1960 to 1970. Starting in 
1964, the growth in the numbers of workers made idle greatly 
exceeded that of the workers on strike at the plants. The EEF 
reports on the underlying causes of its strikes—the main issue 
under dispute. Based on this information, Table  3 shows the 
constructed categories of pay and non-pay disputes together, 
with brief descriptions and their relative frequencies over the 
1960–70 period. This section examines whether there were sig-
nificant differences between the probabilities of EEF strikes 

involving workers made idle, as opposed to involving strikers 
only, according to the underlying nature of the dispute, be that 
pay or non-pay related. From this analysis of what was happen-
ing in the British engineering and metal working industries 
during this period, conclusions can be made not only about the 
features of the strikes but also why they additionally led to hun-
dreds of thousands of employees and millions of working days 
lost among those made idle at the same companies and plants 
because of the strikes.

4.1   |   Dispute Categories and the Frequency 
of Workers Made Idle by Strikes

Table 3 shows what proportion of the EEF strikes in 1960–70, 
by category of dispute, involved workers made idle. Among all 
the pay disputes, just over half, 52%, concerned issues around 
base wages. However, only around one in eight of these dis-
putes (13%) resulted in any workers at the plant being made 
incidentally idle by the strike. The other frequent types of 
pay-related dispute, regarding either bonuses or piece rates, 
also infrequently led to workers made idle: occurring approx-
imately during one in four and one in five of such strikes, 
respectively.14

Without doubt and as Table 3 demonstrates, non-pay-related 
disputes were substantially more likely to result in workers 
made idle in the EEF companies. It is especially noticeable 
that some dispute types were associated with a high likeli-
hood of workers being made idle. Job demarcation disputes, 
which constitute the major cause of 5.4% of the non-pay strikes 
in the 1960–70 period, resulted in workers made idle in one 
of three such cases (33%). Over half of the strikes caused by 
production constraint disputes resulted in workers made idle. 
Other similar causes of EEF company strikes, which were gen-
erally much more likely than others in this period to involve 
workers made idle, included work environment (42%) and 
work flexibility (39%).

So, why were there fewer instances of workers made idle by 
strikes in respect of pay awards compared to non-pay dis-
putes? The pay structures across most of the EEF compa-
nies were linked traditionally to the wages of fitters and 
labourers. For example, the average hourly earnings of time 
workers and pieceworkers in June 1953 were set in order of 
company status in nine descending job roles: toolroom fit-
ters, sheet metal workers … and so on to fitters in fifth place 
… and then to labourers in the final category (Knowles and 
Hill 1954, Appendix C, 32). While companies were allowed to 
deviate from EEF suggested pay levels ‘in most occupations 
[they] are related to fitters and labourers in one way or an-
other’ (Knowles and Hill 1954). This suggests that wide levels 
of agreements by unions, employers and workers, in respect 
of relative pay across companies with different skill require-
ments, probably helped to limit serious or frequent company 
disputes over pay.15

In contrast, to illustrate the potential for problematic manage-
ment issues in relation to non-pay strikes and workers made idle, 
two of the specific dispute types highlighted by the patterns in 
Table 3 are described in more detail: production constraints and 

FIGURE 5    |    The significance of car strikes in the EEF, 1960–70. 
(A) Percentages of car strikes to total strikes in the EEF, 1960–70. (B) 
Percentages of EEF strikes that involve non-pay disputes.
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9LABOUR, 2026

demarcation. These give some sense as to why workers may 
have been more likely made idle by strikes stemming from some 
dispute types than others.

4.1.1   |   Production Constraints

These disputes concern interrupted workflow at a plant. 
Examples quoted from the specific dispute descriptions within 
the EEF data include ‘under-manning’, ‘absenteeism causing 
extra work’, ‘alteration in the work sequence’, ‘problems with 
the work schedule’, ‘disruption due to line breakdowns’, and 
‘poor workflow from other work groups’. In work environ-
ments with highly interrelated production and job task se-
quences, a dispute in one localised work section may disrupt 
workflow in other sections that are not directly involved. Line 
production is obviously vulnerable to such knock-on effects. 
The most prominent EEF example of line production is car 
assembly: work disputes in a segment of the line may well 
entail both downstream and upstream repercussions (see 
Hyman  1989, 37). Downstream sections will suffer from a 
disrupted production flow. Upstream activity will be slowed 
down as bottlenecks accumulate. It is not unreasonable to 
suppose that the company mergers in the car industry—espe-
cially vertical mergers with major suppliers, such as between 
Pressed Steel and the BMC in 1965—may not only have ex-
acerbated disputes caused by interrupted workflows, across 
and within plants, but also increased the incidence of worker 
idleness elsewhere in the plants when strike action disrupted 
one or more stages of the production process.

4.1.2   |   Demarcation

These disputes refer to disagreements between different 
unions representing workers in the company over the allo-
cation of work tasks across different job and skill categories 
of workers. They may also involve worker disputes within a 
single union. A union may take strike action in the belief that 
work tasks most appropriate to its members have been allo-
cated inappropriately to workers in another union.16 Specific 
examples of such disputes recorded in the EEF data include 
objections to ‘labourers being employed on plate moulding’, 
‘the class of workers being employed on coreblowing ma-
chines’, ‘the employment of youths in certain job tasks’, ‘the 
employment of semiskilled labour on sandslinging machines’, 
and ‘the class of labour employed on metal pattern machin-
ing’. Alternatively, and with the same possibility of outcome, 
an aggrieved category of workers may take strike action be-
cause they consider that they are being required to perform 
job tasks that should be undertaken by work colleagues work-
ing under different job descriptions. As with production con-
straints, such demarcation disputes seem likely to emerge 
following mergers when newly merged companies attempt to 
redeploy workers across the tasks within or between plants 
and thus realise the economies of scale and efficiency gains 
that motivated the mergers in the first place, as in the case of 
the government-backed mergers in the British car industry in 
the late 1960s. It is notable again that the majority of strikes in 
EEF car plants during the 1960–70 period involved more than 
one union (see Online Appendix Table A2).

4.2   |   Regression Analysis of Workers Made Idle 
and the Causes of Disputes

The descriptive patterns in Table 3 have given a first sense of 
what dispute types were associated with the exceptional surge 
of workers made idle by EEF company strikes in the 1960s. 
In this section, regression analysis is employed to control for 
other covariates, such as the duration of the strike and the 
identity of the companies involved, to arrive at more robust 
conclusions.

First, let Yi = 1 if strike i involves workers made idle and Yi = 0 
for a strike in which only direct strikers are involved. Then, con-
sider a simple linear probability model specification17 of the fol-
lowing form:

where Duri is strike duration in days (see Online Appendix 
Figure B1), and Uratei is the unemployment rate in EEF dis-
trict and month corresponding to the location of the strike and 
when it began.18 These district unemployment rates are based 
on the 54 EEF districts (see Online Appendix Table A3 for a 
list of the districts and the sources of the district unemploy-
ment rates).

Equation  (1) also includes four sets of fixed effects: �F(i) control 
for the EEF company, f = F(i), where the strike i took place; �U (i) 
give union, u = U (i), fixed effects—when multiple unions were 
involved in the strike, each observed combination is addressed 
as though it is a distinct union type; �D(i) control for the 54 EEF 
strike location districts, d = D(i)—some companies have plants 
and thus strike locations in multiple districts; �M(i) and �Y (i) give 
month, m =M(i), and year, t = T(i), fixed effects for the start date 
of a strike.19 As such, through these fixed effects, Equation (1) ad-
dresses the general tendency of workers to be made idle during a 
strike according to the company and unions involved, the location 
of the strike, the month of the year (seasonality), and any underly-
ing trend or pattern across the years in the 1960–70 sample period.

Finally, the main variables of interest in Equation (1) are the 
set of mutually exclusive indicators Cki for the dispute type 
recorded by the EEF as the cause of the strike, as per the 
categories listed and described by Table  3. The estimates of 
the associated parameters, �k, then trace out and allow tests 
of whether the different issues of dispute causing the strikes 
were more or less likely than others to associate with work-
ers being made idle, conditional on the strike duration, the 
local economic conditions—proxied by the district unemploy-
ment rate—and all the other factors addressed by the fixed 
effects, including the identity of the company involved, and 
thus its scale or industry. As such, the identifying variation 
for �k comes from the different issues causing strikes within 
individual EEF companies.

In estimating Equation (1), the sample of strikes are separated into 
the distinct sets of pay and non-pay disputes. As such, for the pay 
disputes model, there are K = 7 dispute cause categories, and the 
chosen excluded category for estimation is ‘Systems of pay’. For 

(1)

Yi = � + �1Duri + �2Uratei +

K
∑

k= 1

�kCki + �F(i) + �U (i) + �D(i) + �M(i) + �T(i) + �i
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10 LABOUR, 2026

the non-pay disputes model, K = 16 and the excluded category is 
chosen to be ‘Treatment of workers’. Equation (1) is estimated first 
with ordinary least squares (OLS) but then also with an instru-
mental variables (IV) estimator, wherein the model is exactly iden-
tified, with strike duration being instrumented.

Strike duration is potentially correlated with both dispute types 
and whether workers are made idle, so it is included as an import-
ant control variable in all specifications. However, the potential 
endogeneity of strike duration in the regression model is partic-
ularly plausible, via reverse causality, and is thus addressed with 
what turns out to be a strong instrument (see the Cragg-Donald 
F-statistics reported in results Tables 4 and 5): whether the EEF 
recorded that the strike followed their laid down procedures for 

a dispute. The likelihood of those procedures being followed is a 
strong predictor of strike duration—strikes expected to be short 
were less likely to bother with them. The exclusion restriction 
is also plausibly satisfied, since there is no reason to expect that 
the procedures being followed would affect workers being made 
idle by the strike, conditional on the type of dispute and other 
covariates in the model. Online Appendix  C provides further 
description of this specific aspect of the EEF dataset and the jus-
tification for the choice of instrument.

Treating duration instead as exogenous could induce omitted-
variable bias in the coefficients on the dispute causes. The IV 
strategy is thus intended primarily to provide an appropriate 
control for the endogenous duration of the strike, and OLS 

TABLE 4    |    Linear probability estimates for whether workers were made idle by a pay-related strike, 1960–70.

OLS: Full sample IV: Full sample IV: Sub-sample

(1) (2) (3)

Strike duration (10s of days): �1 0.0364*** 0.0695** 0.0862***

(0.00872) (0.0284) (0.0292)

Local unemployment rate (%): �2 −0.00364 −0.00354 0.00211

(0.0144) (0.0140) (0.0190)

Wages 0.000157 0.00161 0.00693

(0.0268) (0.0257) (0.0344)

Bonuses 0.0640* 0.0682* 0.0396

(0.0380) (0.0359) (0.0430)

Piece rates −0.0126 −0.00710 0.00510

(0.0371) (0.0356) (0.0404)

Relative pay −0.0226 −0.0185 0.0229

(0.0416) (0.0409) (0.0518)

Holiday pay −0.00161 0.00804 0.0121

(0.0446) (0.0471) (0.0526)

Payment for time Lost 0.0271 0.0346 0.0105

(0.0332) (0.0316) (0.0523)

Miscellaneous 0.0897 0.0935 0.0799

(0.0761) (0.0720) (0.0721)

Constant 0.165*** 3.50e-11 −5.12e-11

(0.0421) (4.04e-11) (5.14e-11)

First-stage IV coef. 0.695*** 0.721***

(0.113) (0.119)

Cragg–Donald F stat. 143.9 119.3

R2 0.437

No. of strikes 3019 3019 2467

Note: See Equation (1). See Table 3 and the main text for descriptions of dispute category variables. See Figure 6 for a plot of the IV model coefficient estimates. All 
models include fixed effects for firm, union, district, year, and month. The excluded dispute type is ‘Systems of pay’. Columns (1)–(2) use the full estimation sample of 
strikes. Column (3) drops the five EEF firms in the sample that recorded at least 150 strikes over the period, all part of the BMC/BL conglomerate Austin Motor Co Ltd, 
Morris Motors Ltd, Pressed Steel Fisher Ltd, British Leyland, BMC Ltd. (see Table 2). Standard errors (in parentheses) are clustered at the level of the company. *, **, *** 
indicate significance from zero at the 10%, 5% and 1% levels, respectively, two-sided tests.
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11LABOUR, 2026

TABLE 5    |    Linear probability model estimates for whether workers were made idle by a non-pay strike, 1960–70.

OLS: Full sample IV: Full sample IV: Sub-sample

(1) (2) (3)

Strike duration (10s of days): �1 0.0555*** 0.163*** 0.139***

(0.0135) (0.0570) (0.0534)

Local unemployment rate (%): �2 −0.00352 −0.00332 −0.0217*

(0.00849) (0.00801) (0.0115)

Wrongful dismissal 0.0342 0.0381 −0.000143

(0.0277) (0.0273) (0.0344)

Union-related 0.0478 0.0376 −0.000484

(0.0450) (0.0445) (0.0397)

Redundancy 0.0973** 0.0842* 0.0339

(0.0469) (0.0446) (0.0444)

Use of outside labour 0.00995 0.0226 −0.00692

(0.0497) (0.0525) (0.0422)

Supervision/management −0.00879 −0.000154 −0.0674

(0.0399) (0.0399) (0.0580)

Systems of working time 0.0400 0.0423 0.0174

(0.0370) (0.0362) (0.0410)

Demarcation 0.0905** 0.0866** 0.0932

(0.0374) (0.0362) (0.0568)

Production constraints 0.0803*** 0.0824*** −0.0147

(0.0281) (0.0276) (0.0485)

Sympathy with others −0.0604 −0.0440 −0.0264

(0.0381) (0.0399) (0.0355)

Work environment 0.0811* 0.0871** 0.00194

(0.0424) (0.0414) (0.0319)

Working hours −0.0889 −0.0970 −0.113*

(0.0685) (0.0664) (0.0639)

Work flexibility 0.0375 0.0359 −0.0127

(0.0324) (0.0308) (0.0390)

Negotiation delay/refusal 0.0310 0.0500* −0.0290

(0.0295) (0.0297) (0.0474)

Att. at union meetings −0.0509 −0.0392 −0.0336

(0.0804) (0.0779) (0.0447)

Miscellaneous 0.0627* 0.0727** 0.0409

(0.0344) (0.0339) (0.0378)

Constant 0.263*** −0.000154 −1.75e-11

(0.0339) (0.000152) (7.67e-11)

(Continues)

 14679914, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/labr.70031 by U

niversity O
f Stirling, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [14/10/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



12 LABOUR, 2026

results are reported to show the extent to which accounting for 
the endogeneity of strike duration affects the results. Finally, 
standard errors are estimated robust to clustering at the level 
of the company, addressing any interdependence of EEF strikes 
occurring across plants or time within the same firm.

4.3   |   Estimation Results and Discussion

Tables 4 and 5 show the estimation results of Equation (1), for 
the two sets of pay and non-pay strikes, respectively.20 In each 
table, the first column reports the OLS estimates, while the 
second column reports the IV estimates. The comparison in-
dicates that the positive and statistically significant effects of 
strike duration on the probability that workers are made idle are 
substantially downward biased in the OLS specification.21 It is 
also noteworthy that there is no evidence that the local district 
unemployment rate influenced the likelihood of workers being 
made idle during a strike.

The main estimated parameters of interest, �̂k, which demon-
strate the conditional relative likelihood of different dispute 
types being associated with any workers made idle, are more 

easily interpreted, along with their 90% confidence intervals, in 
the coefficient plots given by Figures 6 and 7 for pay and non-
pay disputes, respectively. In these figures, the estimated co-
efficients from the IV specifications for each dispute category 
are ordered from top to bottom by magnitude. All coefficients 
are interpreted relative to the excluded categories. They should 
be read together with the sample averages for the incidence of 
workers made idle by each dispute cause (Table 3).

In general, the linear probability estimates in Table  4 and 
Figure 6 do not demonstrate evidence of differences between 
the likelihoods that workers are made idle by strikes from 
different types of pay-related dispute. There is only weak evi-
dence that bonus payment disputes significantly increase the 
probability of workers being made idle relative to the excluded 
category, systems of pay.

As expected from the discussion and description in the previous 
sections and Table 3, Table 5 and Figure 7, which show the model 
estimates for non-pay-related strikes, provide more stark results. 
First, it is noteworthy that the incidence of workers made idle by 
non-pay disputes is substantially more sensitive to the strike du-
ration than for pay-related disputes, with a strike lasting 10 days 

OLS: Full sample IV: Full sample IV: Sub-sample

(1) (2) (3)

First-stage IV coef. 0.831*** 0.934***

(0.276) (0.304)

Cragg–Donald F stat. 80.1 48.6

R2 0.500

No. of strikes 2847 2847 1605

Note: See Equation (1). See Table 3 and the main text for descriptions of dispute category variables. See Figure 7 for a plot of the IV model coefficient estimates. All 
models include fixed effects for firm, union, district, year, and month. The excluded dispute type is ‘Treatment of workers’. See notes to Table 5 on the different 
samples. Standard errors (in parentheses) are clustered at the level of the firm. *, **, *** indicate significance from zero at the 10%, 5% and 1% levels, respectively, two-
sided tests.

TABLE 5    |    (Continued)

FIGURE 6    |    Linear probability model coefficients (IV): Whether workers were made idle, pay disputes, 1960–70. See columns (2) of Table 4 for 
full estimates and details. The excluded dispute type is ‘Systems of pay’. The bars show 90% confidence intervals.
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13LABOUR, 2026

longer increasing the probability of this occurring by 16 percent-
age points. Furthermore, compared with some of the other non-
pay dispute types, and conditioning on the strike duration and 
other factors in the regression model, disputes concerning redun-
dancy,22 demarcation, production constraints, and work environ-
ment are significantly associated with an increased incidence of 
workers made idle in the company.

The results also show that strikes caused by disputes over work-
ing hours are the least likely among non-pay reasons to result 
in workers made idle. This finding is consistent with the view 
that some companies may place more emphasis on managing 
fluctuations in working hours rather than employment. During 
weakening demand conditions, such employers may offer a con-
tinuation of employment at the cost to the worker of fewer per-
period hours. Disputes over working hours may therefore arise 
precisely when production is already being reduced, leaving less 
scope or need for other workers to be made idle as a consequence 
of the strike. This finding is interesting when viewed from a 
broader economic perspective. There is strong evidence for the 
UK and USA at the aggregate level from recent downturns that, 
on the threat of short-term employment losses, employers prac-
tise short-run hours reductions and offer part-time employment 
rather than facing costs of redundancy and losses of specific 
investments (Borowczyk-Martins and Lalé  2019, 2020; R. A. 
Hart 2023; Valletta et al. 2020).23

4.4   |   Robustness Checks

4.4.1   |   The Absolute and Relative Numbers of Workers 
Made Idle Within Strikes

The results discussed so far in this section have focused on 
whether any workers at all were made idle during strikes with 
varying causes. Although the duration of the strikes was con-
trolled for, it is also possible that some dispute types involved 
larger numbers of striking workers and this was instead the 
main factor determining whether other workers in the com-
panies were made idle. The EEF data do exhibit substantial 

variation in the size of the strikes in 1960–70, both in terms of 
numbers of striking workers and workers made idle. Online 
Appendix Figure B2 illustrates this latter variation in the form 
of a kernel density plot, showing that pay related strikes during 
1960–70 generally led to more workers made idle than during 
non-pay related strikes,24 and accounted for most of the strikes 
with large numbers of made idle workers. Online Appendix 
Figure B3, however, shows that relative to the numbers of strik-
ing workers, non-pay strikes tended to generate more workers 
made idle than pay-related strikes, the latter typically involving 
more striking workers and lasting longer (see Online Appendix 
Figure B1).

To explore this variation further, the EEF pay and non-pay 
related strikes in 1960–70 are selected that have at least one 
worker made idle. Then versions of Equation (1) are estimated 
in which the dependent variable is the natural logarithm of 
either (i) the number of workers made idle, or (ii) the ratio 
of made idle to striking workers. The estimation results, 
using the same IV approach described before, are presented 
in Online Appendix Tables  A4 and A5. Although the statis-
tical inference is under-powered, given the large amount of 
variation in the size of the EEF strikes and the smaller sam-
ples of strikes with any workers made idle, there is some ev-
idence that strikes relating to the whole ‘Systems of pay’ at a 
company, compared with those over more specific aspects of 
wages and pay, led to larger numbers of workers made idle. 
For non-pay strikes, there is general similarity in the causes 
of disputes that associate most and least strongly with any 
workers being made idle and, conditional on this, with greater 
numbers being made idle.

4.4.2   |   The British Motor Company / British Leyland

As Table 2 shows, a large proportion of the EEF strikes in 1960–
70 occurred at plants belonging to BMC and its successor, BL. In 
fact, the only five companies recording over 150 strikes at their 
plants in the main estimation sample were these organisations 
or their major subsidiaries: Austin Motor Co Ltd, Morris Motors 

FIGURE 7    |    Linear probability model coefficients (IV): Whether workers were made idle, non-pay disputes, 1960–70. See column (2) of Table 5 for 
full estimates and details. The excluded dispute type is ‘Treatment of workers’. The bars show 90% confidence intervals.
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Ltd, Pressed Steel Fisher Ltd, BMC Ltd, and British Leyland. To 
assess whether previous results are driven by these companies, 
they are dropped, along with all strikes occurring at their plants, 
and Equation (1) is re-estimated. The results are reported in col-
umn (3) of Tables 4 and 5, with the corresponding coefficients 
and confidence intervals also plotted in Appendix Figures  B4 
and B5, alongside those from the full sample of EEF strikes.

For pay-related strikes (Table 4 and Online Appendix Figure B4), 
the conditional associations between the type of dispute caus-
ing the strike and the likelihood of workers being made idle 
are broadly similar when the BMC/BL plants are excluded. The 
results are less robust for non-pay-related strikes (Table 5 and 
Online Appendix Figure B5). For instance, excluding BMC/BL 
substantially reduces the estimated associations for disputes 
concerning the work environment and production constraints, 
which are no longer notably and significantly more likely than 
other non-pay disputes to result in workers being made idle 
within the company. This suggests that the relatively strong as-
sociations for these dispute types in the full sample are driven 
disproportionately by strikes on the production lines of the large 
car companies, rather than representing a general pattern across 
the EEF.

Importantly, however, two of the main patterns identified above 
remain evident after excluding BMC/BL. Compared with other 
causes of the strikes, demarcation disputes remain significantly 
positively associated with other workers being made idle, while 
disputes over working hours are the least likely cause of a strike 
where workers are subsequently being made idle. These results, 
therefore, do not appear to be driven by the concentration of 
EEF strikes and the nature of industrial relations in the British 
car companies.

5   |   Summary and Discussion

This paper has described a unique aspect of a comprehensive 
dataset of strike-related activity in the UK engineering and 
metalworking sectors, compiled by the Engineering Employers' 
Federation. Our main contribution has involved the area of 
workers made incidentally idle by the strike actions of others. 
We have used employer-specific and strike-level micro data and 
regression analysis, focused on a period of heightened industrial 
relations strife in the period 1960–70, to explore the types of 
major issues under dispute that predicted non-striking workers 
being made idle at the same plants.

The incidence of workers being made idle within the EEF mem-
ber companies between 1920 and 1970 can usefully be divided 
into two distinct phases. The first, from 1920 to 1956, is char-
acterised by large but intermittent spikes in the numbers of 
workers made idle, interspersed with years of relatively modest 
disruption. The most significant episodes were associated with 
the national coal strikes of 1920–21 and the surge in unofficial 
strike activity during the later war years, especially in 1944.

The second phase, from 1958 to the end of the EEF dataset in 
1970, proved to be the most severe in terms of workers made 
idle. Following a sharp post-war decline from 1946 to 1956—
with the exception of a substantial one-day strike in 1953—the 

numbers of strikes and workers incidentally made idle were 
relatively modest, suggesting a workforce in the EEF compa-
nies operating at or near peak productive capacity. Thereafter, 
strike-related idleness rose sharply, affecting almost as many 
workers as were actually on strike by the end of the 1960s. 
This clearly represented a substantial retreat from full work 
activity. ‘In 1955 the UK produced 1.2 million cars and was 
the world's second largest auto manufacturer after the US. 
Decline set in, however, and the industry became a byword 
for inefficiency, industrial strife and poor quality’ (Keiller 
et  al.  2024). These problems intensified throughout most of 
the 1970s, culminating in the sale of the last British-owned 
car plant to BMW in 1994. In retrospect, the final 5 years of 
the EEF data on strikes, especially from car companies and on 
workers made idle, revealed a potential industrial tragedy of 
extraordinary scale.25

Several broader questions arise from the findings in this study 
that point to promising avenues for future research. One con-
cerns the role of the Federation as a large employer represen-
tative organisation itself. By the 1960s, the EEF represented 
an increasingly large and diverse membership facing inten-
sifying international competition, particularly in the motor 
industry. This raises the question of whether its established 
procedures and collective bargaining structures, designed for 
a more fragmented and less complex industrial landscape, had 
become too rigid or ill-suited to the scale, heterogeneity, and 
multi-district dispersion of its members, especially the car 
companies. This was in fact the overall conclusion of Turner 
et al. (1967, 258), who argued that the strike proneness of car 
firms, and in particular the federated firms such as BMC and 
British Leyland, was because the EEF inhibited the develop-
ment of policies that would have enabled individual firms to 
deal better with the major issues in dispute.

The workers made idle recorded in the EEF data almost cer-
tainly understate the full scale of disruption to workforces 
and production, particularly in the 1960s, since strikes in one 
member company and plant may have led to idleness in others 
that was not directly observed. The evidence presented here 
is, therefore, likely to have captured only the visible portion 
of a wider pattern of inter-firm and inter-plant spillovers in 
industrial relations conflict.26 More generally, this paper 
has shown that workers being made idle was a frequent and 
economically significant feature of EEF-related strikes and 
industrial disputes, suggesting that similar effects may have 
been present in other industries and institutional settings that 
so far have been hidden from researchers, pointing, therefore, 
to a fruitful direction for empirical work.

A final and obvious follow-up concerns the overall produc-
tivity implications of the findings here. As Katz et al.  (1987) 
demonstrate for US automotive manufacturing in the 1970s 
and 1980s, industrial relations institutions could have pro-
found implications for performance in this industry, given its 
production lines and workflows. For Britain, the question re-
mains how damaging the patterns of strike-induced idleness 
were for productivity, and whether the underlying institu-
tions contributed to the eventual collapse of the domestically 
owned car industry, or whether its displacement by interna-
tional competition was ultimately inevitable.
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Endnotes

	 1	Established in 1896, the employers' federation was named the 
Engineering Employers' Federation in 1899. It merged in 1918 with the 
National Employers' Federation and became known as the Engineering 
and Allied Employers' National Federation. In 1961, it changed its name 
back to the Engineering Employers' Federation. The Federation's mem-
bership averaged about 4500 companies over the period studied here 
(see Wigham 1973, Appendix J). It accounted for between 30% and 35% 
of total UK engineering industry employment. A remarkable feature of 
this organisation is that it compiled, on a thoroughly systematic basis, a 
complete record of strikes for its member companies from 1920 to 1970.

	 2	There are some exceptions and the dataset contains a variable in-
dicating whether any of the 10,943 strike records in the dataset re-
ported by the employers were national or regional in nature. Only 
71 (2) of the records report the information in the EEF dataset as 
being of a national (regional) strike. These rows are dropped from 
the dataset before the regression analysis and do not feature in any 
company-based statistics. In fact, the rows in the dataset do not 
contain the names of the companies involved in these instances: 
For example, “36 firms, in support of national claim for 15% in-
crease in wages.”

	 3	Sometimes in the dataset, the company listed may be a junior enter-
prise within a larger parent company or conglomerate. Other times, 
the company listed for the strike can be the parent company. In all of 
what follows, companies are treated as distinct according to the EEF 
records, and no adjustments are made for substantial name changes, 
mergers, acquisitions, or conglomerates. This is returned to later 
in Section 3 when discussing the automotive industry in the period 
1960–70.

	 4	For strikes lasting less than a day, durations are reported in hours.

	 5	This is evidenced by missing entries, reduced tabulation, and quali-
fying footnotes in some returns. This shift coincided with a broader 
methodological emphasis on ensuring consistency in the measure-
ment of directly involved workers and working days lost, particularly 
as the frequency and complexity of industrial disputes increased 
nationally.

	 6	The relatively short duration of strikes in later years is returned 
to later. This is also evident from comparing the patterns between 
Figure 2A,B.

	 7	Knowles (1952) also reports that a national coal strike in 1912 lasted 
for 6.5 weeks and involved 93% of workers in the coal industry. This 
would have had an even more serious effect on working days lost 
compared to 1920, since 60% of workers were made unemployed in 
iron and steel trades.

	 8	Knowles  (1952—Statistical Appendix, 307–309) provides detailed 
statistical data for these industries in respect of numbers of strikes, 
workers, and days lost. The numbers of workers involved include 
both those taking strike action and other workers (not separately 
reported).

	 9	Inman (1957, 395–406) provides a useful overview of the strike activ-
ity in the run-up to and during the war.

	10	Note, national or regional strikes are recorded singularly in the EEF 
dataset and thus do not feature in any company-level analysis.

	11	The numbers across Tables 1 and 2 do not tally perfectly. This is be-
cause for Table 2, to emphasise the relevance of the mergers in the 
automotive industries, we grouped the individual EEF member com-
panies that formed the British Motor Corporation and subsequent 
British Leyland conglomerates.

	12	Hyman  (1989, 225) describes British Leyland as the most notable 
example where ‘government willingness to fund investment pro-
grammes (or to offset operating losses) has been directly propor-
tionate to management rigour in attacking established collective 
agreements’.

	13	For an alternative and more developed narrative account of this pe-
riod of significant change and upheaval in the British car industry, 
see Whisler (1999).

	14	Hyman (1989, 47) described figures from October 1967 of basic wage 
rates for fitters and labourers of £9.37 and £11.08, respectively, and 
contrasts these with actual average wages in vehicle manufacturing 
of £24.42. The difference was the result of piecework and overtime, 
both of which required workers to organise and bargain effectively.

	15	Specifically in the car industry, very many strikes that were classi-
fied officially as due to wage increases were in fact from differences 
and comparisons of pay within the same plant or company (Turner 
et al. 1967, 63).

	16	In fact, such objections may arise while a group of workers are on 
strike. For example, there is a case in the EEF records of a dispute 
involving the claim that non-testers handled work while testers were 
on strike.

	17	This model choice is conditioned by the fact that the regressions con-
trol for company, engineering district, union, and time fixed effects, 
and so fixed effects probit or logit regression models may be biased 
due to the incidental parameters problem (Greene 2004).

	18	There are no censored durations because all reported strikes had 
ended by the end of the dataset period. For notable studies on the 
cyclicality of strike activity in the UK and US, around the periods 
we study, see, for example: Card  (1988), Devereux and Hart  (2011), 
Harrison and Stewart (1994), Ingram et al. (1993), McConnell (1990) 
and Vroman (1989).

	19	Fixed effects for the more prescriptive interaction of month × year 
were also considered, with results that are qualitatively and approx-
imately quantitatively robust to the choice of a more parsimonious 
specification. These results are available from the authors upon 
request.

	20	Note that 632 pay-related strikes are dropped from the estimation 
sample, as well as 629 non-pay related strikes, because they are sin-
gleton observations—singular observations in the cells defined by the 
sets of model fixed effects.

	21	The strength of the instrument is demonstrated first and foremost by 
the large and statistically significant Cragg-Donald F-statistics, re-
ported in the tables—the null of a weak instrument can be rejected at 
standard levels in both cases. The tables also report the coefficients 
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and standard errors of the instrument from the first-stage regression, 
showing that it significantly predicts strike duration.

	22	Many disputes in the EEF involve redundancy decisions. It was not 
uncommon for workers to take strike action as a protest against the 
redundancy of others. Such workers constituted bona fide strikers. In 
the absence of absolute solidarity within the company's workforce, 
other workers will not join the strike because, for example, they them-
selves are not directly affected by the issues at hand. However, if a 
strike has wide appeal, then it may be the case that those not opting 
to take part could be unavoidably made idle due to severe input and 
output disruptions. See Lima Aranzaes et al.  (2024) for an account 
of solidarity (or lack thereof) during strike activity in modern US car 
manufacturing.

	23	The importance of this adjustment margin within firms and jobs is 
also evident at the hiring margin (Schaefer and Singleton 2019): not 
only are hiring hours reduced during recessions but they grow more 
slowly among recently recruited workers.

	24	The same pattern is seen for UK-wide strikes in this period: pay-
related disputes were more frequent than non-pay, and the former 
involved substantially more days lost per strike on average (see 
Hyman 1989, Table 7.4).

	25	The latter years of the EEF dataset, 1965–70, represent the start of the 
substantial upturn in UK-wide industrial dispute activity throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s (e.g., Godard 2011; Hyman 1989). In terms of the 
frequency of strikes, however, the period 1966–70 was the peak for 
the UK motor vehicles manufacturing industry, with an annual av-
erage of 51 strikes per 100,000 employees, compared to 44 and 41 per 
100,000 employees in 1971–75 and 1976–79, respectively. However, 
1976–79, was exceptional in the intensity of the strikes, with an 
annual average of 18 days on strike per employee in the industry 
(Hyman 1989, 31).

	26	Hyman (1989, 171) though goes even further by suggesting that car 
industry employers may have also used the ‘sympathy lock out … as 
a deliberate tactic for putting pressure on strikers (in other plants or 
parts of the production line) to return to work’, thus making non-
striking workers idle, because the workers in the car companies may 
have been particularly ‘lacking in ‘solidaristic’ class consciousness’. 
In other words, when losing most of their wages, which largely de-
pended on piecework in vehicle manufacturing (see Hyman  1989, 
48), fitters and labourers may have seen strikers in other plants as the 
culprits and exerted pressure on them to drop their grievances so that 
the production line could resume.
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