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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the factors influencing public support for railway worker strikes in the United Kingdom. Using a seven‐
wave survey conducted from December 2022 to October 2023, the paper explores the relationship between public opinion and

strike action in the context of British railways. Our analysis considers socioeconomic, political, and geographical factors. Key

findings indicate significant variation in support based on political alignment, with right‐leaning individuals and those who

voted Conservative in the 2019 General Election showing less support for strikes. Surprisingly, proximity to railway stations and

income levels did not significantly impact public support. Regional analysis reveals the North East of England, an area with

lower rail usage, exhibits higher support for strikes. Furthermore, we find higher levels of support for strikes among ethnic

minority groups. This paper contributes to understanding public sentiments on transport strikes, highlighting the complexity of

public opinion shaped by political and regional factors. These insights are useful for policymakers and trades unions in

addressing the challenges of public transport strikes and their broader societal impacts.

1 | Introduction

A well‐developed collective transport system is integral to
infrastructure in most modern economies. Railways not only
move people, goods and labour; they are also central to cli-
mate and sustainability strategies by enabling a shift away
from private car use and reducing transport externalities
(Budd and Ison 2020; Colding et al. 2022). Maintaining
such a system depends on reliable infrastructure and on
the stability of the workforce that operates it (Cass and
Faulconbridge 2016). In the United Kingdom, however, the
railway sector has long been a locus of industrial conflict.
Strikes on the London Underground system have become
more frequent in recent decades, and the national rail net-
work has experienced recurring disputes that reflect broader
changes in strikes and collective bargaining in the UK
(Squires 1995; Lyddon 2015).

The Williams' Review on Railways (2019) reported that nearly
two‐thirds of adults in Great Britain use a train at least once
a year. The most frequent users are males in their 30 s with a
high household income. Among those who use the trains the
least are those in the lowest quintile of income. There is also
much variation across the country in how many train trips are
taken with the North East having by far the fewest railway user
followed by the East Midlands and the South West. In other
words, there is much variation in who is using the railways the
most. There is also a large number of people who are dependent
on the railway to reach their place of work and in general to get
around. London is naturally a special case given the importance
of the London Underground for commuting in the capital
(Tsapakis et al. 2012, 2013).

There is a strong interest in the impact of railway strikes as
it has important related effect, such as increasing the congestion
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of the road network, and indeed impacting air quality (see
e.g., Spyropoulou 2020; Debone et al. 2020; Adler and van
Ommeren 2016; Basagaña et al. 2018). Given the importance of
railways for many people in Britain and the increased frequency
of strike action facing rail users over the past couple of years the
question that we explore in this paper is what factors explain
support for strike action on the British railways among the British
public? This question is central to our understanding of why
strike action is called, as it is generally regarded as important for
successful strike action to get the backing of the public (Kelloway
et al. 2008; Vesper and König 2022; Dong and Tse 2023). Un-
derstanding public opinion towards strike action is central not
only to the railway unions, but also to transport policy‐makers as
they in general engage with the public for policy‐making (Mogaji
and Erkan 2019; Thigpen et al. 2023; Booth and Richardson 2001;
Bickerstaff et al. 2002). Yet it appears rare that large‐scale surveys
are fielded to deal with transport related issues, especially those
that might be transitory in impact, albeit repeating on a regular
scale (though see Luke and Heyns 2013). If there is a goal to
decrease the use of private cars in favour of collective transport
such as railways it is necessary to ascertain public opinion re-
garding railway strike action.

The relationship between strike action and public opinion has
long been debated in the industrial relations literature. Hyman
(1972) argued that public legitimacy is one dimension of union
power, complementing structural and associational resources.
In the railway sector, this legitimacy has fluctuated with polit-
ical climates and leadership strategies. Gregor Gall's (2024)
biography of Mick Lynch highlights how Lynch's media inter-
ventions represented a strategic exercise of discursive power: a
deliberate attempt to reframe strikes as a defence of fairness and
public service rather than sectional interest. This contrasts with
Bob Crow's earlier “Millwall” stance (“No one likes us, we don't
care”, sung to the tune of Rod Stewart's “We are sailing”) which
emphasised strength derived from union density and bargaining
leverage rather than public approval. Boyle (2025) similarly
identifies Lynch's rhetorical innovation in repositioning railway
workers within a moral economy of cost‐of‐living justice. Our
analysis provides an empirical complement to this emerging
literature, examining whether such discursive shifts are
reflected in public opinion.

To examine this central question, we use a unique survey
consisting of six waves of questions asked among adult
respondents in England from December 2022 to May 2023 and a
seventh wave in October 2023. We test both socioeconomic and
political factors in understanding the levels of support for rail-
way strikes, as well as a measure for how close the respondent
is to a railway station. Our findings suggest that there are sig-
nificant differences for strike action depending on sex, age and
ethnicity, as well as political left‐right placement and vote
choice in the 2019 General Election. We also find variation
across the regions of England with some being in support of
railway strikes and others against them. We find no significant
difference of opinion based on income or closeness to a railway
station. In the next section we discuss the history of strike
action on railways and the link between strikes and public
opinion before formulating hypotheses. We will present our
data in detail before testing the hypotheses in the analysis and
discuss the findings in relation to the relevant literature.

2 | Railways, Strike Action and Public Support

The railway industry, being one of the first to industrialise, also
became a fertile ground for labour organising (Kemp 2013).
Railway work was both physically demanding and dangerous,
leading to a strong shared sense of purpose and identity among
workers, which continues to this day (Strangleman 2004;
Laniray 2013). Given the nature of railways travelling between
cities it meant for a quick spread of unionisation compared to
other more localised industries. In the United Kingdom, one of
the earliest railway unions was the Associated Society of
Locomotive Engineers and Firemen (ASLEF), established in
1880. The National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) followed, es-
tablished in 1913, uniting multiple smaller unions and later
merging with the National Union of Seamen to form the RMT
(National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers)
(Darlington 2009). The TSSA (Transport Salaried Staffs' Asso-
ciation) formed in 1897 and is the smallest of the three transport
trade unions in the UK.

Throughout the world strikes in the railway sector have often
been landmark events, with widespread economic, social, and
sometimes even political ramifications. One of the most notable
early instances is the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 in the United
States, triggered by a 10% wage cut amid an economic depression,
the strike quickly spread across multiple states (Stowell 1999).
The strike led to greater public awareness about the conditions of
railway workers and eventually resulted in improved labour laws,
although it took years for substantial changes to be made
(Piper 2013). In the UK, the railway strikes in the early 20th
century were pivotal with the strikes in 1911, 1919, and notably
the General Strike of 1926, involved railway workers as a signif-
icant component (Tarran 2004; Harmon 2019). The General
Strike of 1926 was more political in nature, in solidarity against
the wage reductions and worsening conditions of coal miners,
and while the strike itself was called off without meeting its ob-
jectives, it demonstrated the immense power that collective action
could wield, forcing the British government to take the concerns
of the working class more seriously (Harmon 2019; Dukore 2022).
The key strikes organised by the railway workers across the world
have often been watershed moments in labour history, bringing
about significant changes, not just in the railway industry but also
influencing broader labour policies and even societal attitudes
towards workers' rights (Salvatore 1980). Even today public
transport strikes have significant impact on a very large number
of people when they are called and they cause widespread dis-
ruption for modern societies that rely on the effective public
transport provided by railways (Bauernschuster et al. 2017; van
Exel and Rietveld 2001).

The issues of wages and job security are reoccurring issues in
the realm of labour relations not just within the railway
industry, but across multiple sectors (Hertel‐Fernandez
et al. 2021). These issues are often at the core of strike actions
and significantly shape the dynamics of labour conflicts (see
also Darlington 2009). While low wages are usually the imme-
diate cause that triggers strike actions, they can also serve as a
rallying point for broader grievances, including poor working
conditions, long working hours, or inadequate benefits
although this can vary from sector to sector (Jansson and
Uba 2023). This in turn necessitates a greater focus on sector
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level analysis of strike action (Akkerman 2008). Many strikes in
the UK, particularly during periods of economic recession or
following World Wars, but also in more recent times, were
rooted in disputes over fair wages, and in the past 30 years the
privatisation of railways in the UK has increased the level of
strike action (MacKinnon et al. 2008; Cumbers et al. 2010;
Lyddon 2015).

The 2022–23 rail disputes involved multiple unions (RMT,
ASLEF, TSSA) and employers across both Network Rail and
train operating companies, with overlapping and at times
uncoordinated ballots. The disputes centred on pay, job secu-
rity, and modernisation, against a backdrop of post‐pandemic
financial strain and government intervention in negotiations
(Hodder and Mustchin 2025; Gall 2024).

The interplay between public opinion and strike action, par-
ticularly in the railway sector, is a complex yet crucial aspect of
labour relations. Strikes in railways do not operate in a vacuum;
they exist in the public sphere and are influenced by, and in
turn influence, public perception due to the necessity for
changing behaviour during strike action (see also Nguyen‐
Phuoc et al. 2018; Spyropoulou 2020). The significance of public
opinion in the context of strike action is often twofold. On one
hand, public support can be a powerful ally for striking workers
with sympathy strikes from other sectors, supportive media
coverage, and public protests can exert additional pressure on
employers and governments to address the grievances of the
railway workers (Kelloway et al. 2008; Dong and Tse 2023).
Though if the strike is perceived as unjustified or disruptive,
public opinion can turn against the workers, thereby weakening
their bargaining position (Kelloway et al. 2008). The railway
sector is particularly vulnerable to these swings in public
opinion due to its high visibility and essential nature, the strong
expectation between public consultation and transport policy‐
making can only exacerbate this problem (Bickerstaff
et al. 2002; Booth and Richardson 2001).

While public support is often regarded as advantageous, its
necessity is contested. In sectors such as rail, unions may wield
considerable structural and associational power independent of
public sympathy (Hyman 1972; Darlington 2012). Historically,
this has allowed industrial gains even when public opinion was
ambivalent or hostile. Yet the 2022–23 disputes also revealed
how contemporary union leaders strategically engage with
public narratives to enhance legitimacy, using media visibility
as a form of discursive power (Gall 2024; Boyle 2025). In this
sense, the politics of communication now complements the
material and organisational power traditionally emphasised in
industrial relations theory.

With the established variation of railway use as presented by the
Williams Review (2019) it is to be expected that the impact of
strike action is felt differently across the country. In areas where
there is a strong use of railways we should expect to see less
support for rail strikes than where the railways are used more,
as there will be more impact on people's lives. This clear link
been usage and support is often argued to be of importance for
how people perceive strikes and thus also how support for
strikes might be measured (Vesper and König 2022). The Wil-
liams Review (2019) also argued that the local rail station was

often seen as a hub of the community and that a local anchoring
was important to understand railway use. Thus, we can present
the following two hypotheses:

H1. Respondents who live in regions that relatively speaking
use trains the least are more likely to be supportive of strike
action.

H2. The closer a respondent live to a train station the more
likely they are to support strike action.

Railway strikes over the past decade in the UK have often been
seen as a political struggle. The main rail organisations have
always been highly politicised and to some extent radical
(Darlington 2009). That trades unions have strong links with
left‐wing politics and for instance also the Labour party is not
new. In fact, this is quite common across most countries that
trades unions are linked with left‐wing parties. This can create a
problem if the political issues are of key importance and over-
riding the specific issues. We should therefore expect to see
differences in attitudes towards strikes based on certain political
factors. Two of these are the respondents' self‐placement on the
left‐right scale and whether they voted for the Conservative
party at the 2019 British General Election. The Conservative
Party is historically seen as anathema to the labour movement.
The 2016 Trade Union Act, building on a long line of restrictive
legislation dating back to the 1971 Industrial Relations Act,
raised the threshold for lawful strike ballots to a 50 per cent
turnout and introduced additional hurdles in essential services
such as transport. These measures reinforced a broader legacy
of state constraint on collective action that continues to shape
the political framing of strikes. Whereas their main opponent,
the Labour party, has been seen as the supporters of the Labour
movement with unions controlling large blocks of voting for the
party leadership and indeed party funding. We therefore hy-
pothesise the following:

H3. The more right‐wing the respondent places themselves on a
left‐right scale the less they support the rail strikes.

H4. Respondents who voted for the Conservative Party in the
2019 British General Election are less likely to support the rail
strikes.

In the following section we present the data and methodology
that we use to test our hypotheses before moving on to the
analysis where we will examine the data and present our
findings in relation to existing literature and the contextual
environment or rail strikes in Britain 2022–23.

3 | Data and Methodology

The data used in this survey come from a series of survey waves
collected by YouGov. Full replication code and data are avail-
able through the Harvard Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.7910/
DVN/UKYKIQ. The survey is restricted to respondents in
England and respondents had an age range from 18 to 91. The
survey was run from December 2022 to May 2023 with an
additional wave in October 2023. The total number of respon-
dents included is 3725. Our dependent variable asks how much
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the respondent support the rail strikes. To gauge the relative
level of support for rail strikes compared to other potential
strike action, respondents were given the following statement:
“As you may have heard, there are a number of public sector
trade unions taking or considering strike action. For each group
of workers, please indicate how much you support or oppose
strike action.” Respondents then ranked their level of support
on a seven point scale for the following groups: rail workers,
nurses, postal workers, airport workers, primary and secondary
school teachers, civil servants, university lecturers and junior
doctors. In the survey, a score of one meant “strongly support”
while a score of seven meant “strongly oppose.” For the pur-
poses of analysis in this paper, we have flipped the scale so that
higher numbers mean more support for the strike action.

To test our hypotheses, we include a number of independent
variables for our analysis. Apart from one they are all collected
through the same survey as the dependent variable. The one
variable that is not drawn from the survey measures the dis-
tance from the respondent's postcode to the nearest train sta-
tion. YouGov provides the first half of the postcode (known as
the outcode) of all survey respondents. A script was written to
take these outcodes and query an open source postcodes API
(specifically, https://api.postcodes.io/). This returned the lati-
tude and longitude of those outcodes, which we are using as a
proxy for the location of our respondents. This method is not

perfect, as our respondents could live at different places within
an outcode. Nevertheless, we have confidence in using this
measure, as we do not need absolute accuracy; we just need an
indication of whether our respondents live near a railway sta-
tion. We then took a list of the coordinates of all functioning
railway stations in the UK, sourced from https://github.com/
ellcom/UK-Train-Station-Locations. A further script was writ-
ten using the haversine formula to take the coordinates of all
our respondents and measure the distance to all of the railway
stations. For each respondent, the distance to the closest railway
station was recorded. We include this variable to ensure that we
have a control for the importance of the local rail station as also
suggested by the Williams Review (2019). In doing this, we find
that most of our respondents live quite close to a railway sta-
tion; the mean distance is 2.83 kilometres. The furthest that any
of our respondents live from a railway station is 26.5 kilometres.

The independent variables coming from the survey are the tradi-
tional socioeconomic variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, place
of residence, and sector of employment. Given that strikes have a
direct political link as discussed earlier we also include variables
measuring the respondent's position on the left‐right scale, mea-
sured from 0 to 10 and a variable indicating whether the
respondent voted for the Conservative party at the last General
Election in 2019. The descriptive statistics can be found in Table 1
below. As can be seen, there is a slight gender bias in our

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics.

N Min age Max age Mean age SD age

3725 18 91 50.42 17.29

Percentages

Women Men

54.93 45.07

Ethnic minority

14.47

Urban Town and fringe Rural

67.92 8.86 9.72

Voted Con 2019 Voted Lab 2019 Voted LD 2019 Voted Other 2019 Vote Unkown 2019

36.13 25.91 9.21 6.79 21.96

Left wing Middle Right wing

33.48 35.87 30.66

Region Percentage

North East 5.13

North West 12.81

Yorkshire and the Humber 10.31

East Midlands 9.61

West Midlands 9.5

East of England 12.27

London 12.78

South East 15.7

South West 11.89
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respondent base, with notably more women than men. This will
be addressed in the formal models. The voting patterns of our
respondents are broadly in line with the results of the 2019 general
election in England. It should be noted that for over a fifth of our
respondents we do not know how they voted. This can be for one
of three reasons. First, not all respondents remember how they
voted (see Van Elsas et al. 2014; Van Elsas et al. 2016). Second,
some respondents did not vote at the 2019 general election
(indeed, respondents who are under the age of 22 would not have
been old enough to vote in 2019). Third, many respondents like to
keep their voting behaviour to themselves, so choose not to tell us.

The left‐wing, middle and right‐wing measure was based on
responses on an 11 point scale. Respondents are asked “In pol-
itics people sometimes talk of “left” and “right”. Where would
you place yourself on this scale, where 0 means the left and 10
means the right?”. For the sake of Table 1, we have put all
respondents giving 0 to 4 as left‐wing, respondents giving 5 as
middle, and respondents giving 6 to 10 as right wing. Doing so
gives three broadly equal categories. We also have respondent
rates by region, with the South‐East being our most‐represented
region, whereas the North‐East has our fewest respondents.

4 | Results

The long tradition for seeking public support for strike action
through picketing and solidarity events is also relevant to the
rail strikes in the UK. Given the equally strong tradition of
including public opinion in reviews of transport policy and the
increased focus on customer experience (Bickerstaff et al. 2002;
Booth and Richardson 2001) it makes it even more necessary to
understand the levels of public support for strike action.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of levels of opposition and support
for railway strikes. Respondents were asked to indicate their level

of support or opposition for railway strikes, and in this Figure, the
category 1, “strongly oppose” is the single largest category. Indeed,
reducing this further to a simple support/oppose division, we find
that 39.3% of respondents support rail strikes, 44.75% oppose rail
strikes, and 15.95% of respondents are undecided. This distribution
is interesting, as it clearly shows that public opinion is quite
divided on this issue, as there is a very similar number of people
supporting rail strikes as there is to those opposing them.

Figure 2 puts this into some more context. It looks at levels of
public support for different groups over time, starting in
December 2022 and finishing in October 2023 (no surveys were
conducted in the grey box period). Support for strikes by rail
workers are represented by the thick green line. As can be seen,
rail workers are not the least supported of all groups analysed;
proposed strikes by airport workers, civil servants and univer-
sity lecturers receive notably lower levels of public support. But
rail workers do not achieve the levels of public support seen by
nurses, junior doctors, postal workers or teachers.

Nurses and teachers tend to attract greater public sympathy
than rail workers (see Figure 2). This may reflect perceived
moral worth and proximity to care‐oriented professions (Hertel‐
Fernandez et al. 2021), whereas transport strikes primarily
inconvenience the public. The lower emotional resonance of
distributive justice claims in transport compared with health or
education disputes could partly explain this pattern. Evidence
from related survey research on trust in the NHS (Dorussen
et al. 2024) supports this interpretation: healthcare institutions
retain exceptionally high public trust even amid performance
crises such as long waiting times, suggesting that moral and
affective attachment to care professions buffers them from the
kinds of legitimacy challenges faced by transport unions.

The fact that public opinion is divided on rail strikes is made
starkly apparent in Figure 3. In both of these maps, the black

FIGURE 1 | Levels of support for railway strikes.
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dots represent railway stations. In the map on the left, the green
dots represent respondents who support rail strikes, while in
the map on the right, the red dots indicate respondents who are
opposed to rail strikes. As can be seen, the distribution appears
to be very similar. But as Table 2 makes clear, there is regional
variance. In the north‐east, almost 50 per cent of respondents
support rail strikes, but in the south‐east, this drops to 33 per
cent. What makes this especially interesting is that when we
aggregate how our respondents voted in those regions, we see a
very clear negative relationship between voting Conservative
and support for rail strikes, and a very clear positive relation-
ship between voting Labour and support for rail strikes.

Despite the less than average support for rail strikes in England
there are important lessons to be learnt by delving further into
the data and analysing them more in detail. In this manuscript
we present three models to increase our understanding of
public support for strike action. We first model the relationship
without geographical controls, we then include geographical
control, before we present a final model with income included
as an independent variable. The reason for these separate
models is first and foremost that we lose 25% of the observations
when income is included and it is important to understand
whether this has an impact on our findings. For this analysis it
is not the case, the variables do not change in their significance
or direction when including income. The results of our
regression models can be seen in Table 3 below.

While our dependent variable is constrained between 1 and 7
we use a linear regression for the analysis. We have also per-
formed the analysis presented in this paper using an ordered
logistic regression and neither the sign of the effects or the level
of significance changes in any meaningful way from the coef-
ficients and significance recovered by using the linear

regression models. Additionally, because of the gender bias in
our respondents, additional weighted models were tested.
Again, these made no difference to the results. Given this we
have decided to present the results as unweighted linear models
as the interpretation of such models are more straightforward
for everyone.

Overall, our models perform well in explaining the variation in
the dependent variable. Substantively we find a number of very
interesting effects. First, there is very small negative, but sig-
nificant, effect of age, suggesting that the older a respondent
gets the less they support the strikes, although it would take an
increase of ten years to get a downwards movement of 0.01 in
the levels of support, which is minimal. We find some sur-
prising effects for ethnicity. Our variable is a crude one, we
simply contrast people of self‐reported “white” background to
all other self‐reported ethnicities. Here we find that respondents
from an ethnic background are significantly more supportive of
the rail strikes. There is no evidence that people from such
backgrounds should be using the railways more, or should be
over‐represented in the rail staff (Williams Review 2019),
although there is evidence that ethnic background and espe-
cially migration status have a significant impact on the choice
between air and car travel (Mattioli and Scheiner 2022)

We find no significant impact of respondents are residing in a
city or not. There is also no significant effect of income on sup-
port for the strikes, which is interesting given the findings of the
Williams' Review that people in the lowest income quintile are
among the least likely to use rail as a transport mode. Likewise,
there is no significant effect of the minimum distance to the
nearest rail station, although we acknowledge that this measure
is a crude one, but it is the best that it is possible to obtain with
the information we have on the respondents. The two political

FIGURE 2 | Public support for strike action by different groups.
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variables that we have included are both significant and in the
same direction. The more right‐wing a respondent is the less they
support the rail strikes, and if a respondent voted for the Con-
servative party in 2019 they are also significantly less likely to

support the strike action, more than a full step on the scale
compared to those not voting for the Conservative party. We
finally include a variable measuring in which of the nine regions
of England the respondent resides. We have here set London as

FIGURE 3 | Railway stations and levels of support and opposition to railway strikes.

TABLE 2 | Support for rail strikes and voting behaviour by region.

Region Support rail strikes Voted Conservative Voted Labour

North East 49.21 34.9 48.99

London 47.48 35.03 42.66

North West 45.49 37.83 45.24

East Midlands 40.78 45.33 37.02

Yorkshire and the Humber 40.1 42.2 36.52

East of England 35.23 51.57 29.91

West Midlands 34.75 57.2 28.03

South West 34.09 52.05 22.74

South East 32.82 53.68 20.63
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the reference category given the size, but also the region with the
most developed transport system. We find that respondents in
the North East are significantly more likely to support the strike
action compared to the London respondents. That the North East
of England should have a significantly stronger support is per-
haps surprising although it is important to note that this is the
region where, according to the Williams Review (2019), the least
trips with rail are taken.

What our models show is that first and foremost the important
factor in determining the level of public support for strike
action is not about the particular issue at hand, but funda-
mentally about politics. This is on the one hand important to
note for those in change of transport policy that potential
solutions will have to take into consideration the very notably
divide especially on partisanship. For the rail union there is also
important messages to take home from this, they have a clear
public support from people with particular political sympathies
and depending on the general standing of the parties in opinion
polls it might well inform strategic. However, there are also
some trends shown in this analysis that creates a space for
contestation. First, ethnic minority support for strike action is
strong, which could be a general trend for strike action,
although other research does not find a similar effect of eth-
nicity for other groups engaging in strike action. This might be
due to ethnic minority respondents being more dependent on
the rail services, although we do not have the data available
within our survey to ascertain this. What we are showing here is
the necessity to take public opinion seriously when considering

transport policy related measures, be it transport types, service
levels or in this case strike action. We argue that while there are
clear tracks to take to reach solidarity with the strikes, there are
equally valid tracks to take to oppose the strikes. What it does
not change is that the UK rail services has seen increased strike
action over the past couple of years, fundamentally to the det-
riment of the end‐users.

5 | Concluding Remarks

Achieving public support for strike action can be pivotal in the
success of labour negotiations, and this is especially true in a
high visibility sector such as railways, where industrial action
can have immediate, high consequence impacts on people's
lives. Public opinion in this sense is a double‐edged sword: if the
public are sympathetic to the striking workers, this can be used
as leverage in negotiations with employers and government.
Conversely, if public opinion turns against strike action, then
the striking workers will have less influence. To achieve a well‐
functioning public transport system, and thereby help to
achieve environmental goals through lowering the use of cars,
we need to better understand the relationship between public
opinion and strike action. While support for strikes is not a
direct proxy for support for rail investment, understanding
these attitudes remains important: public tolerance of disrup-
tion may shape the political feasibility of long‐term transport
investment and the willingness of policymakers to engage with
unions as partners rather than adversaries.

TABLE 3 | Regression analysis of public support for rail strikes.

Dependent variable:
Support for rail strikes

(1) (2) (3)

Age −0.014*** (0.002) −0.014*** (0.002) −0.014*** (0.002)

Left‐right −0.363*** (0.018) −0.360*** (0.018) −0.357*** (0.021)

Voted Conservative 2019 −1.415*** (0.079) −1.389*** (0.080) −1.396*** (0.092)

Women −0.100 (0.065) −0.104 (0.065) −0.125 (0.076)

Ethnic minority 0.172 (0.109) 0.209* (0.112) 0.266** (0.129)

Urban area 0.101 (0.070) 0.105 (0.071) 0.030 (0.082)

Distance to station −0.009 (0.009) −0.013 (0.010) −0.016 (0.011)

Income −0.042 (0.034)

North East 0.494*** (0.173) 0.403** (0.194)

North West 0.250* (0.131) 0.219 (0.151)

Yorkshire and the Humber 0.123 (0.142) 0.068 (0.163)

East Midlands 0.194 (0.144) 0.127 (0.167)

West Midlands 0.131 (0.144) 0.183 (0.165)

East of England 0.103 (0.136) 0.076 (0.156)

South East −0.104 (0.125) −0.195 (0.144)

South West 0.075 (0.136) 0.030 (0.156)

Constant 6.916*** (0.146) 6.824*** (0.171) 7.004*** (0.225)

Observations 2,887 2,887 2,214

Adjusted R2 0.400 0.403 0.398

Note: *p< 0.1; **p< 0.05; ***p< 0.01

147Industrial Relations Journal, 2026

 14682338, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/irj.70021 by N

IC
E

, N
ational Institute for H

ealth and C
are E

xcellence, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [30/03/2026]. 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



This paper has made a first empirical attempt to do so. By
analysing the results of a large‐scale survey, our findings are
quite stark: the more right‐wing a person is, the less likely they
are to support railway strikes, and people who voted Con-
servative at the 2019 general election are also less likely to
support striking railway workers. There is also interesting
regional variance, in that the north‐east of England, the area
with the lowest rail usage, is the area with the highest level of
support. Furthermore, ethnicity is related to support for
striking rail workers, whereby people identifying as belonging
to an ethnic minority are more supportive of railway strikes.
Given the importance of a well‐ordered transport system to
any modern economy, more research is needed on this
important area.
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