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Abstract: This paper focuses on the problems associated with the measurement of strike phenomena 
and deals particularly with the three principal dimensions of strikes, namely, strike frequency, number 
of workers involved and man-days lost. Between 1960 and 1980 many problems associated with the 
strike frequency index emerged. The problems associated with the other two indices, man-days lost 
and strike breadth, are not as easily investigated but they appear also to be less serious. In Ireland 
these deficiencies are of considerable consequence in view of their impact on the country's standing 
in the international strike record league. 

I INTRODUCTION 

I t the beginning of 1981 the Department of Industrial Relations at 
University College, Dublin initiated a study of the extent and character 

of Irish strike activity over the period 1960 to 1980. This is a wide-ranging 
study and includes several distinct stages. The first stage is concerned with 
the collection of all strike data available for the period and its collation in 
forms where one may provide further evaluations on the true nature of Irish 
labour-management relations. The strike statistics published by the Central 
Statistics Office are essentially of universal character and while these provide 
a general socio-historical picture of industrial relationships they do not allow 

* T h e authors wish to express their indebtedness to M r M . Hayden of the Central Statistics 
Office for his advice and crit ical comment in an earlier draft of this paper. 



us to suggest any specific concrete policy directions. Our study is not so 
much concerned with the volume of conflict per se, but rather the focus is 
on various trends which are becoming evident on assessing a breakdown of 
the data over lengthy periods. 

We are in broad agreement with Reddy (1981) on the matter of approach
ing the study of strike data. He argues that the direct statistical approach 
with the objective of understanding the various trends, such as inter-industry 
and inter-region strike propensities, may be of greater theoretical and practical 
value than the econometric approach. This is largely the strategy and style 
of the first stage. Later stages of the study will consider the pattern of strike 
activity in the context of general social and economic developments. 

II R E L I A B I L I T Y AND VALIDITY 

This first stage, therefore, being mostly concerned with the collection and 
evaluation of various sources of data, has inevitably directed our attention to 
the matter of the reliability and validity of the data. These are the issues with 
which this article is concerned. 

In common with the practice of the great majority of nations, the collec
tion of Irish strike data centres on such indices as numbers of man-days lost 
as a result of strikes, the aggregate number of strikes during a period and the 
length of strikes (Fisher, 1973). To achieve reliability the reporting system 
should be capable of yielding the same result on repeated trials (Moser and 
Kalton, 1971; Carmines and Zeller, 1979). While there will always be some 
element of unreliability, particularly in the collection of phenomena such as 
strike data, there should at least be consistency from one measurement to 
another. With the validity of a measurement we are concerned about measur
ing what we claim to measure, that is, we seek to establish indicators which 
do in fact provide an accurate measure of the phenomena under study 
(Moser and Kalton, 1971; Hofstede, 1976). 

According to Edwards (1979) the reliability of the strike indices is more 
important than their validity, given that a minimum level of validity is 
attained. The reliability of the Irish strike data appears to be satisfactory. 
The first set of statistics on strikes in the Republic was published in 1922 
and the methods of collection and compilation have seen little change since 
then. Prior to 1963, Sundays and public holidays were excluded from the 
calculation of man-days lost and with the introduction of the five-day week 
in that year Saturdays have since been excluded except when working on 
such days is relevant in the employment contract. 

Phenomenologists argue that all official statistics are problematic and 
maintain that bureaucratic records measure the activities of recording 



agencies rather than the phenomena under study. However, Edwards (1979, 
p. 117) points out that with respect to the definition of strikes, problems 
of meaning are not as critical as in the cases of other phenomena, such as 
crime: the conventional definition of "a stoppage of work adopted to express 
a grievance or enforce a demand" is clear, and is not one imposed on the 
"reality of everyday life" by the outside observer. In principle, at least, the 
number of strikes, as conventionally understood, can be counted and official 
data are a valid source. 

While one may be reasonably confident as to the overall reliability and 
validity of the empirical measurements of the data used in this study, we are 
none the less concerned about several aspects of these two basic properties 
of strike measurement. In the course of the first stage of this study several 
such issues of concern were identified. While often of likely marginal effect, 
in our view they do require consideration and clarification in the context of 
data interpretation. 

I l l SOME PROBLEMS CONCERNING STRIKE STATISTICS 

Before focusing on the problems associated with the measurement of strike 
phenomena it is necessary to outline the characteristics of the reporting sys
tem. The criteria underlying the compilation of Irish strike data are in 
accordance with the recommendations of the International Labour Organisa
tion and include disputes classified by cause, industrial grouping, duration, 
number of workers involved, results and settlements (ILO, 1926 a, b). The prin
cipal source of information under these headings is the network of employ
ment exchanges, of which there are about 40 scattered throughout the 
country and some 90 sub-exchanges. Newspapers are also an important 
source of dispute reports and where strikes are reported the exchanges 
forward the appropriate "notification forms" to the disputants. The ex
changes have the responsibility of sending the forms to the disputing parties. 
The parties to the dispute are then expected to forward a completed record 
to one of several agencies. The aggregated data form the primary source 
document for the strike statistics. Other complementary sources include 
the industrial relations officers attached to the Labour Court (the con
ciliation service) and the Court itself. 

In the course of this study we compiled data from many other sources 
not normally used by the Central Statistics Office. These included: the 
records section of the Department of Labour; the Monitoring Unit of the 
Department of Labour; Labour Court records; trade union annual reports 
and records; the Federated Union of Employers; daily newspapers and the 
Industrial Relations News weekly reports. The data pattern which emerged 



from a composite assessment of these various sources suggests that there are 
problems associated with the Irish strike data. These relate to the three prin
cipal dimensions of strikes, namely, strike frequency, numbers of workers 
involved and man-days lost. Of these three the strike frequency index is the 
least statistically valid. This is so because of problems concerned with (a) the 
non-reporting of certain strike activity, usually small stoppages, (b) multi-
location strikes, (c) sympathetic strikes and, finally, (d) those strikes which 
underwent interim suspensions. We now consider these problems in some 
detail. 

The No n-R ep orting of S trik es 
With the formation of the Monitoring Unit in the Department of Labour 

there now exists another agency, in addition to the Central Statistics Office, 
which maintains detailed and comprehensive records of strike data. However, 
as may be seen from Table 1, there is a clear discrepancy in the data pre
sented by both agencies with regard to the total number of strikes recorded. 
For the first three years for which it is possible to compare the data of both 
agencies, that is 1976, 1977 and-1978, the recorded CSO figure is 67 per cent, 
75 per cent and 89 per cent respectively, of the Monitoring Unit assessment. 
This discrepancy can be partially explained by the differences in the defini
tion of the cut-off point for the inclusion of strikes which last one day, 
where the CSO, following the internationally accepted practice, records only 
those strikes lasting at least one day and which involve at least ten people. 

However, there are many instances of strikes which the CSO should have 

Table 1: Number of industrial disputes recorded by Central Statistics 
Office and the Monitoring Unit, 1976-1980 

Year CSO CSO Monitoring Unit 
Published data Reprints^ 

Number of Man-days Number of Number of Man-days 
disputes lost disputes disputes lost 

1976 134 776,949 137 199 799 ,000 
1977 175 442 ,145 175 232 449 ,187 

1978 152 624 ,266 152 170 588 ,000 

1979 140 1,464,952 123 133 1,427,000 

1980 130 412 ,118 129 132 404 ,000 

Source: Irish Statistical Bulletins. 
2 T h e s e are the detailed published breakdowns of published C S O data, showing details 

of each strike recorded. 



included in its records. Examples of such omissions are as follows: in 1978 
one strike which involved 70 workers and lasted 2 weeks was not recorded 
by the CSO; nor was a 7-week strike which involved 30 workers. In 1979 
further strikes went unrecorded; in one, 750 workers were involved and the 
strike lasted 5 days. In another the strike lasted for 7 days and involved 150 
workers. These are but illustrations of the problem and clearly the omission 
level is quite significant. 

The additional strikes identified in Table 2 for the period 1960-1975 fall 
within the CSO's definition of strikes which are included in their official 
records. Between 1960 and 1966 and 1971 and 1973 there were more strikes 
recorded in the reprints than in the published data; the trend is reversed for 
the years 1967 to 1970 and for 1974. On inquiry, the CSO provided some 
information as to why these inconsistencies are likely to occur. In the first 
place, it argued that the lack of sufficient data on some strikes did not war
rant their inclusion in the detailed reprints; such incidents as a postal dispute 

Table 2: Number of industrial disputes recorded by the Central 
Statistics Office 1960-1975 

Year CSO CSO Excess/Shortfall Estimated number of 
published reprints of reprints over disputes not 

data^ published data recorded by CSO^ 

1960 49 53 + 4 _ 
1961 96 101 + 5 5 
1962 60 64 + 4 2 
1963 70 82 +12 — 

1964 87 92 + 5 3 
1965 89 99 +10 3 
1966 112 115 + 3 — 

1967 79 77 - 2 7 
1968 126 112 - 1 4 4 
1969 134 123 - 1 1 7 
1970 134 126 - 8 5 
1971 133 135 + 2 6 
1972 131 133 + 2 — 

1973 182 190 + 8 6 
1974 219 217 - 2 12 
1975 151 151 — 6 

Source: Irish Statistical Bulletins. 

Detai led breakdowns of published C S O data (these data do not include strikes which 
began and ended in the same day) . 
o 

Sources of additional strikes 1960-1975 include trade union records and annual reports, 
daily newspapers and records section of Department of L a b o u r . 



can contribute substantially to this problem. Furthermore, it states that 
following publication of the reprints a group of strikes may be reclassifie d 
as one strike. Finally, a small number of strikes'may be reported after the 
publication of the reprints. 

Multi-Location Strikes 
Another irregularity in the CSO's reporting system relates to multi-location 

strikes. According to the CSO a dispute which, for example, affects several 
plants of a company, or one which affects several hotels in the same hotel 
group, should be recorded as one strike. However, this policy is not followed 
with great consistency. For 1978, the number of strikes publicly recorded 
by the CSO concurred with the numbers in the reprints. But these are in
stances of strike listings (see, for example, strike numbers 102, 103, 104, 
105 and 107 detailed in the CSO reprints) which appear to represent one 
strike occurring in several locations, being treated as distinct strikes, in this 
case five different disputes. Similarly, strike numbers 140 and 145 also 
seem to have the same characteristics, the only distinguishing aspect being 
location. Thus, from just these two examples, the CSO is seen to have re
corded seven strikes in place of what should have been two. This same prob
lem occurs in many of the reprints for other years, but because of the dis
crepancies between the numbers of strikes officially recorded and thosie 
recorded in the reprints, it is not possible to estimate the extent of this 
problem. 

Sympathetic Strikes 
Similar difficulties exist in relation to sympathetic strikes. As with multi-

location strikes the official policy is that sympathetic strikes should be seen 
as an appendage of the one central issue. However, on occasions the practice 
has been for the CSO to regard these strikes as separate incidents. In 1978 
strike number 86 is a sympathetic one, as are strike numbers 45 and 46 in 
1979. This particular problem is a recurring one throughout the period 
under study. 

Suspension of Strikes 
Finally, there are problems associated with situations which may best be 

described as falling under the heading of the suspension of strikes. Frequently, 
strikes which are connected with the same issues may be suspended during a 
period for strategic or other reasons. In such cases, the CSO policy is to trea.t 
each unbroken stoppage as one strike; thus avstrike about a particular issue 
which included one intermission would be recorded as two strikes. However, 
here again there is some evidence of deviation from consistency in the pursuit 
of official policy. For example, in 1977 strike number 14 listed in the CSO 



reprints is recorded as one strike. Consultation of the reprints shows that this 
strike first started on 10 January 1977 and halted on 13 January 1977. How
ever, it recommenced on 18 January 1977 and lasted for a further 9 days. This 
strike action, although it involved the same issue and the same group of 
workers, should therefore have been recorded as 2 strikes. A separate but 
similar problem concerns the more recent development of an alternative form 
of strike strategy, namely, the series of one- or two-day stoppages which 
may involve frequent peace intermissions. CSO policy on recording such 
strikes is to treat the total conflict as one strike. While there is no evidence 
of any breakdown or adverse performance in the recording of these types of 
strikes, one must nevertheless question the apparent contradiction in official 
policy on the recording of these varieties of "suspended" strike action. 

These illustrations of the problems associated with the strike frequency 
index show that there are matters of reliability and validity, albeit to a lesser 
extent, which need to be resolved. They result in opposite impacts on the 
index. On the one hand, there is a considerable inflation of the record of 
strike activity through the over-reporting of sympathetic and multi-location 
strikes, while on the other, there is a consistent deflation of the index as a 
result of some strikes slipping through the reporting net. The problems con
nected with suspended strikes may result in either form of outcome. It is dif
ficult to assess the extent to which these opposite tendencies counterbalance 
one another, but, nevertheless, one should not expect to have to rely on a 
haphazard neutralising effect in order to achieve an accurate thermometer 
of overt strike activity. 

The problems highlighted here are not enormous or unsurmountable; they 
merely suggest the need for a more disciplined and rigorous approach to the 
recording of strike numbers. These are issues not about serious theoretical 
dilemmas but about improving the reporting system in existence particularly 
in regard to the matter of consistency of measurement. Finally, it is necessary 
to point out that the problems surrounding the collection and recording of 
strike numbers are not unique to Ireland; they are a perennial difficulty in 
many nations and are clearly recognised as impediments in efforts to gain a 
complete assessment of the industrial relations system (Shalev, 1978; Brown, 
1981;Korpi, 1981). 

The problems associated with the other two dimensions of strike activity, 
worker involvement and aggregate man-days lost, are not of similar magni
tude. In the case of the numbers of workers involved index, the principal dif
ficulty seems to be one of reconciling the various estimates of how many 
people are on strike during a particular incident. Not all those on strike may 
be active supporters of the dispute, but the aggregate data record is one 
which tells us how many people are on strike; it does not deal with the 
strikers' interpretation of the strike. The CSO attempts to differentiate 



between workers directly and indirectly involved. The latter are workers 
who refuse to pass the strike picket of those workers directly involved in 
the stoppage. In cases where workers are laid off as a result of strikes in 
other industries (say, because of lack of raw materials) the convention is to 
confine the recording of strike activity to the struck enterprise alone. The 
omission of small strikes is not significant to this dimension. 

The man-days lost index represents the product of the number of workers 
involved and the duration of the strike and, therefore, incorporates any dif
ficulties inherent in these two properties. In Ireland a strike is considered to 
be terminated when the workers have decided to resume work, whereas in 
the United States, for example, the majority of the vacancies caused by a 
strike need to be filled by the returning strikers or by new workers before 
the strike is considered ended (Edwards, 1981, p. 293). According to the 
CSO, a strike where the workers cease and resume work in the same day is 
not officially recorded, irrespective of whether the stoppage has been of 
two or of ten hours duration. Furthermore, a strike in which the workers 
cease work, and then resume normal working on the following day, is re
corded as having a length of one day, even though it could have lasted for 
almost two days. Examination of the data in Table 1 shows that both the 
CSO and the'>Monitoring Unit produce broadly similar records on the sub
ject of totaUman-days lost as a result of strikes. However, when we take 
account of the% discrepancy in the numbers of strikes recorded by both 
agencies and relate these to the differences already discussed in the record:! 
of total man-days lost there is evidence of some weakness in the man-days 
lost index. These data are contained in Table 3. As may be seen, the Monitor
ing Unit recorded higher numbers of strikes and aggregate numbers of man-
days lost for 1976 and 1977. The implication here is that there is consider 

Table 3: Differences in strike statistics between CSO and Monitoring 
Unit records 

Year Differences in Differences in Man-days 
numbers of strikes numbers of lost per strike 

man-days lost 

(A) (B) (B/A) 

1976 65 22,051 339.2 
1977 57 7,042 123.5 
1978 18 - 3 6 , 2 6 6 ** 
1979 - 7 - 3 7 , 9 5 2 5421.7 
1980 2 ' - 8,118 ** 

* * I n 1978 and 1980 the Monitoring Uni t recorded more strikes than the C S O , but 
fewer man-days lost. 



able seepage in the data surrounding the man-days lost per strike index. 
For 1979 the CSO recorded more strikes and man-days lost than the 

Monitoring Unit with the result that the latter is deficient in its records to 
the extent of an average of 5,421.7 man-days less than the CSO level for 
each strike. Analysis of the data in this table suggests that although there is 
little difference in the totals of man-days lost reported by both sources, the 
accuracy of this index may be open to some question. Indeed, the data 
could be interpreted as meaning that only a proportion of strikes is recorded 
in common by both sources. But without more detailed information further 
attempt at interpretation would be dubious. 

IV CONCLUSIONS 

We have shown that between 1960 and 1980 there are many problems 
associated with the strike frequency index. First, there is the problem of 
definition as to the constitutional parameters of a strike. Second, some 
strikes are not being picked up by the official strike reporting process. Many 
of the unreported stoppages are small in size and brief in duration, but often 
they do fall within the official classification. The problems associated with 
two other indices, man-days lost and strike breadth, are not as easily investi
gated, but they appear to be less serious than those affecting the strike fre
quency index. In Ireland these deficiencies are of considerable consequence 
in view of their impacts on the country's standing in the international strike 
record league because of the comparatively small industrial population. 
They are also important in the context of the changing character of strike 
activity during the past decade, particularly in relation to the growing sig
nificance of unofficial action. Finally, on a note of optimism, since 1980 the 
CSO appears to be maintaining a closer liaison with both the Monitoring 
Unit and the Labour Court and this should lead to an improvement in the 
general quality of the reporting of Irish strike data. 
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