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This paper assesses new, independent, and previously unpublished data on labour protests in Russia over the period 2008-2018 and argues that the political economy of workplace protest in Russia is undergoing a significant change. The argument evaluates ‘signalling theories’ (e.g. McAdam) and shows how the relationship between the state, employers, trade unions, and workplace protests have to be re-interpreted in the context of the economic crisis. An analysis of current dynamics of Russia’s workplace protests needs to be situated and contextualised in terms of the protests’ motivations and specific dynamics, especially given their unofficial character. We ask: what motivates workers’ protests in workplaces that are dispersed across industry and geography and what are their initial motivations? We need to know how workers interpret their environment and what conceptions inform their actions. 
The argument is based on a robust database of previously unpublished data, established through careful data mining and coding. In Russia the regulation of strike activity has rendered strikes virtually impossible, and statistics therefore measure a phenomenon that has been regulated out of existence. In this situation it is more robust to expand the phenomenon in question to one of workplace conflict or protest, and collect incidences from independent media/organisations. Our empirical basis is firm-level data across over 10 years of monitoring which has resulted in more than 3,000 cases. The data differentiate between a wide range of issues that triggered and underlie workplace protests as well as the relations between 35 different actors (and their environment) over the course of the respective conflicts. 
An emerging literature has pointed to the rise in informal protests. Our findings explore this shift, from trade unions in large industrial enterprises to the rise of spontaneous protests by unorganised workers (up to 56% of all recorded protests in 2017). Moreover,  we find that authorities become more involved, employers less; that protests have risen in the informal economy and budget sector at the expense of industry. Equally, the form of protests has shifted to a range of informal, political, and extra-regional strategies. 
We argue that, as recession and austerity normalised in-work precarity for the majority of the population, the political process of workplace protest has changed: fully accepting that the industrial relations system is dysfunctional workforces appeal directly to the authorities, bypassing industrial relations actors and institutions. The de-politicisation of the Russian industrial relations system has thereby turned against itself as it has fuelled over-spilling spontaneous protests whose strategy consists exactly in politicising the conflict. This does not mean that trade unions are passive. Yet, rather than trade unions signalling to workers that strikes would be supported, it is public opinion that provides the key political opportunity structures for spontaneous protests. The continuing economic crisis and austerity have transformed the informal economy from a voice and exit option to one that constitutes a dead end. We argue that the economic crisis and de-politicisation of industrial relations have laid the social and political foundations for a convergence of economic and social interests in workplace protests. 
