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Abstract:  

 

The right to strike is a key feature of freedom of association and effective collective bargaining.  

We consider how the legal regulation of strikes and boycotts influences the power resources 

available to workers and unions to improve working conditions and workers’ voice in firms, such 

as global supply chains and platform giants, that utilise network-of-contracts business models. 

We begin by bringing the literatures on power resources theory and supply chain and platform 

capitalism into conversation. Treating law as a form of institutional power influencing workers’ 

ability to exercise other power resources in network-of-contract business models, we then 

examine how strike the laws regulating strikes influence workers’ ability to mobilise their other 

power resources to affect the terms and conditions of work. We investigate the Make Amazon 
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Pay campaign and related strikes to gage how the legal regulation of strikes influences workers’ 

power to disrupt supply and production under network-of-contract business models. We 

conclude by highlighting the need to revise the law of strikes to fit the power relations under 

supply and platform capitalism.  

 

Keywords: Strike law, global supply chains, power resources, platform capitalism, supply chain 

capitalism, network-of-contract business models 
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1. Introduction   

 

When vertically integrated firms embedded in national territories prevailed as the dominant 

business model, the strike (workers’ collective withdrawal of their labour), with the associated 

legal protections surrounding its exercise, was one of the most effective tactics to disrupt 

production, force employers to the bargaining table and induce employers to compromise. 

Indeed, historically the strike has been “the essential means through which workers and their 

organizations may promote and defend their economic and social interests” (International Labour 

Office 2018, paras. 753, 754). 

However, once firms began to fragment the production process and distribute elements 

across the globe, a mismatch between workers’ traditional power resources and the structure of 

contemporary product markets developed. Organizational flexibility achieved through 

outsourcing and subcontracting enabled key firms to disperse different elements of supply and 

production to different countries. Taking advantage of “geographic dispersion in costs, surplus 

labour and state policy,” multinational enterprises have constructed complex supply chains 

through a network of contracts (Kumar 2020, 19). This dispersion, along with “dependence of 

suppliers on chain access, gives large buyer firms extraordinary bargaining power over suppliers 

and states” (Danielsen 2021, 227). Platform capitalism – exemplified by the “new vanguard 

firms of the twenty-first century,” such as Amazon, Uber, Google/Alphabet – builds upon the 

network-of-contracts business model utilised by supply chains and adds the “capacity to extract 

and harness immense amounts of data in ways that allow them to operate as critical 

intermediaries and market makers” (Rahman and Thelen 2019, 178).  
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The expansion of network-of-contract business models exemplified by transnational 

global supply chains and platform mega-firms have undermined workers’ traditional power 

resources. While workers at any given node in a supply chain may have the ability to disrupt 

profits by withholding labour, lead firms –in industries where supplier know-how and production 

capacities are not key – can mitigate disruptions. Lead firms can opt for another supplier, shift to 

another subsidiary in a different location, incorporate duplicate or backup systems to build in 

redundancies, and swiftly redirect orders (Anner, Fisher-Daly and Maffie 2021, 700; Vgontzas 

2020, 117–118). Controlling both upstream and downstream in the supply chain, dominant 

platform firms like Amazon enjoy oligopolistic power and exercise fine-grained control over 

workers, contractors, and third-party firms engaged on the platform (Rahman and Thelen 2019, 

181). Subsidiaries and suppliers directly compete on wages, costs of production, and delivery 

time, and they and platform firms hire workers on a range of different types of employment 

contracts, including through employment agencies, with different rights and obligations (Anner, 

Fisher-Daly and Maffie 2021, 700; Kassem 2023). The separation of production, circulation, and 

consumption across firms and space poses great challenges for workers to collectively withdraw 

their labour as different groups of workers in spatially distinct locations must be persuaded to 

engage in concerted action (Sowers, Ciccantell and Smith 2018; Kassem 2022b; 2023).  

The mismatch between the premises of traditional labour law and the realities of business 

models based on global networks of contracts contributes to workers’ diminished power 

resources. International and national labour law are based on a dyadic employer-employee 

relationship. The premise is that the employer exercises control over the labour process and the 

distribution of value and that workers engage in collective action to negotiate a greater share of 

the value produced and improve their working conditions. The dyadic employer-employee 
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relationship underpinning labour law does not match how production and distribution are 

organised under supply chain and platform business models. The direct employer is often a link 

in a global chain or network led by a lead firm whose purchasing practices (such as price 

squeezes, delivery penalties, abrupt order cancellations) determine key terms of work, despite 

being legally distanced from the workers (Weil 2014.). In this context, negotiating with or 

striking against the direct employer to achieve better wages or working conditions may be futile, 

since the lead firm may respond to costs that may be passed on by simply terminating the 

supplier’s contract (Anner, Fisher-Daly and Maffie 2021). Labour law has failed to keep pace 

with global network-of-contracts business models where lead firms exercise joint control with 

direct employers over wages and working conditions without being treated as legally responsible 

for them.  

 Workers, unions, and their allies have not remained passive in the face of these changes. 

They target actors beyond the direct employer, including brands and retailers higher up the chain 

and their “investors, reputation, customer base, and relationship with lawmakers” (Anner, Fisher-

Daly and Maffie 2021, 700). While “the network structure” of contemporary global value chains 

and platform firms disrupts traditional forms of workers’ power, Anner, Fisher-Daly, and Maffie 

(2021, 705) claim it simultaneously enables workers, unions, and their allies to draw on a wider 

range of allied actors and power resources “to strategically select the most critical nodes in 

capital’s network as targets of collective action”. Moreover, workers and their allies are 

experimenting with transnational strikes and related forms of collective action targeting logistic 

firms and platform giants like Amazon (TSS 2019; Vgontzas 2020; Kassem 2023).  

In this article, we consider how the legal regulation of strikes and boycotts influences the 

power resources available to unions and other labour allies seeking to improve working 
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conditions and workers’ voice in global supply chains and platform giants. We begin by bringing 

the literatures on power resources theory (as developed in the industrial relations and critical 

logistics literature) and supply chain and platform capitalism into conversation. Our goal is to 

develop a framework for identifying how and where these network-of-contracts business models 

may be susceptible to workers’ collective action – a key power resource. We then turn to 

examine the legal regulation of the strike on workers’ power to influence the terms and 

conditions of work within these business models. First, we outline the national laws regulating 

strikes, and then consider how they influence workers’ ability to mount a strike in the context of 

global network-of-contract business models. Here we treat law as a form of institutional power 

that influences workers’ ability to exercise other power resources. With our analytic and legal 

scaffolding in place, we move to our case study, the Make Amazon Pay campaign and associated 

strikes, to gage how the legal regulation of strikes influences workers’ power to disrupt supply 

chain and platform capitalism. We selected this case study because it is one of the few 

contemporary examples of workers and unions engaging in transnational collective action in 

several countries against a multinational corporation that uses a transnational network-of- 

contracts business model. In the conclusion, we highlight how strike laws are a form of 

institutional power resources utilised by networked business models to undermine workers’ 

structural and associational power.  

 

2. Power resources theory and networked business models: supply chain and platform 

capitalism   
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Power resource theory seeks to identify the different sources of power workers either call upon 

or confront in attempting to achieve their interests. Wright (2000) and Silver (2003) identified 

workers’ structural and associational power resources that workers have qua workers. 

Subsequent researchers added other broader sources of power that workers can call upon, such as 

institutional and societal sources (Schmalz, Ludwig and Webster 2018; Refslund and Arnoltz 

2022; López 2023). Structural power refers to workers’ position in the economic system. 

Workers have structural power when they are able “to control, structure and disrupt production 

and distribution” either through their labour market power (special skills, level of 

unemployment, alternative sources of income to work) or by their power in a workplace or a 

network (Arnholtz and Refslund 2024, 4). Associational power, best exemplified by unions, is 

the ability to organise collective action among workers for their collective interest, and this 

power can be exercised at the workplace, within a sector, and politically (Schmalz, Ludwig and 

Webster 2018, 118). Institutional power comprises workers’ capacity to invoke formal rules to 

“influence their working conditions and limit the unilateral authority of employers and the state” 

and law is a prime example of institutional power (O’Brady 2024, 77). Societal power has two 

dimensions: discursive, the ability to draw on meanings, norms, and symbols to influence other 

actors to support workers’ collective interests; and coalitional, the capacity to develop relations 

with other groups and act together to achieve shared interests (Schmalz, Ludwig and Webster 

2018, 122). These sources of power, although analytically distinct, interact; they can reinforce, 

replace, displace, undermine, and amplify each other depending on the context.  

In the mid-twentieth century, workers employed in primary industrial sectors in the 

Global North mobilised a range of power resources to obtain and protect decent wages and 

working conditions (Wright 2000; Silver 2003). Full-employment policies and generous social 
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wages gave workers in key sectors or with key skills labour market and workplace power. 

Unions were able to organise these workers across enterprises and, in many countries throughout 

sectors, mobilise their structural power. In addition to protecting domestic product markets, the 

state provided labour laws and institutions to support collective bargaining and standard 

employment relationships (Fudge 2017). Labour laws and social protection regimes reinforced 

(and sometimes compensated for the lack of) workers’ structural and associational power, 

providing them with institutional power resources, while simultaneously constraining how this 

power could be activated. Social norms and political coalitions supported the social contract 

underpinning the standard employment relationship and the role of trade unions. In this context, 

the strike was a potent disruptive power. By interrupting production and distribution, “it stops the 

valorization of capital and causes financial losses” (Barthel 2019, 67).  

The disruptive power of a strike depends upon other power resources available to workers. The 

shift in business models from the vertically integrated firm to a network of contracts – the shift 

from making to buying and thus, in legal terms, from property to contract - undermines the 

power resources that made the strike an effective disruptive power. The network-of-contracts 

business model upon which global supply chains and platform firms are based limits workers’ 

structural power by locating key components in labour markets with a labour surplus, using 

technology to deskill labour, and building networks of interchangeable production sites and 

distribution links to reduce workplace power (López 2023, 54). By using subsidiaries, 

subcontractors, suppliers, and franchises located in different countries and placing them in 

competition with each other, supply chains and platform firms reduce workers’ associational 

power (López 2023, 56). By assembling workforces from precarious labour markets marked by 

racial, ethnic, migration status, and linguistic difference, and using different types of 
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employment contracts, these business models further impede workers' associational power 

(Kassem 2023, 92). The geographic flexibility of multinational enterprises enables them to 

engage in regulatory arbitrage and choose to locate in countries with inhospitable labour 

legislation and institutions (Anner, Fisher-Daly, and Maffie 2021, 700). Already restrictive laws 

coupled with these business practices and strategies made strikes in networked firms less 

impactful. In this context, the two dimensions of societal power become more important, and 

workers and their organization seek to reinvigorate workers’ rights and interests in wider 

political and social discourse, emphasizing the links with other key values, and fashioning 

coalitions with other groups that share common interests and values.  

Supply chain and platform capitalism have reconfigured the resources available to 

workers and, as a result, limited the disruptive power of strikes. Although still possible, the use 

of the strike to establish enduring collective bargaining arrangements or to improve wages and 

working conditions is more challenging against these business models. Strategically placed 

workers in global supply chains, like logistics workers and port workers, may have the structural 

power to engage in a strike against a direct employer that could disrupt an entire supply chain 

(Alimahomed-Wilson and Ness 2018; Sowers, Ciccantell and Smith 2018). Such workers may 

have sufficient associational power to use their distinctive structural power for the benefit of 

other workers in the chain, as well as the symbolic power to persuade other social actors to 

support them, and the institutional power to fend off counterattacks by their employers and other 

nodes in the chain or platform network. But most workers in global supply chains and in 

platform firms have little market or workplace power because either they or their employers can 

easily be replaced (Anner, Fisher-Daly and Maffie 2021; c.f., Kumar 2020, 113).  
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Thus, workers, unions, and their allies target consumers, logistics firms, brands, retailers, 

governments, and trade partners, attempting to go beyond the traditional strike. They develop 

different types of concerted action like boycotts or node-specific strategic strikes to take 

advantage of vulnerabilities in global supply chains (Sowers 2017). They also engage in 

transnational campaigns and strike actions (Klassen 2022; TSS 2019; Birelma 2018). Yet, as we 

illustrate in the next section, workers and their allies may encounter a variety of legal restrictions 

on their ability to exercise concerted collective action in global supply chains and platform firms.   

 

3. The laws regulating strikes and workers’ concerted action: institutional power  

 

3.1 Overview of strike lawAlthough the right to strike is included in human rights instruments, 

and the International Labour Organization’s supervisory bodies have interpreted it broadly to 

include sympathy strikes, there is no effective transnational regulation of strikes (International 

Labour Office 2018, paras. 770, 771, 774, 776, 777, 778). Concerted action by workers and their 

allies is regulated at the national and subnational levels.  

In all countries, a combination of all or some of labour, competition, private law, 

criminal, and constitutional law regulates the exercise of workers’ most distinctive power 

resource – the collective withdrawal of labour power. Labour law is the main source of strike 

regulation (Waas 2014). Labour law defines what actions amount to a strike, who can strike,1 and 

under what circumstances, as well the procedural steps that striking workers need to take to 

enjoy the benefits and various protections, such as protection from dismissal. Since competition 

(antitrust) law prohibits forms of concerted action that could be deemed anti-competitive or 

 
1 Workers providing emergency or essential services in some jurisdictions are denied the right to strike altogether.  
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collusive, it may restrict workers’ ability to strike. While most countries exempt (explicitly or 

through judicial interpretation) workers’ organizations and collective action from competition 

law (McCrystal and McGaughey 2022), some do not. Private law, especially tort law in common 

law countries, also influences the stakes of engaging in concerted action. If, for example, striking 

workers are subject to tort actions by employers or third parties seeking compensation for 

damage caused by strike-related activity, this legal exposure could sway their decision to go on 

strike (Waas 2014). Criminal law can create either a chilling or an enabling environment for 

workers to exercise their collective power. In some jurisdictions, constitutional law protects 

freedom of association and freedom of speech or expression and influences the legal regulation 

of strikes and boycotts in ways that empower workers (Waas 2014, 6–7). Thus, whether the law 

regulating strikes empowers or restricts workers’ ability to mobilise other power resources 

depends on how strike laws are configured national and subnational contexts.   

Although the law regulating workers’ concerted action in each country is a distinct 

amalgam of different legal domains, there are some general cross-country patterns worth noting 

when considering workers’ ability to strike against different nodes in supply chains and platform 

firms. First, the right to strike is available in most countries only to “employees”. In some 

countries, like Canada, Spain, Italy, Germany, and Austria, this right is extended to economically 

dependent workers and contractors. In most countries, collective action by informal workers and 

independent contractors would violate competition law and would not be protected by labour 

law.  

Second, labour laws tend to limit the types of issues workers can strike about, which are 

generally confined to issues directly related to working conditions and industrial relations. 

Countries that provide constitutional protection for the right to strike tend to allow for a broader 



 
 

 12 

scope to strike action, including quasi-political strikes and secondary action, than those that do 

not. For example, in Italy and France sympathy strikes are permitted, although France requires a 

broad common professional interest between the workers engaging in the strike (Delli Colli et al. 

2008; Carta et al. 2008).  

Third, in many countries, only workers in a bargaining unit defined under the labour law 

regime can lawfully be involved in strike action. In some countries (the US and Canada, for 

example), bargaining units only cover a workplace or enterprise and only employees within the 

bargaining unit can lawfully go on strike (Tucker 2022, 128; Hafiz 2021, 677). By contrast, in 

several European countries (France, Italy, Spain, Sweden, Belgium, Austria, and Norway, for 

instance) bargaining and industrial action takes place on a sectoral or national basis.  

Fourth, procedural requirements (such as advance notice of a strike, conducting a strike 

vote, and participating in conciliation and mediation processes) make it difficult for unions and 

workers directly involved in a dispute to engage in concerted action and make it even more 

burdensome for workers to engage in secondary or solidarity strike action. Fifth, many countries 

impose a peace obligation either limiting or prohibiting employees from striking while a 

collective agreement is in effect.  

Finally, labour law and competition law limit the lawful targets of strikes and the methods 

permitted (Atleson 2004). While most jurisdictions permit workers, unions, and their allies to 

call upon consumers to boycott direct employers and other nodes in the supply chain, the range 

of tactics they can use is typically limited to leafletting and social media. In many countries, 

picketing is excluded from the repertoire of lawful persuasive tactics other than at the premises 

of a direct employer or another business that is considered to assist the struck employer in 

carrying on during a labour dispute (Atleson 2004, 141–142). Concerted action targeting other 
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traders or businesses who deal with direct employers is likely to run afoul of competition, 

private, or labour law, leaving organisers and participants subject to legal actions or self-help 

remedies (like discipline and dismissal) by employers (Hafiz 2021).   

 

3.2 Strike law and global network-of-contracts business models  

How do national laws regulating strikes that extend beyond the paradigmatic dyadic employee-

employer relationship influence workers’ power resources in business models that employ global 

networks of contracts? As we have seen, the tendency of law in most jurisdictions is to limit 

lawful and protected strike action to direct employers, which makes it difficult for workers to 

exercise collective action against lead firms in supply chains, even when these firms engage in 

practices that influence the terms and conditions of workers’ employment. 

Laws regulating concerted worker action directed at parties other than the direct 

employer vary widely. Several European countries (particularly those that countenance multi-

employer, sectoral, and industry-wide bargaining) permit secondary, sympathy, or solidarity 

strikes if workers can demonstrate a sufficient community of interest with the strikers, although 

the definition of “interest” may vary and may be tested on an objective or subjective basis 

(Atleson 2004, 160). In Italy, Spain, Ireland, the Netherlands, Portugal, and France, solidarity 

actions are protected if workers are acting in defense of what they perceive to be their interest in 

the primary dispute, whereas in Belgium sympathy strikes are lawful unless contrary to an 

absolute peace obligation in a collective agreement (Atleson 2004; Waas 2014, 150). In Greece, 

unions have a right to take such action against multinational firms where the action abroad can 

affect domestic working conditions (Bakirtzi 2014). Denmark provides legal protection for 

solidarity strikes, even those that contravene a peace obligation, so long as the secondary strikers 
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do not have any material interest of their own in the primary strike (Atleson 2004, 163). In 

Germany, only those strikes that campaign for aims that can legally be part of a collective 

agreement are lawful; however, it is legally possible for trade unions to arrange coordinated 

actions in different countries. For example, a solidarity strike would be lawful against the 

German part of a business if the aim was to support the strike action of workers in a foreign part 

of the same business or company (Klaß et al. 2008, 63). By contrast, in Poland solidarity strikes 

are severely restricted (Grzebyk 2014, 440–441). 

Anglo-American countries in the Global North are much less protective of secondary 

action than many of their western European counterparts. In Australia and the UK, legislation 

bans all secondary or solidarity action and picketing away from a worker’s own place of work 

(Pittard and Naughton 2014; Prassl 2014). Secondary action attracts injunctions and tort actions, 

and “a refusal to handle goods produced by an employer that is subject to a boycott (‘hot goods’) 

constitutes a breach of contract by the individual employee” (Atleson 2004, 129–132). Similarly, 

in India, Japan and the Russian Federation, sympathy and secondary strikes are unlawful 

(Bhuvisha 2023; Waas 2014, 49).  

In many countries, the different areas of domestic law operate to create an environment 

inhospitable or hostile to workers’ collective action (whether strikes or boycotts) targeting any 

party other than the direct employer. Take the example of two countries that dominate global 

supply chain. In the US (the largest single-country importer of apparel and footwear), domestic 

law makes it almost impossible for workers to strike against parties other than the direct 

employer with which the employees are in dispute or to use tactics other than direct appeals to 

consumers (Paul and Vaheesan 2022). In China (the world’s largest supplier of textile, apparel, 
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and footwear), strikes of any sort are not legally protected, leaving workers who participate open 

to disciplinary action as well as civil and criminal liability (Nice and Cooney 2015).  

 The legal landscape of different countries is a form of institutional power influencing 

how workers, unions, and their allies seek to influence the different nodes in supply chains. Laws 

that limit concerted action by workers to their direct employers invite firms to engage in 

subcontracting and outsourcing to minimise the disruption that strikes can cause (Paul and 

Vaheesan 2022, 119). Given how restrictive strike law is, it is no wonder that legal strikes in 

global supply chains are relatively rare and strikes against platform giants are so challenging 

(Kuruvilla 2023,14; Kassem 2023).  

The range of legal constraints on workers’ concerted action across different countries 

makes critical workers’ choice of where and when to take concerted action and who to target. 

The strike by 124 mechanics in Sweden in late 2023 intended to force Tesla, their direct 

employer, to enter into a collective agreement with their union illustrates how significant 

national laws are for amplifying or reducing the disruptive potential of strikes. Dock workers, 

cleaners, and postal workers in Sweden, Denmark, and Norway engaged in lawful sympathy 

actions to support the Swedish Tesla workers claiming that they want to protect the “Nordic” 

social model (Braw 2024; Herzfeld-Olsson and McCrystal, in this special issue). In the Nordic 

countries, workers and unions can rely on institutional and societal power resources that enable 

them to mobilise their associational and structural power to mount strikes that can disrupt 

network-of-contracts business models. In most countries, similar action targeting other 

employers by employees of employers not directly engaged in the dispute would not be legally 

protected from employer reprisal, would violate the law, or both.  
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Indeed, in most countries, law constrains workers’ associational and structural power, 

inhibiting their ability power to disrupt networked business models. When workers, their 

organizations, and their allies step outside the narrow parameters of lawful concerted action, they 

risk discipline, dismissal, injunctions, damage actions, fines, and criminal prosecution. 

Moreover, the geographic dispersion of different nodes in global business networks makes the 

challenge of organising concerted worker action even more difficult. Not only do workers’ 

organisations have to cultivate strong cross-border associations in which participants are willing 

to act, they must also navigate laws regulating strike and other forms of collective action in 

different countries.  

 

4. “The Make Amazon Pay” campaign and strike law 

 

Drawing on secondary academic and grey literature, publicly available documents, newspaper 

accounts, and interviews with key actors2,  we investigate “Make Amazon Pay”, a transnational 

and multiscalar workers’ rights campaign that uses, among other tools, transnational strikes and 

concerted action to improve working conditions and wages. First, we introduce the Amazon 

supply chain, and we use the prism of power resources to analyse the challenges it poses to 

workers’ collective action. We then briefly describe how the Make Amazon Pay campaign has 

sought to deploy the discursive and coalitional dimensions of societal power resources to 

 
2 We targeted actors whose role in key organizations in the Make Amazon Pay campaign and associated union 
actions and we identified these actors based on a close examination of the literature and documents we gathered. We 
did not interview Amazon officials as our concern is to see how strike law influenced workers’ resources. After 
receiving approval from Tel Aviv University’s ethics committee, we interviewed a member of UniGlobal, a former 
par1cipant in Progressive Interna1onal; a member of Indian civil society organiza1on involved in organizinbg 
Amazon warehouses, and a GMB unionizer in Amazon warehouses in the UK.  
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cultivate solidarity between, and collective action by, Amazon workers in different countries and 

engage consumers and other social movements in support action. With this context in place, we 

analyse how strikes and other forms of collective action were deployed in union organising 

campaigns in three European countries: Germany, Sweden, and the UK. We have selected these 

examples to illustrate how the strike and labour laws in different countries facilitate or impede 

workers’ ability to mobilise their other power resources. In Germany, Amazon responded to 

workers’ organising efforts and strikes by moving key warehouses to Poland, where labour and 

strike laws are less favourable to workers. In Sweden, where the legal regime supports union 

recognition, collective bargaining, and strike action, Amazon avoided direct employment, turning 

to a subcontractor with a collective agreement with the relevant Swedish union to avoid directly 

entering into a collective agreement. In the UK, where the legal regime is unfriendly to unions 

and severely restricts concerted action, attempts to organise warehouses are ongoing and to 

develop alternative forms of institutional power, such as procurement legislation.  

 

4.1 The Amazon supply chain and its impact on workers’ power resources 

Amazon, the world's largest online retailer, illustrates the significant challenges network 

contracts business models present to workers’ collective power (Smith, Monea, and Santiago 

2023, xii, xv). Since its inception in 1994, the company has grown steadily into a global 

“everything store” (Stone 2013). While Amazon sells some goods under its own label, it mainly 

operates as a platform for third-party sellers. Amazon’s quick and direct delivery to customers’ 

doorsteps creates an intimate and direct relationship with buyers, fostering consumer attachment 
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and dependency on Amazon (Culpepper and Thelen 2020, 269).3 The platform’s success is 

attributed to its sophisticated logistics delivery and distribution network (Williams 2020). Goods 

flow through Amazon’s fulfillment centres, sortation centres, delivery stations, cross-docks, and 

customer-returns centres (hereinafter: warehouses), each link structured for flexibility to prevent 

bottlenecks (Alimahomed-Wilson and Ness 2018; Barthel 2019).  

Amazon’s logistic and e-commerce strategy positions it at the forefront of contemporary 

platform capitalism, where the “battle for the future of work is increasingly being fought” 

(Delfanti 2021, 17). Its recruitment and employment policies combined with its transnational 

network make it difficult for its delivery and warehouse workers to exercise their power 

resources by taking collective action. First, Amazon undermines workers’ structural power by 

“locating its fulfilment centres in economically underdeveloped regions, where many employees 

have few alternatives to working for Amazon” (Boewe and Schulten 2019, 11). Second, by 

employing racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse workforces with different migration 

statuses on diverse (albeit all precarious) contracts, it diminishes workers’ associational power 

(Alimahomed-Wilson 2020, 69; Kassem 2023; Fuchs Dannenberg, and Wiedemann 2021). Third, 

by organising its supply chain to make individual workers and single warehouses 

interchangeable, it further reduces workers’ associational and structural power. A combination of 

advanced robotics technology (Kassem 2023), deskilling,  intense workplace monitoring 

(Gutelius and Pinto 2023), and overstaffing warehouses when there is a threat of labour unrest 

undermine workers’ ability and willingness to engage in concerted action (Barthel 2019, 68; 

GMB Interview4). Moreover, even if workers overcome these obstacles to strike, Amazon’s 

 
3 While some goods sold on Amazon by third-party sellers are delivered directly, this article focuses on Amazon 
delivery and distribution. 
4 Amanda Gearing, Senior Organiser, GMB Union, Birmingham and West Midlands Region. Interview by Hila 
Shamir, via Zoom. 15 March 2024 (GMB Interview). 
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supply chain redundancies ensure that any individual node is easily replaceable, allowing 

fulfillment through other means (Vgontzas 2020, 119-121). As Kassem (2022b, 443) explains: 

“Amazon sees its workers and warehouses as interchangeable. While it can easily replace its 

manual labour through pitting permanent and temporary workers against each other this logic is 

extended to its decentralised network of warehouses marked by no clear choke points”.    

Despite attempts by Amazon and lead firms in supply chains to weaken workers’ power 

resources, some commentators suggest that the network-of-contracts business model may afford 

workers, and logistics workers in particular, with new power resources (Flecker 2024, 163–164; 

Mendonça and Adascalitei 2020). While Amazon attempts to reduce choke points5 as much as 

possible, some researchers claim that choke points in supply chains are unavoidable, allowing 

logistics workers like Amazon warehouse workers to retain their structural power (Alimahomed-

Wilson and Ness 2018, 3). Indeed, in the context of Amazon’s US distribution network, Potiker 

et al. (2024, 3) identify fulfillment centres and airfreight facilities in three locations that “offer 

the potential for maximum disruption along Amazon’s supply chain”, although they note that 

workers’ associational power in these locations is lacking as there are no union organising drives. 

To mobilise their structural power to block the flow of goods through the chain, logistic workers 

must develop associational, institutional, and societal power (Nowak 2021, 6; Flecker 2024, 

164).  

Organizing unions in Amazon workplaces is particularly challenging because the 

platform giant is anti-union (TSS 2019; Boewe and Schulten 2019). Amazon uses its scale and 

global reach to “forum shop” for jurisdictions that permit it to avoid recognising and bargaining 

 
5 Choke points are specific locations (ports, highways, or warehouses) or elements (information systems or 
regulatory processes) within a supply chain where the flow of goods, materials, or information is particularly 
vulnerable to disruption (Alimahomed-Wilson and Ness, 2018). 
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with unions (TSS 2019, 7). While workers’ different power resources are interdependent, 

institutional power has been critical in restricting Amazon warehouse workers’ ability to mobilise 

their associational and structural power resources against their employer. Indeed, in a legal 

context in which “workers cannot become members of unions without their employment being 

terminated, it is rather difficult to talk about institutional power” (Kassem 2023, 160). As we will 

see, the Make Amazon Pay campaign is an attempt to develop societal power resources to 

compensate for workers’ lack of institutional power in key jurisdictions.  

 

4.2 Make Amazon Pay: the transnational campaign  

The last decade witnessed global resistance to Amazon’s labour practices and environmental and 

economic impacts. An active domestic and transnational coalition of Amazon workers and their 

allies have deployed strikes, protests, and collective action, turning the Amazon warehouse into a 

“laboratory of resistance” (Boewe and Schulten 2019, 10). The transnational campaign against 

Amazon began in Germany with a strike in Bed Hersfeld in 2013 (Kassem 2023, 66, 87, 92). 

This strike led to years of shop floor industrial action in Germany and spurred a growing global 

coalition. Since 2014, UNIGlobal Union (an international umbrella association of service 

employees) has been involved in coordinating Amazon workers. It convenes the global Amazon 

Alliance, which has grown from a few German and US unionists to include 23 unions from 19 

countries (Goldman 2023, 140-141).  

Workers in Poland and Germany also established the grass roots Amazon Worker 

International (AWI), which expanded to other European countries (France, Spain, and the UK) 

and the US (TSS 2019, 5; Heikkilä 2020; Goldman 2023, 140-141). A transnational alliance of 

workers, the AWI (2017a), was established to, among other things, prevent Amazon from 
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minimising the impact of strikes by transferring distribution to another country. In April 2017, 

the AWI helped organise their first transnational collective action, known as “Safe Package,” in 

which workers in France, Germany, and Poland strictly followed the health and safety 

regulations in the fulfilment centres, thereby slowing down the work (AWI 2017b). In the same 

year, the first coordinated strike was declared on one of the busiest shopping days of the year in 

Amazon's largest market, the US – the Friday after Thanksgiving, or “Black Friday”. Black 

Friday and Prime Day (an annual sales event Amazon hosts) strikes became one of the 

campaign's annual focal points. The strikes and protests drew public attention to, and engaged 

allies with, Amazon’s harsh labour practices (MAP 2017).  As local struggles against Amazon 

erupted in warehouses in Poland, Spain, France, Italy, the UK, and the US, workers and unions 

joined with other progressive groups to form a transnational coalition (Boewe and Schulten 

2019, 10; TSS 2019). The AWI used concerted action to activate both dimensions of its societal 

power resources.  

In November 2020, UNIGlobal Union joined with Progressive International, a civil 

society organization seeking to “unite, organize and mobilize the world’s progressive forces” 

(Progressive International 2024), to launch the “Make Amazon Pay” campaign (Boewe and 

Schulten 2019, 14; UNIGlobal 2023). The campaign began on Black Friday in 2020 with 

organised actions at Amazon warehouses around the world (Progressive International 2020). The 

campaign was designed to bring together a “planetary worker-activist coalition of unions, 

environmentalists, and citizens around the world”, exercising “the only power that can meet the 

force of transnational capital: solidarity” (Gelderblom 2020). It has three main goals: to make 

Amazon pay fair wages for its workers, pay its taxes, and pay for its impact on the planet (MAP 

2024). Campaign tactics include international days of action, industrial action, information 
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sharing, awareness raising, and lobbying of politicians to address Amazon’s harmful corporate 

practices. It also attempts to cultivate solidarity between workers and consumers in the Global 

South and the Global North, and support organizing and policy efforts in Brazil, Colombia, 

Chile, India, and South Africa, for example. While it maintains a steering committee aimed at 

developing a shared strategy, the campaign functions as a loose coalition of organizations in 

which members can decide their strategies and actions (UNIGlobal Interview6).  

The campaign has developed into a coalition of more than 80 organizations (including 

unions and civil society organizations from the Global North and South concerned with the 

environment, racial and global justice, as well anti-monopoly and tax equity) and over 400 

parliamentarians (MAP 2024). This coalition has enabled the campaign “to operate in 

kaleidoscopic fashion, draw on many different angles at the same time, while still having 

everything revolve around this central idea of making Amazon pay” (Progressive Interview).7 

Since the initiation of the campaign in 2020, four global days of action have been organised. On 

November 27, 2023, the most recent Black Friday, strikes and protests, which were small, took 

place in over 30 countries (MAP 2024). The campaign has also created opportunities for 

international exchange and has convened international summits for unions and other allied 

organizations and parliamentarians (UNIGlobal 2023). Perhaps the campaign’s greatest 

achievement lies in its attempt to use Black , which tended to be small,  and Prime Day strikes to 

mobilise discursive power to expose Amazon’s position in the global economy and 

 
6 Nick Rudikoff, UNIGlobal campaigns director. Interview by Hila Shamir, via Zoom. 7 March 2024 (UNIGlobal 
Interview). 
7 Casper Gelderblom, formerly Make Amazon Pay Coordinator, Progressive International. Interview by Hila Shamir, 
via Zoom. 14 March 2024 (Progressive Interview). 
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“problematize it in a way that appeals to a kind of intuitive sense of justice from different 

perspectives” (Progressive Interview).  

The campaign’s impact on Amazon workers is difficult to measure. Much has depended 

upon whether local labour laws enable workers to mobilise their associational power. In France 

and Italy, because Amazon was required to recognise and negotiate with unions, Amazon 

workers achieved collective agreements. In Germany, strikes and shopfloor mobilisation enabled 

Ver.di (Germany’s second largest union with around two million members) to use the legally 

mandated works councils to enhance Amazon workers’ associational power to improve their 

working conditions (UNIGlobal Interview; Kassem 2022b, 445; Kassem 2023, 157; Boewe and 

Schulten 2019). In other countries where workers are organizing and putting pressure on 

Amazon, more frequent wage increases, extra bonuses during peak seasons, and improved 

occupational health and safety have been reported (TSS 2019; Kassem 2022a; Boewe and 

Schulten 2019, 11).  

The Make Amazon Pay campaign attempts to combine workers’ associational power with 

discursive and coalitional power to enable workers to mobilise their structural power through 

concerted action. As the former Progressive International Coordinator explained “some of the 

barriers that existed in the past for ‘workers of the world’ to unite do not exist today. 

Communication problems between workers [are] resolved through […] social media providing 

means of communication, and more importantly, workers are materially related in closely knit 

value chains. Make Amazon Pay tries to make use of this shift to support global worker power” 

(Progressive Interview). The campaign also attempts to persuade policymakers to increase 

regulatory requirements and oversight over Amazon’s practices (UNIGlobal interview). Despite 

these ambitions, so far, the campaign has mostly strengthened societal power resources. 
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The key challenge Amazon’s warehouse workers face is scale. Amazon operates on a 

global basis, while trade unions are rooted in national economies, market regulations, and labour 

laws that shape their structural, associational, and institutional power resources. Although the 

Make Amazon Pay campaign contests power and mobilises resources across the global scale of 

corporate power and the national scale of union power, coalitional power resources have not 

been able to activate workers’ distinctive associational and structural power resources as 

workers. As a result, the transnational coalition’s power is limited, but, as the UNIGlobal 

interviewee explained, “a viable campaign strategy” should not be discounted “when you are 

fighting a consumer-facing multi-national who does not care about workers but cares about its 

reputation… Make Amazon Pay helps drive that reputational fear and will hopefully force them 

to change” (UNIGlobal Interview). The campaign draws on coalitional power to amplify the 

discursive claim that Amazon is a bad employer. As yet, however, the campaign has not brought 

about wide-scale disruptions to Amazon’s supply chain. 

 

4.3 Striking the Giant8 

Strikes exemplify the scalar mismatch between workers’ and corporations’ power resources. 

While members of the Make Amazon Pay campaign see the strike to foster workers’ solidarity 

and to make Amazon take notice and change its labour practices, a key challenge has been 

coordinating such action on a transnational basis. Although Amazon is a global actor with 

considerable transnational mobility that enables it to avoid unions and minimise the impact of 

strikes, unions are shaped by national political economies and the domestic legal regimes that 

regulate their organising and strike efforts (UNIGlobal Interview; Barthel 2019, 70). To illustrate 

 
8 Adapted from Transnational Strike Platform (2019), Strike the Giant! (TSS 2019). 
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this point, we explore Amazon warehouse workers’ attempts to strike and organise in three 

European countries.  

Germany has a long tradition of centralised corporatist industrial relations. Its legal 

regime is hospitable to workers’ collective power, including constitutional protection for freedom 

of association and industrial action. Yet, German labour law does not include mechanisms to 

compel employers to recognize a representative union and enter into a collective agreement, and 

therefore unions rely on their power resources to achieve this result (Mundlak 2020, 65-69). 

While Amazon has accommodated to the presence of workers’ councils in its operations in 

Germany, it has not signed a collective agreement in any of its warehouses. Although the 

German union Ver.di has organised various types of strikes and collective action over the years, 

and through its intense organizing gained power in Amazon workers’ councils (UNIGlobal 

Interview), it has not yet achieved representative status, making Ver.di’s Amazon warehouse 

organising campaign “the longest labour dispute” in the country’s history (Boewe and Schulten 

2019, 9).   

Amazon has used its global scale and geographic flexibility to limit workers’ power 

resources. In 2014, Amazon responded to labour unrest in Germany by opening its first 

warehouse in Poland, close to the German border. Amazon was able to pay workers in Polish 

warehouses a fraction of what German workers earn and avoid the level of labour action endured 

in Germany because the requirements to engage in protected strike activity are much stricter 

under Polish law, which requires at least half of the workers to vote in support of the strike 

(Kassem 2023, 84, 87; TSS 2019, 10). By moving to Poland, a proximate jurisdiction with 

restrictive strike laws, Amazon weakened German workers’ structural power resources. While 

this led Amazon workers to develop transnational associational power, labour laws still restrict 
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how, when, and against whom workers can exercise their structural power. Amazon also 

exploited existing vulnerabilities in German unions’ institutional power resources by employing 

workers under seasonal and temporary contracts that do not provide job security during peak 

periods. In this way, Amazon decreased workers’ structural power by making them easier to 

replace and undermining the potential for collective action during periods when workers have 

greater leverage (Kassem 2022b, 480; Barthel 2019).  

In Sweden, a social democracy that provides strong institutional power resources to 

support workers’ associational power resources, Amazon had to take a different path to avoid 

bargaining with a trade union (UNIGlobal Interview). When it entered the Swedish market in 

2020, Amazon understood that it would be difficult to defeat a union that sought to be recognised 

as the bargaining representative of its warehouse employees. Thus, Amazon decided to 

subcontract its logistics apparatus in Sweden to a global transport and logistics firm (Kuenhe 

Nagel), which had a collective agreement with the relevant Swedish union (Feathers 2020). In 

this way, Amazon was able to say that, even in Sweden, it is not a party to a collective 

agreement. 

The UK’s legal regime is more restrictive of strike action and less hospitable to union 

recognition and collective bargaining than either Germany or Sweden (Kassem 2023, 93). For 

over a decade, the General, Municipal, Boilermakers and Allied Trade Union (GMB) has 

struggled for recognition as the employees’ bargaining representative in several UK Amazon 

warehouses (Boewe and Schulten 2019, 28-31). The GMB’s efforts to organise Amazon’s 

warehouses and to strike exemplify the way that institutional power can inhibit workers’ 

associational and structural power resources.  
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In the UK, there are separate procedures with many requirements a union must meet to 

take industrial action and to be recognised as a bargaining agent.  Both procedures require a 

ballot, which in turn requires the union to meet specified thresholds for voter participation and 

voter approval. While the first GMB attempts in 2019 to organise workers and become certified 

as their bargaining agent in the Amazon fulfillment centre in Rugeley failed,9 in late 2022, a 

group of workers at the Coventry fulfillment centre contacted GMB for assistance with their 

unofficial strike action (GMB Interview). The union organised a ballot to enable the warehouse 

workers to take protected industrial action. Although it succeeded in obtaining the required 

number of votes in favour of a strike, the GMB was buried under an avalanche of legal 

requirements (such as providing detailed information about union membership, conducting a 

postal ballot, and providing strike notice) before it could call a protected strike. The GMB lost its 

first postal ballot in November 2022 by three votes. Realising the need for greater outreach, 

detailed explanation of the ballot process, and translating ballot information into the twelve 

languages spoken by the fulfillment centre’s largely migrant workforce, the GMB organisers 

made a second attempt. In a January 2023 ballot, the GMB met the threshold:  63.7 per cent of 

the workers voted with 98.3 per cent casting votes in favor of the strike (GMB Interview).  

Although the GMB obtained a mandate for the first strike action against an Amazon 

warehouse in the UK, UK labour law required the union to provide Amazon two-weeks’ notice 

before taking action. Amazon used the notice period to hire and train temporary workers to serve 

as strikebreakers. Nonetheless, the GMB held a 24-hour strike, and subsequently authorised over 

30 days of strike action. The union increased its membership and filed for recognition in the 

Amazon Coventry fulfillment centre. In response, Amazon hired approximately 1500 additional 

 
9 GMB and Amazon, Central Arbitration Committee (CAC) Case No. TUR1/1111/2019, Acceptance Decision (5 
July 2019). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cac-outcome-gmb-amazon-4/acceptance-decision. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cac-outcome-gmb-amazon-4/acceptance-decision
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workers, which undermined the union’s ability to win the recognition vote. The union narrowly 

lost the recognition vote; 50.5 per cent of the workers rejected the GMB. Under UK labour law 

the GMB is prohibited from applying for recognition as the representative of the Coventry 

workers for three years after losing the ballot.  

Despite these setbacks, the GMB’s organising campaign spread to other fulfillment 

centres and strikes have occurred (Butt 2024). Under UK labour law, the GMB faces an uphill 

battle in gaining recognition and achieving a collective agreement with Amazon. However, the 

union believes that enhancing workers voice, representation, and power in the workplace will 

nonetheless lead to significant improvements in Amazon’s workplace practices (GMB 

Interview).  Indeed, shortly after the GMB lost the recognition vote, which followed several 

disruptive strikes, Amazon announced that it would increase its minimum pay rates for UK 

workers by 9.8 per cent (Stewart 2024). The labour movement is also pressing the new Labour 

government to make good on its election promise to increase unions’ institutional power by 

revising labour law to make it easier for unions to obtain recognition and to go on strike. The 

GMB has further lobbied for procurement legislation that would require public authorities to 

procure goods and services from unionised workplaces (Stewart 2023), which is way of 

developing institutional resources to circumvent limitations in collective labour law.  

Commenting on the role of the transnational campaign, the GMB organiser said it is 

useful for workers to feel part of a global movement (particularly for migrants who see protests 

in their home countries) and for unions to feel they are not alone and to learn about Amazon’s 

global strategy. However, she emphasised that the GMB’s main power resources are the workers’ 

structural and associational power, which are embedded in the UK’s political economy. She is 

hopeful that the international coalition behind Make Amazon Pay may be able to devise 
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strategies that will activate the logistic workers’ structural power resources by coordinating 

strikes in the three to four key fulfillment centers in Europe. She elaborated that in the UK, “we 

could give notice for strike; in Germany they don’t need to so they can strike without notice. 

That will have an impact. We are trying to get that on the table and the transnational campaign is 

open to that” (GMB Interview).  

This call for a more coordinated strategic global industrial action in supply chain choke 

points may represent the next step of the Make Amazon Pay Campaign. To develop in this way, 

the campaign will need to analyse Amazon’s supply chains and logistics networks and be 

“strategic about where you focus your organizing efforts and ultimately your strikes and 

disruptive capacity” (UNIGlobal Interview). Identifying warehouses on either side of national 

borders in Europe as “weak links”, a former Progressive international coordinator explained “if 

you directly target those, through a cleverly organised transnational strike, then you’re actually 

going to have material impact on Amazon, and that’s of course where things start to hurt so that 

you can force the other side to the negotiation table. That’s the holy grail” (Progressive 

Interview). However, our analysis of strike law and this case study suggest that to achieve this 

ambition, workers need to strengthen their transnational associational and structural power 

resources and develop the institutional power resources to support transnational strike action.  

 

5 Conclusion 

Using power resources as a prism to analyse the Make Amazon Pay Campaign and the three 

national vignettes highlights the significance of the national legal regime in which workers 

engage in strike and collective action. The Make Amazon Pay campaign represents a formidable 

effort to transcend jurisdictional restrictions by cultivating global solidarity among workers and 
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their allies. However, since workers lack the institutional power resources to engage in 

transnational collective action, the campaign’s impact to date is limited to providing discursive 

and coalitional power resources, which fall short of offering a comprehensive transnational 

response to counterbalance capital’s global reach.  

  For workers to be able to contend with the patterns of supply and production under 

platform and supply chain capitalism, a revitalised law of strikes is required, one that addresses 

the need for workers to mobilise their associational and structural power resources 

transnationally. The Amazon case study underscores the inequality of workers’ versus capitals’ 

power resources when production, distribution, and services are organised transnationally and the 

role that national strike laws play in fragmenting workers’ associational and structural power 

resources. It also illustrates how workers and unions utilise discursive and coalitional power to 

compensate for the legal constraints on how and when they can exercise their associational and 

structural power resources to address practices by transnational global supply chains and 

platform mega-firms that have undermined workers’ traditional nationally based power 

resources.  
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