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INTRODUCTION 

0.1  The world of work: constant change 

No doubt about it: the world of work is in constant change. The struggle to survive in 

increasingly globalized markets contorts enterprises everywhere as they strive to ful-

fill the rapacious needs coming out of shareholder interests, consumer tastes and the 

twists and turns of governmental regulation. In the private sector, companies seem to 

be caught in an almost perpetual spiral of restructuring across value chains whereas 

in the public sector new forms of public management challenge disrupt and ultimately 

reshape public services. Information technology (IT) and digitalization are forceful en-

ablers here but neither have yet proved decisive in finding widely acceptable ways to 

cope with the simultaneous crises posed by climate change, migration, the negative 

effects of trade wars, Brexit, or the ever-present threat of renewed global recession.  

Labour markets in particular have come under pressure. In most European countries 

the share of wages (the ‘labour share’) in the national product is falling. All over Eu-

rope labour markets are increasingly polarized with high rates of youth unemploy-

ment persisting alongside precarious short-term contracts for many of those young 

workers fortunate enough to be in work. Even in fairly prosperous countries large 

parts of the middle classes are increasingly subject to both job uncertainty and decreas-

ing real wages. A new ‘working poor’ cohort has arisen as low-paid service and man-

ufacturing jobs have outstripped the expansion of well-paid, knowledge-based occu-

pations. 

Across Europe, the type of restructuring of workplaces that has taken place and the 

changes in work organisation this has wrought have contributed to societal polariza-

tion. On the one hand, especially in the tertiary sector, the intensification of work can 

be observed with notorious disadvantages for many administrative, sales and 

transport workers. On the other hand, successful efforts to create innovative, sustain-

able and inclusive organisations have offered a countervailing option. It is with this 

latter vision that the authors of this book identify. In our view competitive advantage 

can be generated and sustained through work organisation built on socio-technical 

systems design, where social dialogue and the involvement of employee representa-

tives in decision-making are central to any change process. Achieving human organi-

sational change along these lines is not a utopian view but one based on evidence se-

lected from our collective experience. That this experience is grounded in the eco-

nomic, technological and social realities of the present day is illustrated by the case 

studies we include throughout the chapters that follow hereafter. Our central message 

is that common sets of analytical and process tools are available that can be used to 

bring about sustainable work organisations and decent jobs.  
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0.2  The European Employee Support Network (EESUN) and the contrib-

utors 

This book been written by members of the European Employee Support Network 

(EESUN) which was established in 1996 as a co-operation between small, independent 

labour consultancy firms and labour research institutes across Europe. Currently 

EESUN has members in Austria, France, Germany, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden 

and the United Kingdom. Their activities as external experts supporting mainly em-

ployee representatives are based on the socio-technical research and intervention tra-

dition (sometimes called ‘action research’) on the one hand and on the European social 

dialogue agenda on the other. In the five countries we highlight in this book, the use 

of external experts as labour consultants developed out of labour legislation and/or 

collective labour agreements in the 1970s and 1980s.  

The EESUN partners from France (ARETE), Germany (BIT), the Netherlands (STZ), 

Sweden (ATK) and the United Kingdom (TURU, Ruskin College) have decided to 

combine their experiences from four decades of involvement in organisational change 

and social dialogue to produce this book. CV’s of the main contributors have been 

included in an Appendix. The book largely draws upon their experiences and those of 

their colleagues as labour consultants, in a variety of sectors advising trade unions, 

Works Councils and other employee representatives, and in some cases, joint manage-

ment-union projects. Key issues here have been the introduction of new technologies; 

organisational change; job quality and occupational safety and health; redeployment; 

work-life development, and dealing with demographic change. All of the contributors 

have additionally been active in national and European research projects ranging 

widely over collective bargaining, employee representation, technology and work or-

ganisation, and labour market policies. The issues and debates covered in this book 

reflect all of this joint experience.  

Reflections on these experiences together with joint EESUN research and training pro-

jects and related discussions in the Network have enabled descriptions and compari-

sons of intervention methods to help formulate common ideas on how to tackle new 

challenges. These include, in no particular order: the intensification of work and in-

creasing risks for occupational safety and health; globalization and value chain restruc-

turing; privatisation and liberalization of public services, and the ageing of the labour 

force. 

0.3  Trade unions and labour consultants: four decades of change  

In the last forty years, reorganisation and restructuring have become more or less per-

manent features of workplaces throughout Europe -- not only in private enterprise but 

in public services as well. In a consequence, the concerns and priorities of trade unions 

in Europe have changed. Traditional themes have not disappeared but new ones have 

emerged and gained in importance and priority. These pressures and the trade union 

responses they have generated, have impacted strongly on labour consultancy prac-

tices when it comes to shaping the consequences of change. To illustrate how these 
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relationships evolved over time, we have divided four decades in a rather schematic 

way to enable a brief description of each period’s characteristics. 

In the 1980s, the introduction of computer technology shocked the tertiary sector. In 

all the five countries covered in this book the computerization of banking, insurance, 

commerce (retail and wholesale) and transportation became subject to intense public 

debate. Trade union and government reports predicted major changes in employment 

levels, job quality, occupational safety and health, career prospects, working time, and 

pay and grading. Data protection and privacy issues also entered the debate. The un-

ion movement invested substantially in raising awareness among its own member-

ship, politicians and the general public as to the likely societal effects of this early wave 

of informatics. In most cases they assessed the effects as likely to be fairly dramatic. In 

consequence, the European trade unions put ‘negotiating technological change’ and 

entering with employers into technology agreements at the core of their bargaining 

priorities (Evans 1982, 1985).  

Both national and international union bodies developed collaborative approaches to 

influence the adoption of new technologies at company and workplace levels. Such 

approaches provided unions with some leverage to strengthen the position of em-

ployee representatives and thus to shift ‘the control of frontiers’ (Levie and Moore 

1984). Following the pioneering work of their Scandinavian colleagues, unionists 

across Europe became acutely aware of the importance of the early disclosure of sub-

stantive information concerning the consequences that change processes would have 

on the organisation and quality of work. The Scandinavian practice of calling on ex-

ternal experts to support this new approach stimulated the establishment of advisory 

units within individual unions (as in Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK) and 

prompted the growth of independent labour consultancies. Indeed, as regards the 

‘homes’ of four of the current book contributors, the late 1970s and the mid-1980s 

marked the start of their labour consultancies, ARETE, ATK, BIT, and STZ. The fifth, 

the Trade Union Research Unit (TURU) in the UK had begun earlier, in 1971, when the 

UK’s biggest union at the time (the Transport and General Workers Union, TGWU) 

had commissioned two academics at Ruskin College to provide economic analysis for 

wage negotiations at Ford UK.  

It is worthwhile noting here that the 1970s and early 1980s saw new or revised co-

determination legislation being implemented in France, Germany, the Netherlands 

and Sweden. The UK, by contrast, only had in the 1970s what turned out to be a brief 

flirtation with a version of co-determination (see more detailed Chapter 8). This new 

legislation enlarged and underpinned the options for employee representatives to in-

fluence technology and work organization. For example, ARETE (1983), while taking 

stock of practices in France and elsewhere of informing, consulting and involving em-

ployees as regards the introduction of IT, connected that with perspectives the new 

legislation might offer and also with ideas about workplace democracy that became 

prevalent in trade unions across Europe. If such democracy was to gain substance that 

would require greater influence of employees on their quality of work. 
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During the 1990s, a number of labour consultancies took on a more definite profes-

sionalized shape. Their assignments now included large and lengthy change projects 

while they also began to serve employee representatives in groups of companies. Two 

trends coincided here. First of all, trade unions made efforts to scale up their ‘influenc-

ing early’ approaches moving from single companies and public services to sectors 

and sub-sectors. In the second place, technologies became more standardized and 

were introduced simultaneously across sectors connecting companies, for example 

with logistic information systems. The advance of the Internet, in the course of the 

1990s, gave a further boost to this technological integration and triggered the need for 

specialized resources to advise employee representatives. Also since across Europe 

only a few technology agreements were negotiated, labour consultants became heavily 

involved in efforts to secure labour’s input into change trajectories. Sometimes this 

was only a brief assignment, but in other instances their involvement was lengthy and 

spread out over several years. 

As the 1990s progressed, technological and organisational change, already logically 

connected, got further intertwined -- often in complex ways. Alongside intensified in-

ternational competition a dominant neo-liberal political ‘wave’ increased the pressure 

in liberalized economies to realize immediate shareholder value. This saw enterprises 

deploying Anglo-Saxon governance and profit models that prioritized short-term 

gains and cost reductions. The strategic knock-on effects included the formation of 

business units and the outsourcing of ‘non-core’ activities that soon became known as 

‘offshoring’ when it involved the crossing of national borders. Jointly with the strive 

for a single European market these forces pushed a raft of mergers and acquisitions 

across Europe from 1995 onwards. At the same time they triggered spin-offs and fran-

chising practices. At workplace level, the pressure mounted towards process optimi-

zation with reorganisations aiming at ‘lean production’ very much the order of the 

day.  

The need to manage these complexities and their accompanying uncertainties gener-

ated a market for books (and management consultants) that offered structured ap-

proaches and, in some instances, glib promises to managers in the frontline of change. 

The Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) approach, for instance, devised by Michael 

Hammer developed into a bestseller (cf. Hammer and Champy 1993) and was well 

received by many such managers. At the same time though, books and journal articles 

appeared that integrated the drive for ‘competitive advantage’ with a more ‘people-

centred’ approach. They included the upgrading of training and skills development 

while emphasizing job security (cf. Pfeffer 1994) – laying the foundations for a major 

stream in human resources management (HRM). Most labour consultants aligned with 

this latter approach. 

The 2000s witnessed a range of spectacular events in the economy linked to develop-

ments in technology, market deregulation and the growing power of financial institu-

tions. Most notably in the US between 2000 and 2002 quite some Internet-based com-

panies who had speculatively capitalized on the growth of the world wide web (the 
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‘dot-com bubble’), went bankrupt. It would not be the last bubble to burst in this dec-

ade. In Europe, between 1999 and 2002 the creation of a single ‘regulatory space’, gov-

erned by the European Central Bank (ECB), and the launch of the Euro prompted in-

stitutional change. These particular pressures were overtaken and supplanted by the 

serious financial crisis of 2007-08 that spilled over from the US to the rest of the world. 

A chain reaction engulfed the American financial system as the bursting of the ‘hous-

ing bubble’ brought down the banks and financial institutions who had fuelled spec-

ulative mortgage lending in the US. Swiftly the financial systems of Europe and the 

other developed regions were drawn into the mess. As we now know, a total collapse 

of the global banking and financial system was only narrowly avoided (cf. Tooze 2018). 

Part of the price for bailing out and shoring up the financial sector was soon seen all 

over Europe as unemployment increased massively while income inequality grew. In 

Chapters 1 and 2 we elaborate further on these developments. 

The economic crisis inevitably also left marks at the work organisation level where 

work-related stress and psychosocial risks came to the fore. Assignments for labour 

consultants to help tackle these risks grew in importance. In the course of the 2000s 

trade unions in all five countries raised the fight against psychosocial risks at work to 

higher positions on their priority lists. Across countries, these actions showed some 

commonality in particular targeting the need for multinational enterprises (MNEs) to 

revise top-level decision-making where investment plans where apt to generate high 

pressure for change and consequently high stress levels. To date though MNEs have 

generally shielded strategic decision-making from the counter-ideas that employee 

representatives and labour consultants have developed at operational levels. 

In the 2010s Europe slowly recovered from the worldwide crisis. In sharp contrast, 

major MNEs flourished and increasingly took the role as coordinators of international 

trade away from the control of nation states. They emerged as the drivers of global 

value chains. This domination together with the existence of the EU and the Eurozone 

prompted a surge in foreign investment, with offshoring to Eastern Europe being par-

ticularly prominent. Slightly later, a few US- and China-based operators of digital plat-

forms rose up to become ‘technology superstars’ -- pushing through a major transfor-

mation of competition, work organisation and employment relations. Notwithstand-

ing their superstar or ‘digital innovator’ status, the likes of Google, Amazon, Microsoft, 

Facebook, Uber, Alibaba and Tencent soon reminded the world that sweated labour 

practices had not gone away. As we will argue in Chapter 6, the related rise of the so-

called ‘gig economy’ may herald further negative impacts on the world of work in the 

not-too-distant future. 

Moreover, further digitalization, the arrival of 5G mobile networks, the Internet of 

Things, Big Data analytics, artificial intelligence (AI), and advanced energy technolo-

gies are sure to affect the ways in which work is both carried out and organized. If 

anything, such developments suggest that reorganisation and restructuring at the 

workplace will remain the order of the day. Their consequences may become even 

more pronounced when projected against the constraints of an ageing population and 
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above all the need for radical moves towards a green and sustainable economy. Seen 

in this light, the challenges for trade unions, employee representatives and labour 

consultants are likely to involve tackling several connected issues, namely: skills and 

competence development; redeployment; physical working conditions; the prevention 

of psychosocial risks, and data protection. Undoubtedly the largest challenge remains 

how to facilitate, in different economic and political contexts, sustainable work with 

decent conditions for the workforce as a whole. 

0.4  Organisation of the book 

The book is organized as follows. 

Chapter 1, Change and industrial relations in Europe; A societal background, covers the vi-

cissitudes of one of the sources of inspiration of EESUN: the European social dialogue. 

The chapter reports on the difficult conditions arising for trade unions in the economic 

crisis in particular when austerity policies throughout Europe became dominant. It 

charts developments in trade union density, collective bargaining coverage, unem-

ployment, income inequality, and the size of investment from abroad. Finally the chap-

ter introduces the industrial relations settings in the five countries we are most con-

cerned with in this book. 

Chapter 2, Restructuring going global, focuses on the background of restructuring pro-

cesses in and between companies. The chapter distinguishes five forms of restructur-

ing against the backdrop of ‘going global’ and suggests options for trade unions and 

other employee representatives as to how to organize countervailing power and de-

velop strategies mitigating the consequences of restructuring. In doing so we pay in 

particular attention to the functioning of the European Works Councils (EWC’s). 

Chapter 3, Public sector restructuring under new management, goes into the somewhat 

neglected subject of restructuring in the public sector. Implications of New Public 

Management (NPM) as an important part of the neo-liberal project, as well as related 

deregulation and privatisation processes, for the employed in this sector are discussed. 

The chapter specifies the various shapes NPM has taken on in the five countries before 

considering their effects on the functioning of organisations and the quality of the ser-

vices rendered to citizens. We argue that the return of social dialogue in the public 

sector is long overdue. 

Chapter 4, A changing labour market; New competence demands and the management of 

change, exposes the wave of structural changes resulting in a newly shaped labour mar-

ket. Notable factors such as employability, competence development and redeploy-

ment management are discussed as important assets in changing labour markets. 

Cases show good practice when these issues have been put at the centre of the social 

dialogue at company level, and emphasize the practical importance of timing and ad-

equate time horizons. 

Chapter 5, Managing the demographic challenge, charts the challenges and dilemmas of 

policies aiming to keep older workers in employment. Demographic statistics and case 
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studies indicate the need for ‘age-proof’ organisations with age management at organ-

isational and individual levels. We discuss the evidence that improving both working 

conditions and social environment will benefit older workers. 

Chapter 6, Work organisation and the intensification of work in the service sector, details a 

multifactorial explanation for the ongoing intensification of work in this sector. It de-

picts the search for new ways to organize work, contrasting management philosophies 

(BPR, lean management, agile organisation) with new forms of organisation (call cen-

tres, ‘open space’ or ‘flex’ offices, telework, gig economy). Case studies here illustrate 

the continuous tension between participation and control. 

Chapter 7, New challenges for healthy work: work-related stress and risk assessment, sets out 

the methodological bases upon which the assessment of work-related stress and re-

lated interventions can be built. The chapter shows statistical evidence on the practice 

of psychosocial risk management in the five countries scrutinized and presents assess-

ment and intervention practices of EESUN colleagues.  

Chapter 8, Labour consultancy: A country overview, presents brief economic profiles of 

the five countries; overviews of the national legal contexts relevant for labour consul-

tancy assignments, in particular concerning employee representation and concerning 

working conditions, and overviews of the national markets for labour consultancy. In 

doing so, this chapter prepares the ground for the final Chapter 9. 

Chapter 9, Towards good practice in shaping future change, emphasizes the importance of 

social dialogue within change management processes. Based on the experience of the 

authors of this book and the case studies described in the various chapters, a synthesis 

of good practices is put forward to assist in reconciling management and labour inter-

ests in change processes.  

The Chapters 2 to 7 all conclude with sections presenting good practice suggestions. 

These suggestions focus largely on the level of the work organisations at issue, either 

private companies or public services, before widening out to focus on connected insti-

tutions and policies. This fits in with the centre of gravity of the assignments of labour 

consultants. Our good practice suggestions are mainly based on the respective book 

chapters but we also considered ‘external’ cases, checklists and handbooks (European 

Commission 2009; Tengblad et al. 2009; De Bruyne and Ramioul 2006; Huzzard et al. 

2004; Van Klaveren 1991). Chapter 2, on Restructuring going global, starts with basic 

good practice recommendations. In the following five chapters we add suggestions 

specifically linked to their respective contents. Section 9.3 of our final Chapter 9 con-

nects the headlines of Chapters 2 to 7 to the briefly presented good practice recommen-

dations. 

We finished this manuscript by December 29, 2019. In early January 2020, when we 

started the final editing we were unaware of even the existence of the Coronavirus or 

COVID-19. At this point, three months later, the Coronavirus outbreak has caused 

thousands of deaths and has brought large parts of the economy and social life in Asia, 

Europe, North America and Australasia to a standstill. Moreover, on a global scale the 
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worst may be still to come. In these circumstances we wrote a Postscript as to conclude 

our work with some considerations regarding effects of the Coronavirus pandemic 

that connect with the themes we cover. 

Appendix 1 contains five case studies that are more detailed elaborations of cases that 

appeared earlier in the book. CV’s of the main book contributors can be found in 

Appendix 2.  

All links to websites have been checked by 29-12-2019. 
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CHAPTER 1. CHANGE AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS IN EUROPE: A 
SOCIETAL BACKGROUND 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of economic and social change in the European 

Union to provide context for the developments at the organisational level we discuss 

in subsequent chapters. We devote special attention to the social partnership perspec-

tives elaborated in both EU-wide agreement between the social partners and in suc-

cessive European Treaties. Such moves indicated that EU institutions, seemingly at 

least, recognized that developing comprehensive social partnerships would be crucial 

to achieve their ambition of combining economic efficiency and competitiveness with 

a better quality of work and work-life balance. Although this objective has latterly be-

come rather diluted in European policy-making, it remains a prime mover insofar as 

much of the practice of labour consultancy throughout Europe has been concerned. 

Thereafter, we focus on industrial relations both in the EU as a whole and more par-

ticularly in the five countries that most concern us in this book. To this end, we exam-

ine the development of crucial indicators such as trade union density; collective bar-

gaining coverage, and the share of employees covered by multi-employer agreements. 

In order to understand the pressures that have driven the changes taking place at in-

dustry, firm and workplace levels we also review: the constraints placed by European 

governance on national policies; increases in unemployment; falling real wages; grow-

ing income inequality; imbalances across countries and, of particular relevance here, 

the expansion of multinational enterprises (MNEs) at a time of weakened trade union 

influence. Finally, we detail some features of national industrial relations in the five 

countries. 

1.2 The social partnership perspective and European initiatives 

At the time of writing, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and the United 

Kingdom were all members of the European Union, although the ‘Brexit’ process to 

enable the UK to leave the EU, was in its final phase. In 1958, France, Germany and the 

Netherlands were among the six ‘founding fathers’ of what was then known as the 

European Economic Community (EEC). In 1973, the UK joined the EEC, and with the 

EU’s 1995 enlargement, Sweden also entered the club. The European Union has typi-

cally been engaged in a machine for generating the convergence of living and working 

standards across many policy fields. From very early on until the beginning of the 

2000s, the Union has generally been a supportive force for social dialogue and the co-

ordination of collective bargaining whether at national or industry levels, the latter 

commonly labelled as multi-employer bargaining (MEB). Based on an EU social part-

ners’ agreement of 1991, the Treaties of Maastricht (1992) and Amsterdam (1997) 

adopted specific ‘social dialogue’ provisions. The European Social Dialogue (ESD) en-
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visaged constructive dialogues taking place between management and employee rep-

resentatives at multiple levels, including the firm, establishment and workplace. To 

this end, EU Directives have helped to shape a wide variety of work-related issues 

throughout Europe, such as working time and parental leave, collective redundancies, 

and the transfer of undertakings (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2008; see also Chapter 2).  

Evidence that the European institutions recognised the importance of social partner-

ship had seemingly arrived in the unequivocal endorsement given by the European 

Commission’s Green Paper Partnership for a New Organisation of Work in April 1997. In 

the wake of this publication, several EESUN members organised national events bring-

ing together labour, business and government representatives to discuss the implica-

tions arising from this Green Paper. However, the Commission did not follow up this 

path-breaking document with any substantial decision-making. Indeed, apart from the 

Directive 2002/14/EC that established a framework for informing and consulting em-

ployees in the EU, the Commission remained silent for quite a while on how social 

dialogue at organisation level could be advanced. It was not until November 2017 

when the European institutions (Commission, Council and Parliament) jointly pro-

claimed that the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) would include “Support for 

increased capacity of social partners to promote social dialogue” that the importance 

of social dialogue was reaffirmed. It still remains to be seen how this high-level pledge 

and ‘new start’ will work out. 

1.3 Deteriorating conditions for collective interest representation 

1.3.1 Job quality in broad perspective 

Although not binding on national governments, the EPSR may be seen as a renewed 

effort at strengthening the social dimension of the EU. The available data indicate that 

such an initiative is much needed. The outcomes of the Job Quality Index (JQI), for 

instance, calculated using the five-yearly European Working Conditions Surveys 

(EWCSs) by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 

Conditions (hereafter: Eurofound or ‘Dublin Foundation’) are informative here. Leav-

ing wage issues out (see below, section 1.4.3), the JQI includes five dimensions of work: 

forms of employment (the share of workers in temporary jobs and of part-time workers 

who could not find full-time jobs); working time and work-life balance; working con-

ditions; skills and career development, and collective interest representation which in-

cludes trade union density (TUD) and collective bargaining coverage (CBC). The im-

pact of the crisis on the average scores for these five dimensions is reflected in a de-

crease for the EU28 as a whole in 2010 compared to the position posted in 2005. Alt-

hough there was some recovery between 2010-15 the 2015 average was still lower than 

the 2005 average. For the UK a considerable decrease in both periods has to be noted, 

whereas the overall 2015 outcomes for the other four countries we scrutinize returned 

to the 2005 level (Piasna 2017). We now focus on collective interest representation -- a 

factor of particular relevance for the activities of labour consultants. 
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1.3.2 Trade union density and collective bargaining coverage 

Well before the outbreak of the 2007-08 crisis, declining trends in trade union density 

and the erosion of collective bargaining were evident across Europe. Between 2001 and 

2007, average trade union density for 23 of the 28 current EU member states subject to 

the WIBAR3 research project –including all larger countries 1-- fell from 33 to 28.5%. 

Although this decline has slowed somewhat more recently, overall union density de-

creased to 23.5% in 2016. Business also became less organised but the density of em-

ployers’ organisation fell more slowly, and with an average of 49% in 2016 remained 

at more than double the level of union density. The figures on the spread of collective 

bargaining reflect the sustained pressure exerted by employers and their organisations 

to advance the decentralization of industrial relations practices throughout Europe. 

The coverage of collective bargaining fell slightly between 2001 and 2007 but from then 

on dropped steeply, on average covering only 48% of all employees in the 23 EU coun-

tries by 2016. Two years earlier, in 2013/14, only 39% of all employees were covered 

by multi-employer agreements (MEB) (for WIBAR3 outcomes, see Van Klaveren and 

Gregory 2019).  

Table 1.1 and Figure 1.1 (both next page) detail developments in trade union density 

and collective bargaining coverage between 2001 and 2016 for the five countries under 

scrutiny here together with averages for the 10 CEE (Central and Eastern Europe) 

countries and the 23 EU countries as a whole. The table for the five countries only also 

adds data on the share of wage-earners covered by MEB. Clearly, after 2001, union 

density fell across the board except in France where it was already at a very low level. 

By contrast, bargaining coverage remained high in France due to the prevailing system 

of mandatory extension that extends collective labour agreements (CLAs) to all em-

ployees in the industry concerned. The existence of a mandatory extension system, 

although subject to thresholds, also explains the continuously high Dutch coverage. 

Conversely, the more limited German extension system did not prevent the erosion of 

collective bargaining coverage over the period. Sweden and the UK, countries without 

extension mechanism, showed a decline albeit at different levels and rates of change. 

Between 2007 and 2016, union density fell by 8% overall for the five countries we are 

most interested in, 17% in the 23 EU countries, and by as much as 30% for the 10 CEE 

countries. The corresponding decreases in collective bargaining coverage were respec-

tively 4%, 23% and 42%. 

As regards multi-employer bargaining, France, the Netherlands and Sweden all main-

tained fairly high coverage levels, but in Germany multi-employer agreements cov-

ered only a small majority of wage-earners by 2016. The UK, as can be seen, is an out-

lier here with multi-employer bargaining having virtually disappeared. In part this 

reflects the trend towards single employer or company-level bargaining (SEB) which 

began in the late 1960s in the UK’s private sector, and more recently the breakup of 

 

1  Excluded were Cyprus, Croatia, Greece, Luxembourg and Malta. 
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MEB that followed on from the major privatisations carried out in the UK in the 1980s 

and 1990s. 

Table 1.1 Trade union density, collective bargaining and multi-employer coverage in 

five countries, CEE-10 and 23 EU countries, 2001-2007-2016 

 

Trade union density 

Collective bargaining 

coverage 

Covered by multi-

employer agreement 

2001 2007 2016 2001 2007 2016 2001 2007 2016 

France 11 11 11 97 98 98 93 96 85 

Germany 24 20 17 68 61 56 61 53 51 

Netherlands 21 19 17 84 79 79 71 74 70 

Sweden 78 71 67 94 91 90 75 79 80 

United Kingdom 29 27 24 35 34 26 7 5 1 

CEE-10 26 20 14 45 43 25 x x x 

Average 23 EU c. 32.9 28.5 23.5 65.4 62.7 48.2 x x x 

Sources: 2001 and 2007: Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019, and sources detailed therein; 2016: TUD and 

CBC: website OECD.stat; MEB: own calculations based on sources for Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019 

x insufficient data 

Figure 1.1 Trade union density and collective bargaining coverage in five countries 

and CEE-10, 2001-2007-2016 

 
Sources: 2001 and 2007: Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019; 2016: OECD.stat 

In some EU member states decreasing trade union density and collective bargaining 

coverage was plainly linked to political interventions aimed at scaling back employees’ 

negotiating rights. Indeed, in the UK under successive Thatcher administrations such 

deliberate ‘institutional destruction‘ took place. In most EU countries, however, the 

decentralisation of industrial relations and the weakening of organised labour hap-

pened without such overt political interference. Moreover, the relationship between 

‘Europe’ and developments in national industrial relations was mostly rather indirect 

albeit that there were growing pressures on the European social model. The low level 

of integration between the national and European organisations of workers and em-

ployers alike also had an influence here. For example, mutual policy inputs and feed-

back between national union (con)federations and single unions on the one hand and 

their European ‘peak’ organisations (ETUC, and at industry level the European Trade 

Union Federations, ETUFs) on the other hand, have remained rather weak. Such links 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

trade union density

2001

2007

2016

0

20

40

60

80

100

collective bargaining coverage

2001

2007

2016



23 

are even weaker on the employers’ side. BUSINESSEUROPE, the employers’ European 

peak organisation, has no sectoral dimension to its structure. Also, national represen-

tation structures, industrial relations traditions and wage-setting systems across the 

EU have remained highly diverse, and continue to complicate and frustrate the coor-

dination of collective bargaining at European level. 

At the individual level, consecutive years of membership losses have generated vi-

cious downward spirals that trade unions have found difficult to counteract. In many 

instances less membership means less paid officials, invariably causing already under-

resourced union constituencies to suffer losses in strategic and professional support. 

Small unions are particularly susceptible to such negative spirals and union mergers 

rarely seem to bring any long-lasting relief. Indeed, it has been argued that the increase 

in membership and policy heterogeneity that commonly follows on from a union mer-

ger together with the ‘regular’ hardships organisational integration often entails, may 

be linked with concurrent membership decline (Undy 2008). Experience with the after 

effects of major union mergers in Germany and the Netherlands coming through at 

the turn of the century by and large confirms this thesis. Moreover, two of the current 

authors found, with the exception of the transport and telecoms industry, that a 

smaller number of unions per industry conferred no clear advantages throughout Eu-

rope insofar as enhancing TUD, CBC and MEB were concerned (Van Klaveren and 

Gregory 2019: 50). Finally, the mergers of major unions may also have a knock-on ef-

fect on the services, bargaining power and political influence of related union (con)fed-

erations (cf. Ebbinghaus 2003). For example, in the Netherlands a straight line can be 

drawn between the merger of four major unions of the FNV confederation in 1998 and 

the subsequent restructuring of the FNV in 2013-15 into a federation with a hybrid 

structure, composed of sectors of the three large founding unions and the direct rep-

resentation of a larger number of smaller unions.  

1.4 Crisis and recovery 

1.4.1 Political and economic choices: Keynes versus austerity 

Within a few years of its outbreak in 2007, the financial crisis developed into the Great 

Depression. The dominant policy response in the EU was to replace Keynesian de-

mand-side economics --intended to maintain purchasing power-- with a supply-side 

macroeconomic policy. This completed the shift in the political economy away from 

the Keynesian frameworks that had been predominant for much of the post-war pe-

riod. Under the influence of supply-side protagonists, national governments turned to 

policies of austerity and ‘structural reforms’ with a view to increase their country’s 

competitiveness. This policy move was promoted throughout the EU with new forms 

of economic governance allowing much stronger supranational influence on national 

policies. The groundwork for ‘restoring competitiveness’ through interventions in 

wage-setting had been carried out a decade earlier, in 1998-2002. By then a single ‘reg-

ulatory space’ was created to embrace the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) and 

the European Central Bank (ECB). Progressive researchers and trade unionists alike 
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have subsequently argued that since the ECB’s only target is price stability, it invaria-

bly ignores the need to maintain purchasing power and employment levels. This con-

trasts sharply with the Federal Reserve (Fed) in the US, which has a dual mandate for 

price stability and maintaining employment (Tooze 2018: 99). Similarly, the design of 

the EMU built in the assumption that in the event of economic shocks, industries and 

companies would carry out reductions in labour costs in order to generate the condi-

tions needed to improve national competitiveness.  

The assumption that a single currency would make the balance of payments irrelevant 

between the eurozone countries, was soon seen to be false. Once a eurozone country 

became dependent on large capital inflows and in the absence of a fiscal union, any 

sudden contraction of such inflows would rapidly cause (or aggravate) an economic 

crisis. This happened in Greece, Portugal and Spain (Wolf 2014). Added to this it was 

also evident that the new forms of European governance and the increasingly neo-

liberal orientation of the European Commission combined to tighten the constraints 

on progressive national expenditure options such as on sectoral or regional policies. 

Against the backcloth of such developments, the ability of the trade union movement 

to exercise meaningful influence on the processes of change was always going to be 

problematic (already envisaged by Booth et al. 2001). It was further undermined by the 

persistent pressures applied by dominant European policy makers and the New Public 

Management movement, for further privatisation or liberalisation of public services 

(utilities, transport) and greater flexibilization of labour markets. There was ample tes-

timony of their belief that the removal of ‘institutional obstacles’ would yield benefits 

even though that belief was weakly underpinned with hard evidence. For example, 

the supply-side prescriptions to remove employment protection legislation these pol-

icy makers imposed on member states did not stimulate employers’ hiring efforts. In 

fact, the reverse was the case in the indebted countries of southern Europe where less 

employment protection contributed to the growth of more non-standard and precari-

ous employment (cf. Heyes and Lewis 2014). 

The actions taken in 2012 by the European Commission under pressure from the 

‘Troika’ (European Commission, ECB and International Monetary Fund [IMF]), on 

wage-setting primarily in Greece, Portugal and Ireland but also in Spain and Italy have 

been described as a “frontal assault on multi-employer bargaining” by industrial rela-

tions experts (Keune 2015). These five countries had to carry through significant cuts 

in public sector wages as the condition for receiving financial support from the Troika. 

In other EU countries too, the wages of public sector employees were ‘easy targets’ for 

authorities trying to bring down their spending. In addition, many European govern-

ments reduced the level or duration of social benefits. Taken together, decreasing so-

cial spending, falling income taxes and wage moderation in the private sector trans-

lated into falling domestic demand. In most EU countries this contributed to a ‘second 

dip’ in their Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita in 2012-13 -- after the major fall 

in GDP’s that shocked all of Europe in 2009.  
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1.4.2 Crisis recovery and unemployment 

It is no surprise that the EU-wide decline in demand also resulted in massive increases 

in unemployment. Between mid-2008 and mid-2014 the average EU unemployment 

rate increased from 7.6% to 10.2%. In these six years, the number of officially registered 

unemployed in the EU rose from 17 million to over 26 million. Only from 2014 on-

wards, could an across the board decrease in unemployment be seen. However, three 

caveats are appropriate here. First, as Table 1.2 and Figure 1.2 show, large differences 

in the development of unemployment could are discernible across the five countries 

under scrutiny. Germany is clearly an exceptional case since its unemployment rate, 

high before the crisis, shows a continuous fall right through to 2019. Similarly, but less 

spectacularly, unemployment rates in the Netherlands and the UK had by 2019 fallen 

below pre-crisis levels. By contrast, in France and to a lesser extent also in Sweden 

unemployment has remained relatively high. 

Table 1.2 Development of unemployment rates (%) in five countries and EU, 2005-

2019 

 2005 2008 2011 2014 2017 2018 2019 

France 8.9 7.4 9.2 10.3 9.4 9.1 8.5 

Germany 11.2 7.3 5.8 5.0 3.8 3.4 3.1 

Netherlands 5.9 3.7 5.0 7.4 4.9 3.8 3.3 

Sweden 8.2 6.2 7.8 7.9 6.7 6.3 6.7 

United Kingdom 4.6 5.6 8.1 6.1 4.4 4.0 3.8 

EU-27/28 9.7 7.0 9.7 10.2 7.6 6.8 6.3 

Source: Eurostat une_rt_m 

Figure 1.2 Development of unemployment rates (%) in five countries and EU, 2005-

2019 

 
Source: Eurostat une_rt_m 

Second, high levels of youth unemployment have continued to persist. Academic ex-

perts and community practitioners have pointed to the mounting evidence of such 
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implications for social cohesion. Figure 1.3 shows the youth (below 25 of age) unem-

ployment rates for the five countries featured in this book. 

Figure 1.3 Development of youth unemployment rates (younger than 25 of age, %) in 

five countries and EU, 2005-2019 

 
Source: Eurostat une_rt_m 

We can see that youth unemployment rates have followed trends broadly similar to 

overall unemployment and that some welcome improvements can be observed dating 

from 2013-14. However, youth unemployment rates have remained much higher than 

those for the aggregate unemployed. In France and Sweden these rates have recently 

stuck at about 20%, or 2.4 and 3 times the respective overall rates in these countries, 

whereas the youth rates in the other three countries were consistently double the over-

all rates. 

A third point we should note here concerns the significant increases in flexible and 

highly vulnerable employment that have been posted in France, Germany, the Neth-

erlands and the UK over this time period. There is overwhelming evidence that these 

forms of employment are largely taken up by new entrants to the labour market – 

many of whom are young persons taking their first steps into paid employment. In 

Chapter 4 we elaborate on these developments; suffice it to say here, the poor quality 

of many of these jobs, typified as they are by low pay and contractual insecurity, is 

hardly compensation for young people who have already been hit by the failures of 

successive governments to deal with persistently high levels of unemployment.  

1.4.3 Crisis recovery and wage pressure 

Under the conditions described above, progress to reverse the decrease in wage levels 

was sluggish in western and southern Europe between 2008 and 2012 and wages have 

remained under pressure. For instance, as recently as 2018, the level of average real 

wages for eight EU countries could still be seen to be below the level achieved in 2009. 

The UK, for example, posted a fall in real wages of minus 1% for the period 2009-2018. 

However, the Netherlands over this same period showed some real wage growth (3%), 

as did France (7%), Germany (11%) and Sweden (13%) although when calculated on a 
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yearly basis these were still quite low figures of just over 1% or less (ETUC/ETUI 2019: 

50). In the main and in sharp contrast, top income earners in most European countries 

have rapidly found ways to buck these trends and boost their earnings. With the slug-

gish recovery in middle and lower wages this has inevitably led to a widening of in-

come inequality. 

The development of labour productivity as a base for sustainable real wage growth, 

has been problematic for many EU states and has been a clear contributary factor to 

their slow recovery from the crisis. Over the period 2008-2017, the average growth in 

labour productivity in the EU slowed substantially. In these years real wage growth 

lagged behind this already stagnating productivity trend in 15 out of 28 EU countries. 

The five countries we are concerned with in this book, however, partly diverged from 

this general trend. Over the period 2008-2017, Germany and Sweden posted real wage 

growth of 8 and 6%points respectively above productivity growth, and in France wage 

and productivity increases were at the same level. However, in the Netherlands and 

the UK real wages lagged by 3 and 5% points respectively behind productivity growth 

(ETUC/ETUI 2019: 51). 

Over a longer time period, from 1980 onwards, wage growth in the five countries we 

have highlighted in this book, has consistently tended to lag behind productivity 

growth leading to a decrease in the overall share taken by wages (the ‘labour share’) 

in the gross national product (GNP): see Figure 1.4 (next page). The labour share aver-

aged for the five countries decreased from 70.4% in 1980 to 64.8% in 2018. The excep-

tion was the UK, where the share has remained fairly constant from an already low 

66% posted in 1980. An extensive body of research attempting to explain this phenom-

enon has pointed first and foremost to the weakening of labour’s bargaining power. 

Amongst other things, this has been attributed to the shrinkage of employment in the 

traditionally rather well-unionized manufacturing industries. The corresponding em-

ployment growth in the services sector with its large physical dispersion and units of 

much smaller size has not provided much by way of compensation either in terms of 

union recruitment or collective bargaining opportunities (cf. Milanovic 2016: 104-105; 

see for the shift in employment section 2.2). More recently the declining labour share 

has been analysed as one characteristic of the emergence of a ‘finance-dominated cap-

italism’ (Stockhammer 2013, Judzik and Sala 2013). Some researchers have added fur-

ther refinement for the EU28 countries emphasizing that the declining share has re-

sulted from the effects of weakened trade unions and ‘financialisation’ coinciding with 

neoliberal government policies and retrenchment of the welfare state (cf. Barradas 

2019). Others have for advanced economies focused on the implications of offshoring 

for the lowering of labour’s bargaining power and the consequent reduction of the 

labour share (Dao et al. 2017; see section 2.3.2). 
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Figure 1.4 Development of labour shares in GDP in five countries, 1980-2018 

 
Source: EC, AMECO - ECFIN Database. Note: Germany 1980-1990 = West-Germany 

For the five countries under scrutiny, Table 1.3 (next page) displays figures on the 

personal income inequality for 2005-2015, while below that table Figure 1.5 shows the 

division over the three main categories for 2015. We can see that the recovery from the 

crisis of 2007-08 has made very little impact on income inequality. Indeed, during and 

after the crisis Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden, often labeled as exemplary 

welfare states, all saw income inequality on the rise, with the top-10% income earners 

taking larger shares whilst those in the bottom half of the income distribution lost out. 

In the Netherlands, for example, the share of the top 10% on balance increased by a 

full 2%points while that of the bottom 50% fell by the same percentage. The pictures 

for Germany and Sweden were quite similar although in 2015 the Swedish distribution 

remained less unequal than the other four. Also, wage inequality continued to be low 

in Sweden (see Chapter 8). According to these figures, Germany had by 2015 arrived 

at a remarkably unequal personal income distribution that matched the level of ine-

quality in the UK. 
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Table 1.3 Income inequality in five countries and EU: pre-tax shares of top 10% and 

bottom 50% earners, 2005, 2010, 2015 

 Share of top 10% Share of bottom 50% 

 2005 2010 2015 2005 2010 2015 

France 33.5 32.6 32.6*) 21.9 22.3 22.5*) 

Germany 34.1 35.0 35.1 22.5 21.6 21.1 

Netherlands 26.6 26.2 28.6 26.1 26.4 24.0 

Sweden 26.9 27.1 28.1 30.0 27.7 27.2 

United Kingdom 35.1 31.6 35.0 20.7 22.5 21.7 

European Union 33.1 32.6 33.6 21.6 22.1 21.8 

Source: World Inequality Database 

*) 2014 

Figure 1.5 Income inequality in five countries: pre-tax shares of top 10%, middle 10-

50%, bottom 50% earners, 2015 

  
Source: World Inequality Database    XX = top 10%       XX = bottom 50% 

Eurofound researchers have added that for Germany and Sweden in particular but 

also to some extent for the other three countries, real incomes at the very bottom of the 

distribution (the lowest 20% incomes) stagnated the most. Unemployment was an im-

portant driver here (Fernández-Macías and Vacas-Soriano 2017). In France, the income 

distribution became slightly more equal: the top 10% lost share and the bottom 50% 

gained slightly. The UK’s position was somewhat similar except that the top-10% share 

in the end remained virtually unchanged whereas in the 2010s the position of the bot-

tom half showed some improvement.  

All these figures show the income distribution before taxes and income transfers have 

been taken into account. Such factors of course can have some redistributive effects. 

However, since the mid-1990s these effects have declined in the majority of OECD 

countries 2 and particularly in Sweden and Germany. Although conversely in France, 

 

2  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is an 
organisation of 36 countries headquartered in Paris. Members outside the current EU 
are Australia, Canada, Chile, Iceland, Israel, Japan, New Zealand, Mexico, Norway, 
South Korea, Switzerland, Turkey, and the United States. 
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the Netherlands and the UK we can see small positive effects. Overall, lower personal 

income taxes combined with less progressive tax rates were the influences at play here 

(Causa et al. 2018). Moreover, the concentration of wealth, that is, the ownership of eco-

nomic capital, as shown by among others Thomas Piketty (2014) and Anthony Atkin-

son (2015) is high in OECD countries and has been growing in the last two decades. 

Currently wealth inequality is about twice the level of income inequality. According 

to various databases the shares of the top 10% most wealthy persons in the net house-

hold distribution of wealth were 50-55% for France; 60-65% for Germany; 55-70% for 

the Netherlands, and 50-60% for the UK (Balestra and Tonkin 2018; no data available 

for Sweden).  

1.4.4 Persistent imbalances 

In Europe, the economic crisis cannot be decoupled from the persistent economic im-

balances that were manifest across EU countries in the 2000s. In that decade, the gap 

increased between those countries posting a current-account surplus and those record-

ing a deficit. The governments of the first group, led by Germany along with the Neth-

erlands and the Nordic countries, had followed an export-led growth strategy. Accord-

ing to mainstream views shared by the European Commission, the deficit nations 

lacked competitiveness in the first years of the crisis because their labour costs were 

‘too high’. However, most deficit countries saw hardly any improvement in their cur-

rent-account situations after following Commission and IMF policy prescriptions to 

cut wages and reduce other social costs. 

Furthermore, after the crisis the respective country positions did not change. For ex-

ample, for 2019 The Economist (December 21, 2019) forecasted current-account sur-

pluses of 9.4% for the Netherlands, 6.6% for Germany and 3.5% for Sweden, against 

deficits of 0.9% for France and 4.3% for the UK. The persistent nature of this situation 

has strengthened the credibility of alternative explanations for these unchanging im-

balances. Such explanations emphasize that non-price factors have influenced compet-

itiveness, notably, the quality and innovative content of products and services. They 

also underline the importance of maintaining domestic purchasing power (cf. Van 

Klaveren and Schulten 2015: 179). It seems likely that these imbalances, along with 

stagnating real incomes, have fueled the feelings of discontent with European policies 

that have been evident among growing layers of the EU’s population with Southern 

European ‘debt countries’ to the fore. The Brexit vote in the UK and the ‘Gilet Jaunes’ 

demonstrations in France can also be seen as manifestations of this societal discomfort. 

1.5 Multinational expansion and declining union influence 

The formation of EMU and ECB and the creation of the Euro(zone) also accelerated 

developments in the business world. To some extent, in the 1980s and 1990s manage-

rial anticipation of the EU’s single regulatory space had already made room for many 

cross-border mergers, joint ventures and acquisitions. Large multinational enterprises 

(MNEs) split their European structures away from their global governance systems. 
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The launch of the Euro and subsequent steps towards EU corporate governance, in-

cluding the European Works Council (EWC) Directive (1994, revised in 2009), the Eu-

ropean Company Statute Directive and the 13th Takeover Directive, further promoted 

an EU-wide level playing field for multinationals. 

Although case studies showed that EWC’s had, by the early 2000s, provided workers 

with some countervailing power (cf. Weiler et al. 2004), employee representatives 

throughout the EU soon recognised that MNEs were using their European structures 

to refine benchmarking and ramp up productivity comparisons. This inevitably pitted 

plant against plant and worker against worker, most notably in the manufacturing 

sectors. At the same time MNEs, when considering their investment strategies, increas-

ingly deployed their enhanced ability to play national and regional authorities off 

against each other as they indulged in what was dubbed ‘regime shopping’. Neither 

increasing international trade union cooperation, nor the activities of a growing num-

ber of EWCs have been effective in counteracting these practices (see section 2.4.3 for 

more on EWC’s). 

Within the EU, collective bargaining was most strongly constrained where the coordi-

nation of bargaining levels was already weak, namely, in the CEE country group and 

in the UK. The dominance of MNEs and foreign investment (FDI) on the one hand and 

the weakness of trade unionism on the other were the crucial contributary factors in 

the CEE countries. After the Fall of the Berlin Wall (November 1989) and the systemic 

changes of 1989-90, FDI grew quickly in the four Visegrád countries: Poland, the Czech 

Republic, Slovakia and Hungary. These countries offered foreign investors relatively 

cheap but skilled labour combined with legal stability, privatisation and attractive in-

centives. In particular, Germany-based MNEs capitalised on these opportunities. The 

accession to the EU of eight CEE countries in 2004 (followed by Romania and Bulgaria 

in 2007 and Croatia in 2013) can be seen as institutional acts that completed the eco-

nomic integration process of the 1990s. In that decade the trade unions in the CEE 

countries, who had formerly acted as ‘transmission belts’ for the policy of the com-

munist parties, had to re-invent themselves as independent bodies. Whilst the 1989-90 

changes created a basis for autonomous collective bargaining, the steps towards such 

bargaining were often prescribed in a top-down manner with little regard for the local 

rank-and-file workers and their interests. Also, officials in the rebranded unions natu-

rally had very little experience of collective bargaining in a market economy (cf. 

Galgóczi 2017). 

Recent figures illustrate the resulting imbalances in power relations between business 

and labour in particular in the 10 central and eastern EU countries (CEE-10). Currently, 

in this country group foreign MNEs dominate employment in major parts of the labour 

market, both in manufacturing and in services. Table 1.4 and Figure 1.5 (both next 

page) show the percentages of employment by foreign-owned MNE affiliates in four 

industries for the five countries under scrutiny and the CEE-10 country group, in 2008 

and 2016. Clearly, in 2016 for the CEE-10 country group foreign-owned companies 
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employed more than half of all workers in metal and electronics manufacturing (M & 

E), three in every ten working in retail and over four in every ten in the ICT industry. 

Foreign MNEs also had considerable employment shares in the Netherlands, Sweden 

and the UK, in metal and electronics manufacturing, retail and ICT. These shares were 

even larger in transport & telecoms (T & T). than those posted in the CEE-10 countries. 

In France and Germany, home to large MNEs in all four sectors, the FDI shares were 

lower, both in 2008 and in 2016, though were still considerable in metal and electronics 

and ICT. Between 2008 and 2016, foreign employment shares increased notably in 

Dutch and Swedish metal and electronics, and also in Dutch transport & telecoms. 

Remarkably, in these eight years the employment shares of foreign MNEs in ICT de-

creased in all five countries scrutinized while showing strong growth in the CEE coun-

tries. The relocation of IT services from Northwestern European countries to the Baltic 

region or elsewhere in Eastern Europe (‘near-shoring’, see section 2.3.1) likely has been 

a major contributory factor here. 

Table 1.4 Shares of employment (%) by foreign-owned MNE affiliates in four sectors 

and five countries, CEE-10 and EU, 2008 and 2016 

 

Metal and 

electronics 

manufacturing 

Retail ICT Transport & 

telecoms 

2008 2016 2008 2016 2008 2016 2008 2016 

France 34 28 13 11 20 18 6 7 

Germany 17 20 6 7 21 16 8 8 

Netherlands 27 30 13 17 24 23 24 28 

Sweden 32 40 19 20 33 26 24 19 

United Kingdom 36 37 19 20 36 31 21 23 

CEE-10 49 55 21 30 32 43 13 18 

EU-28 29 32 15 17 26 29 12 15 

Sources: 2008: Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019; 2016: Eurostat, SBS and Inward FATS data 

Figure 1.6 Shares of employment (%) by foreign-owned MNE affiliates in four sectors 

and five countries, 2008 and 2016 

  
Sources: 2008: Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019; 2016: Eurostat, SBS and Inward FATS data 
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For organised labour, the expansion of MNEs has naturally called for the deployment 

of effective oppositional power. However, basic data show that such a deployment 

was mostly hard to achieve. For example, by 2016 trade union density in the 10 CEE 

countries had fallen to an average level of 14% while collective bargaining coverage 

had decreased on average to 25%. Trade unionists here have been confronted with 

declining practical means and diminishing legal opportunities to counteract these neg-

ative trends. In retail and wholesale and in parts of the transport sector in particular, 

wages and conditions in MNEs have showed no clear positive effects (so-called spill-

overs) on wages and conditions in smaller firms. This situation was by no means re-

stricted to the CEE country group but could also be found in Western Europe. In food 

retail in Germany and the Netherlands in particular the continuation of the wage pres-

sure trend that already had become visible in the early 2000s was ever present (Carré 

et al. 2010; Van Klaveren et al. 2015; Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019). 

1.6 Industrial relations in the five countries: varying conditions for so-

cial dialogue 

In spite of the way EU Directives have tried to shape European frameworks, substan-

tial differences across countries remain in industrial relations at all levels – and this is 

certainly true in the five countries in the Northwestern ‘corner’ of Europe we focus on 

here. The conditions for creating and maintaining the social dialogue at the different 

levels of industrial relations have therefore varied considerably. That said, employee 

representation throughout these countries has, in the main, been assured by two chan-

nels: either through elected Works Councils or through union representatives. Some 

industrial relations systems have combined both types; France being an obvious ex-

ample. At company level, trade unions in Germany and the Netherlands have not en-

joyed an official status; instead Works Councils have played important roles. In both 

countries, however, trade unionists have mostly been dominant in the councils, and 

majorities of council members to date have been unionized. The position in Sweden is 

even clearer in that trade unions have held a monopoly on the representation of em-

ployees.  

In the UK, statutory rights were given to employee representatives under health and 

safety laws introduced in the 1970s although in practice most health and safety repre-

sentatives have been union members and activists. However, for other workplace rep-

resentation and collective bargaining purposes the UK relies upon voluntary arrange-

ments. Thus, the roles of local representatives (frequently called ‘shop stewards’) are 

specified according to a voluntary recognition agreement. Collective bargaining arises 

where a recognized union agrees the procedure for pay negotiations with an employer. 

The voluntary nature at the heart of the British industrial relations practice stands in 

sharp distinction to the practice elsewhere in the EU (except for Ireland which follows 

a path similar to the UK). 

Many cases presented throughout this book illuminate the ways in which labour con-

sultants have operated in (and sometimes across) their respective countries. Chapter 8 
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provides an overview of the legal context, industrial relations and market conditions 

that confront labour consultants in the five countries studied. Taken together, the cases 

and this overview confirm that, in spite of European legal frameworks, the formal con-

text for their assignments differed widely across countries -- and continues to differ. 

Moreover, beyond formal rules and structures, the ‘quality’ of industrial relations at 

company and workplace level is also of major importance. That quality also varies 

considerably. Sweden and France represent two extremes: on the one hand a co-oper-

ative climate and on the other an industrial relations environment characterized by 

opposition and mistrust. The lack of mutual recognition between the social partners in 

France explains, to quite an extent, the strong interventionist role taken by the French 

government in industrial and social matters as well as the dominance of very formal 

procedures in French industrial relations. In contrast, the experience of ATK in Sweden 

suggests that in general the social partners have a consensual view on how to deal with 

organisational and structural change. As a result, organisational change has mostly 

been a rather smooth process – although with variations, depending on the sector and 

on whether or not national or foreign ownership prevails. 

Regarding ‘quality’, German and Dutch industrial relations at company level tend to 

resemble those in Sweden, though in both Germany and the Netherlands considerable 

differences across sectors can be seen. In both countries at the lower end of the labour 

market, in industries like retail, catering/hospitality and cleaning, the development of 

industrial relations has been far from harmonious. In recent years a growing number 

of strikes could be noted here (AIAS-ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter, 2015-2019). 

At company level in the UK the purely voluntary basis of collective bargaining means 

collective agreements are binding in honour rather than law. On the face of it, this 

gives the social partners some room for manoeuvre in terms of bargaining agendas 

with the potential for qualitatively enriched negotiations. However, with some notable 

exceptions, bargained agreements in the UK have tended to be narrowly focused on 

pay and working time with scant attention paid to any wider work organizational is-

sues. Furthermore, sectoral collective agreements in the British private sector were 

phased out from the 1960s onwards as the UK led the rest of Europe in decentralizing 

collective bargaining in the private sector. Industrial relations in the British public sec-

tor by contrast were until recently dominated by national or sectoral bargaining ar-

rangements. However, the raft of privatisations from the late 1970s and early 1980s 

(covered in Chapter 3) paved the way for a significant weakening of such agreements. 

It may be added that, although trade unions have agreed partnership agreements with 

a number of UK companies (which in many ways echo the social dialogue approach 

long practised in many EU countries), such relationships between union and manage-

ment have remained relatively rare. 

A recent research project on which two of the current authors reported, rated the rela-

tionship between management and trade union at company level in 23 EU member 

states. This analysis focused on the largest five companies (as regards employment) in 

five key industries namely: metal and electronics manufacturing; wholesale; retail; 
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ICT; and transport and telecoms. The resulting average ratings for 25 companies per 

country give a flavour of industrial relations at company level in these countries. They 

also indicate the potential for negotiated or co-operative change as advocated in this 

book. Among the five countries under scrutiny, Sweden scored the highest average 

rating (3.22) followed by the Netherlands (3.10), France (2.98) and the UK (2.96). Ger-

many’s rating ended up much lower (2.84), but in that country the individual company 

outcomes showed a much larger spread (standard deviation) than the more coherent 

picture of Sweden and the Netherlands. In large French, German and British compa-

nies cooperative relationships could be traced as well but these were less common 

(Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019: 127). 
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CHAPTER 2. RESTRUCTURING GOING GLOBAL  

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we briefly analyse how the restructuring processes in Northwestern 

European countries have become part of, or influenced by, the larger process of glob-

alisation. To this end, we examine a number of crucial developments namely:  

• structural shifts in western economies characterized by de-industrialization and 

‘industrial restructuring’;  

• globalisation through foreign investment and contracting out by multinational 

enterprises (MNEs) characterized as offshoring;  

• the shaping of global value chains (GVCs) and the ‘race to the bottom’ in wages 

and conditions which confront workers all over the world, and 

• the current rapid shifts in business strategies, that seem likely to be further 

fuelled by global trade wars.  

We consider the extent to which European Directives alongside European Works 

Councils and Transnational Company Agreements could be instrumental in mitigat-

ing the negative consequences of restructuring and whether they might promote the 

‘backshoring’ of manufacturing or services earlier put offshore. Thereafter, we de-

scribe the various shapes restructuring can take and their varying consequences for 

employees. We identify five forms: internal restructuring; outsourcing; mergers and 

acquisitions, offshoring, as well as backshoring. In each case we have drawn on our 

experience as labour consultants and on our own and others’ studies, to indicate the 

alternative strategies that trade union and other employee representatives might de-

ploy to replace the negative consequences of restructuring with more socially accepta-

ble outcomes. 

2.2 Structural shifts and restructuring 

In the 1970s the terms ‘industrial restructuring’ or ‘economic restructuring’ began to 

crop up in Northwestern European countries. The terms articulated policy aspects of 

the structural shift away from manufacturing towards the service sector. This de-in-

dustrialization process proved to be a common phenomenon in all five countries 

though it could be seen most markedly in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands. 

In the UK in 1975 one-third of total employment could be found in manufacturing and 

mining but by 2016 that share had dwindled to less than 11%. At the same time, the 

country’s employment in services grew from 57% to 80%. This decline in manufactur-

ing industry was only slightly less spectacular in the Netherlands, where its share in 

employment fell from 26% in 1975 to below 12% in 2016 (see Table 2.1 and Figure 2.1, 

next page). From the late 1960s onwards, the implementation of such change processes 

went far from smooth. Nevertheless, in both countries the mass production of gar-

ments and textiles as well as shipbuilding largely disappeared. The areas in which 
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these industries were concentrated were inevitably heavily hit, and in some regions 

over a quarter of formerly employed individuals suffered from long-term unemploy-

ment. These declines, concentrated in old industrial regions, could also be seen in 

France, Germany and Sweden. Against this backcloth, ‘industrial restructuring’ was 

also the term frequently applied to the policies local authorities used in their attempts 

to rebuild the economic and social infrastructures of their regions and offer their pop-

ulation new perspectives. 

Table 2.1 Employment shares of manufacturing & mining and services (in persons 

employed) in five countries, 1975 and 2016 

 

manufacturing 

& mining services 

1975 2016 1975 2016 

France 14.9 13.8 72.1 75.1 

Germany *) 30.0 19.4 61.4 71.9 

Netherlands 25.9 11.6 67.7 80.2 

Sweden 13.9 10.8 77.9 79.3 

United Kingdom 33.6 10.6 56.8 80.1 

*) 1975: West-Germany 
Sources:  
1975: website OECD, Employment by activity, except Netherlands: CBS (Statistics Netherlands, 
Statline), and UK: ONS, Censuses UK (England/Wales, Scotland, North Ireland);  
2016: Eurostat 

Figure 2.1 Employment shares of manufacturing & mining and services (in persons 

employed) in five countries, 1975 and 2016 

 
Sources: see Table 2.1 

We should not overlook the major boost rapid advances in Information Technology 

(IT) have latterly given to the longer-term shift away from manufacturing and mining. 

Although, as we will elaborate in later chapters, the adoption of IT has in turn emerged 

as a powerful instrument in rationalizing employment in a range of service industries, 

not least in the IT industry itself. The combination of reducing development and 

production costs through implementing IT while adopting management techniques 

from manufacturing (such as ‘lean production’) and practices such as offshoring have 
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played important roles here. The earlier experience of workers and their representa-

tives in manufacturing may, therefore, have some relevance for their colleagues in ser-

vice industries, for better or for worse. 

2.3 Globalisation: a brief history 

2.3.1 Nearby relocation: ‘near-shoring’ 

It was no accident that the industries who suffered the biggest employment decreases 

in Northwestern Europe were also the first to experience offshoring. Already shortly 

after the end of World War II, the most labour-intensive industries had shown them-

selves to be vulnerable to relocation. Next to the classical search for natural resources 

and new markets, the exploration of spatial cost differences, particularly differences in 

wages, emerged as a major motive in investment decisions. For example, in the 1950s 

the Netherlands a first round of relocation of garment manufacture took place that saw 

factories moved from Amsterdam to the periphery of the country. However, once the 

larger clothing manufacturers and purchasing retail chains had discovered the ad-

vantages of ‘footloose’ low-cost production in countries where they could exploit the 

dexterity and low wages of girls and young women, they soon mastered the logistics 

of relocation, and internationalization inevitably gathered pace. In the 1960s and 1970s, 

Dutch and other garment and textile producers opened factories in Southern Europe 

and North Africa as offshoring reached its first stage. Since they remained near their 

European markets this was initially dubbed ‘near-shoring’. Much later, examples of 

near-shoring could be found in the expansion of German car manufacturers to the 

Czech Republic, notably Volkswagen’s take-over of Škoda in 1994, and, after 2000, the 

relocation of administrative and IT services by Scandinavian banks and insurance 

companies to the Baltic states: see the case study below. Both moves were driven, in 

the first instance, by the fact that wage levels in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) at 

the time were some two-fifths of those in the home countries. 

Case 2.1. Near-shoring by an insurance company (Sweden) 

For a Swedish insurance company the possibility, at a certain point, of outsourcing to 

the Baltic States –in other words, near-shoring—became an attractive option. Compe-

tition in the sector had intensified. Cost efficiency was an important issue: a program 

targeting savings of 30% had been launched. Savings through more effective IT sys-

tems at the current location were calculated and judged to be insufficient. Pure 

downsizing was not seen as an option and other forms of savings were not in 

evidence. Offshoring thus became a compelling option. The areas targeted were 

administration, customer support and claims settlement, and after these came IT. 

Investigations were undertaken into which operations and what locations in the 

Baltic region or elsewhere in eastern Europe would be suitable. Risks, consequences 

and mitigation measures were listed and valued in a thorough risk analysis. The 

critical points that emerged concerned:  

• the transfer of operations and knowledge; 
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• hiring and training of new staff;  

• hiccups in internal and external communication due to language problems 

and cultural differences, and 

• uncertainties concerning long-term effects. 

To deal with a specific problem that had emerged, part of the company’s front and 

back office tasks had to be separated. The aim was to offshore the simpler tasks that 

had no customer contacts. This was considered to be a strategic issue since both the 

operations and the customer contacts needed to continue to run smoothly. Failure 

here might have had a negative impact on the brand, not just in terms of 

dissatisfaction with the service but also on job losses. 

The process was led by a project team, although the strategic decisions remained 

with the board of directors. A labour consultant delivered a second opinion pointing 

out the long-term cost savings would not be as big as anticipated. This was 

significant, since some of the risks involved, notably the possibility of damaging 

customer relations especially in case handling, were a prominent concern. Ulti-

mately, the outsourcing process played out over four years, beginning with the eas-

ier, non-customer-intensive back-office tasks. In this first stage 250 FTE jobs (out of a 

total of 2,500 globally) were to be shifted offshore and substituted for employees on-

shore. After two years the process reduced to about 100 employees offshore and was 

finally closed down some two years later when resources were rebuilt onshore. The 

decision to ‘backshore’ was taken because of problems in reaching the planned criti-

cal mass since in practice, it turned out that a number of tasks could not be moved. 

Similarly, the personnel cost savings were not as great as expected due to unforeseen 

high levels of employee turnover and rising wages offshore. 

This offshoring and backshoring experience was, on the surface at least, a costly ad-

venture that involved building up, training and then closing down the offshore oper-

ation. It was though still considered worthwhile as the changes offshoring had 

brought about had improved processes and ultimately required less staff in the pro-

cesses concerned. Further process improvements were subsequently planned 

although the strategy for effectiveness was switched away from offshoring to a 

strategy that favoured digitalization and robotization. 

2.3.2 ‘A race to the bottom’: the rise of Global Value Chains 

From the mid-1960s onwards, MNEs based in the United States could be seen to be the 

first truly global ‘efficiency seekers’. They undertook a rash of foreign direct invest-

ment (FDI) in Asia and Latin America -- first in electronics manufacturing, then in the 

production of automobile parts, garment, footwear, textiles and toys. Japanese, British, 

German and other Europe-based MNEs soon followed their example. A combination 

of developments boosted this expansion abroad, namely: 

• the growing reservoir of cheap labour as substantial amounts of girls and young 

women in developing countries felt forced to move away from agriculture; 
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• the liberalisation of world trade through negotiation rounds at the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO), resulting in a worldwide decrease of tariff barriers be-

tween countries; 

• advances in computerisation and IT, easing contacts in and between companies; 

• advances in transport: bigger airplanes and bigger cargo vessels, underpinned 

by a rapid increase in the use of containers that gave rise to large-scale and 

heavily automated container terminals, all of which significantly reduced 

transport costs; 

• the liberalisation of the economic policies of China (from 1979 onwards, becom-

ing a WTO member in 2001), India and the former Soviet Union (CIS) countries 

(both from 1991 on); 

• the creation of Export Processing Zones (EPZs, known by various names) in 

many developing countries, designed to attract foreign investors by offering in-

frastructure for free as well as tax freedom, exemptions from labour legislation 

and, in some cases, bans on trade unions. 

The two latter changes were notable in opening up profitable options for offshoring. 

MNEs eagerly took up the opportunities offered by the huge pools of low-paid but 

productive assembly workers that came within their reach. They were quick to relocate 

labour-intensive manufacturing processes into China, India and elsewhere in Asia 

with similar moves into Mexico and other countries in Latin America. In 2005 Richard 

Freeman, a widely respected labour economist, saw the (re)integration of ‘Chindia’ 

into the world economy as being equivalent to ‘the doubling of the global workforce’. 

This relative abundance of cheap labour carried with it profoundly unfavourable con-

sequences for workers in developed countries. Vertical production networks rapidly 

evolved on a world scale and became known as global value chains (GVCs).  

In its first iteration, the growth of GVCs was driven by western and Japanese manufac-

turers. The process was very much a ‘race to the bottom’, putting wages everywhere 

under pressure and at the same time jeopardizing occupational safety and health 

standards. For the 1990s researchers found evidence that the greater the (re)location 

options, the lower were workers’ wages and the higher were firms’ levels of profit. 

This effect of foreign investment could be seen in both developing and in developed 

countries. For the US and Western Europe they also showed that offshoring lowered 

the relative wages of low- and medium-skilled workers. It should be added that later 

on in the 2000s these negative wage effects of FDI appeared to be less marked. By then, 

foreign investment had shifted towards activities with more value added, requiring 

higher competence from the workforce and the use of advanced technology. This find-

ing corroborated what other country data had already begun to indicate, namely that 

the gaps between the minimum and average wage levels of ten Asian countries and 

the EU diminished after 2000 (Van Klaveren et al. 2013: xxvi, 9-13). Dao et al. (2017: 20) 

showed that the implications of offshoring for the labour share in advanced economies 

were rather straightforward. Since the offshored tasks were relatively labour-inten-

sive, the composition of home-produced goods and services inevitably became more 
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capital-intensive and a decline in labour income shares ensued. In addition, offshor-

ing—or the threat of it— has tended to lower the bargaining power of trade unions in 

these countries, thus putting further downward pressure on the labour share. 

In the 1990s global buyers took over and buyer-driven chains became the dominant 

global economic force. Walmart is often singled out as the company which fuelled this 

change as it was the first to organize its supply of all kinds of goods on a worldwide 

scale. All other major supermarket and department store chains (Carrefour, Tesco, 

Metro Group, et cetera) followed this model, as did the large brands selling clothing 

and footwear (Inditex, H&M, Nike, Adidas, et cetera). In the 2000s, worldwide sub-

contracting expanded to reach formerly independent producers who in turn con-

tracted out to lower tiers. Currently the garments and footwear on sale in western high 

streets are mainly supplied through long GVCs, with production contracted out along 

three or even four tiers. In these sectors what initially were ‘make or buy’ decisions 

have almost exclusively turned into ‘buy’. Most large garment, footwear and textiles 

brands no longer have factories of their own but operate through thousands of suppli-

ers who remain dependent on their purchasing decisions. In 2015-16 the garment and 

related GVCs in the 25 Asian and Latin American countries most engaged in these 

sectors employed some 54 million workers, of whom (except in India and Pakistan) 

around 80% were female (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2018).  

In technology-intensive industries complex GVCs also developed and it was signifi-

cant that this enabled national companies from developing countries to become MNEs 

in their own right. The best-known example is the Taiwanese-owned company 

Foxconn, employing between 700,000 and 800,000 workers worldwide. With most of 

its production facilities in China, Foxconn currently manufactures most of Apple’s 

iPhones and iPads as well as electronic parts for at least ten other major firms. In the 

services sector western banks, insurance companies and consultancy firms have also 

jumped on the bandwagon, relocating labour-intensive call centre and IT-related ac-

tivities – under the guise of ‘Business Process Outsourcing’ (BPO)/ notably to India 

and the Philippines. Indian entrepreneurs in turn have seized their chances taking on 

BPO orders while also offering their own services. In 2018 Tata Consultancy Services 

(TCS), Infosys and Wipro, the three largest BPO firms in Indian hands, together had 

over 800,000 employees (Van Klaveren et al. 2013; wikipedia lemmas). 

2.3.3 Boundaries renewed: trade wars 

In the last two decades, globalization reached a new peak. In so doing, production, 

servicing and trade conditions came close to resembling a global ‘free for all’, which 

have exposed the majority of workers in private industry to frequent and complex 

changes. Furthermore, this internationalisation of production has also been closely re-

lated to the polarization and flexibilization of labour markets that have carried with 

them a range of adverse consequences for work organization. At the same time, pro-

fessional, organisational and national boundaries have become more and more obso-

lete as companies have become more intertwined and mutually interdependent. Three 
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decades after the emergence of globalisation and offshoring, yet another break-

through, that of digitalization, has latterly been revolutionizing competitive and occu-

pational structures – and it is safe to assume that applications of related technologies 

will continue to do so. 

The battles for higher profitability and stronger market positions are now fought 

largely on a global scale. They are driven, as ever, by technological and organisational 

innovations and changes in consumer demand but latterly have also had to contend 

with a rising awareness of environmental constraints. In this struggle, the time hori-

zons of many top managers have increasingly been focused on the short term. Driven 

by the need to maximise short-run shareholder value, the prominent management op-

tions have prioritized cost-reduction measures, outsourcing and downsizing. The 

dominance of stock markets together with the increase of ‘financialisation’ and specu-

lation has further prompted rapid shifts in business strategies affecting industries as 

diverse as retailing, food production, electronics and car manufacturing. Leading firms 

here have attempted to increase their competitive advantage by combining large-scale 

production and marketing efforts with GVCs that feature low-cost and flexible deliv-

ery. This has led to a characteristic concentration on their ‘core business’ with all other 

activities outsourced to external production or service providers. Such developments 

have been major forces behind the waves of mergers and acquisitions that flushed 

through major economies in the 1990s and 2000s. It is important to note that within 

such developments national interests were increasingly difficult to uphold. 

The above picture may change drastically if the threat of global trade wars becomes a 

reality. National boundaries might again become highly relevant. At the time of writ-

ing (December 2019), this is far from a fictitious perspective. Indeed, the current skir-

mishes between the US and China are an ominous portent of what might transpire, 

especially since the US president has left the multilateral dispute settlement frame-

work of the WTO to focus on bilateral trade deals. At the moment of writing it seems 

likely that the existing US-EU trade arrangements that president Trump apparently 

considers to be “highly dishonest” will become his next target. 

In these uncertain conditions, it seems reasonable to assume that the attainment of 

competitive advantage in business is likely to depend increasingly on political expedi-

ency. Trade wars and new bilateral agreements are also likely to give an impetus to 

renewed structural change. Proximity to markets, a location factor that has lost signif-

icance in the last three decades, may well regain importance. Furthermore, certain 

complex GVCs are currently under serious pressure, for example, in car and electron-

ics, where manufacturing is still considerably dependent on facilities in China. If trade 

warfare is aggravated, some of these GVCs may fall apart. The resulting restructuring 

could create opportunities for entrepreneurs operating at national or even local level. 

Yet, whether these would be sufficient to offset the wider economic shocks trade wars 

will undoubtedly generate remains to be seen.  

2.4 Mitigating the consequences of restructuring 
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2.4.1 Introduction 

Restructuring in and between workplaces and companies, regions and countries can 

take on many faces and lead to varying consequences for employees and other stake-

holders. Managerial strategies tend to be based on combinations of factors that opti-

mize economies of scale with flexibility in production and delivery. Alongside this are 

the trade-offs being made between high quality and low costs, and the decisions on 

proximity to markets. The consequences of restructuring though ought to be seen from 

a company, labour and societal perspective. From a labour perspective, ‘shaping the 

consequences of change’ ideally means the meaningful involvement of trade unions 

and other employee representatives (potentially supported by labour consultants), in 

negotiating the consequences of restructuring and mitigating its negative effects. 

Whilst there are examples, as we show in this book, where employee representatives 

and labour consultants have succeeded in influencing the shape of the change itself, in 

only a limited number of instances have such interventions involved an alternative 

pathway to the intended change. A major obstacle here, despite the existence of EU 

Directives on information disclosure, is the lack of information about the consequences 

of the change processes and their likely impact on the organisation and quality of work 

in particular. 

In the large majority of restructuring or reorganization cases, we can assume compe-

tent management have thought about, discussed and agreed clear strategies and tra-

jectories with time tables, measures and means to attain pre-conceived goals. It is pre-

cisely this information that should be (but in our experience rarely is) shared in an 

early stage with the other social partners. There might be exceptions particularly 

where non-standardized technologies have to be introduced. In these situations even 

the most competent managers may exhibit limitations in their knowledge and fore-

sight. The uncertainties caused by such knowledge deficits have been further refined 

by what has come to be known as the ‘Collingridge dilemma’. This contrasts the free-

dom managers often have in the early stages of shaping the specification and imple-

mentation of technology (in other words, when considerable ‘design space’ exists) 

with their highly uncertain knowledge about the consequences of the changes they are 

about to implement. As the implementation stages unfold the consequences generally 

become clearer but by then the design space may mostly have been exhausted (cf. Col-

lingridge 1980). In a number of case studies presented in this book examples of this 

dilemma have appeared. As far as the authors here are concerned, this is yet another 

indication that building relations of trust and creating social dialogue at firm and work 

organisation levels is absolutely essential to deal with the uncertainties captured in the 

Collingridge dilemma. 

Similarly, we believe that building trust relations ultimately has to be based on the 

development of workers’ competence. Such competence has been found to comprise 

four elements (cf. Batstone et al. 1987; Deery 1989; Levie and Sandberg 1991), namely:  
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• statutory regulations, notably labour and co-determination legislation, and col-

lective agreements at firm and workplace level, at least partly based on com-

pany information disclosure (see Case 2.2, below); 

• the availability of knowledge resources easily accessible for trade unionists and 

other employee representatives, including training programmes and education 

facilities; 

• the development of in-depth competence, including tested strategies to be used 

in various kinds of change processes, enabling trade unionists and other em-

ployee representatives to organize their own information retrieval at firm and 

workplace level; 

• mutual relations of trust, solidarity and knowledge sharing between union 

members, their rank-and-file colleagues, trade union officers and other em-

ployee representatives such as works councillors, and labour consultants. 

Below we discuss European Directives, the European Works Council, and Transna-

tional Company Agreements as policy conduits that might help address these ele-

ments and be instrumental in mitigating the negative consequences of restructuring 

by improving the disclosure of company information. 

2.4.2 European Directives 

Although the scope of restructuring and the actions to be taken remain within the pre-

rogative of management, EU corporate governance frameworks have established that 

restructuring should also respect the basic rules of the European social dialogue. As a 

first step, informing and consulting employee representatives is crucial. Indeed, the 

EU’s Framework Directive on information and consultation (2002/14/EC) states: 

“Timely information and consultation is a prerequisite for the success of the restruc-

turing and adaptation of undertakings to the new conditions created by globalisation 

of the economy, particularly through the development of new forms of organisation 

of work”. In the case of restructuring in more than one country and where MNEs have 

installed a European Works Council (EWC), the EWC Directive (94/45/EC, recast as 

2009/38/EC) applies and requires that the EWC be informed and consulted while 

compliance procedures in the countries in question have to be followed according to 

national labour law. Similarly, in the case of transfers of undertakings, the EU Directive 

of the same name (2001/23/EC) has to be considered. It stipulates that the new em-

ployer cannot reduce the employees’ terms and conditions unless the Directive’s ex-

ception criteria are met. This Directive also covers outsourcing to new providers. Pre-

viously, in 1998, the Collective Redundancies Directive (98/59/EC) had laid down that 

employers should inform and consult the workforce on plans for collective redundan-

cies. 

Despite the existence of these Directives, policy at the European level has had a weak 

impact on efforts to regulate the consequences of structural changes in a globalised 

world market. They have failed to establish a uniform level of labour protection 
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throughout the EU as labour legislation is stricter in countries like France and Ger-

many than it is in Sweden and the United Kingdom. Moreover, in everyday practice, 

the extent to which these regulations are respected has proven to depend largely on a 

company’s culture and its orientation towards internal industrial and employment re-

lations. Whether or not management deals more or less co-operatively with trade un-

ions and other employee representatives has proved to be decisive here as is the will-

ingness to disclose meaningful company information. The British case shown below 

offers an interesting illustration in this respect.  

Case 2.2. Development of collective bargaining at the Ford Motor Co. (UK) 

The automotive industry has for many years been a leading player in collective 

bargaining in the UK’s private manufacturing sector. Particularly prominent here 

though have been the interactions of the trade unions and management at Ford 

Motor Co. both in extending the reach of traditional bargaining agendas and in 

pioneering innovations in the bargaining process. For more than two decades 

consultants from the Trade Union Research Unit (TURU) at Ruskin College played 

an important role supporting the unions at Ford in these developments.  

The relationship with the consultants began in 1971 when union negotiators at Ford 

commissioned TURU to carry out a detailed analysis of Ford’s profitability for their 

annual pay claim. The resulting analysis of Ford’s financial performance alongside 

an assessment of the impact inflation had had on their members’ real earnings, ena-

bled union negotiators to justify a level of pay increase that rested upon a lot more 

than mere aspiration. The fact that the workforce also equipped with a summary of 

TURU’s analysis, felt sufficiently emboldened to embark on a nine-week strike after 

an initial failure to agree a pay deal, indicated this more analytical approach was 

something of a ‘game changer’. Thereafter, this more evidence-based approach to the 

formulation of pay claims became commonplace in the automobile sector and fre-

quently involved consultants from TURU. 

It was clear though that the breakthrough analysis TURU had initially produced was 

constrained by a dependence primarily on Ford UK’s annual report. That such re-

ports were of limited value in providing a true picture of Ford UK’s profitability was 

soon recognised. First, there was the problem of timescale as the accounts covered a 

period ending some 18 months before the negotiations began. In second place and 

perhaps more importantly, the annual reports were heavily infected by the opaque 

accounting practices inevitably deployed by multi-national companies to avoid cor-

porate taxation. To counter these difficulties the unions requested that Ford provide 

them with a range of specific financial and employment data to ensure pay claims 

could be evidence based. The code of practice on information disclosure for bargain-

ing purposes UK’s Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) recently 

produced was helpful here, as was OECD guidance aimed at making MNEs more 

transparent in their financial reporting.  
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Working closely with the unions’ own staff, TURU consultants had an important 

hand in drawing up the specifics of these information requests. The exchanges of in-

formation that followed and the information agreement that was later built into the 

overall company agreement enabled union negotiators to draw upon a more accurate 

and comprehensive picture of Ford’s performance in the UK. Naturally, not all of the 

unions’ information requests were successful. For instance, their regular demand to 

see the disaggregated management accounts were equally regularly rejected by the 

company as being too commercially sensitive to be shared. That said, the data that 

were disclosed gave the union negotiators unusual leverage for reaching agreement 

on some of their long-term goals. The data disclosed on working time were particu-

larly noteworthy in this respect since they revealed rather starkly that Ford employ-

ees in the UK in the 1970s and 1980s were, by some distance, working the longest 

hours in Ford’s European operations. Ford though were not a ‘soft touch’ and their 

negotiators’ reputation for tough professionalism was well deserved.  

In reality the disclosure strategy adopted by Ford’s UK management was an exercise 

in damage limitation with quite limited downside risks. True, union negotiators were 

able to table well-grounded claims using non contestable information from the com-

pany itself but at the same time, the increasing flows of information helped build 

much needed mutual trust. This culminated at the end of the 1980s in two remarka-

bly successful joint initiatives (both of which involved TURU staff as consultants and 

facilitators) that stemmed from the pay negotiation process. The first established a 

path-breaking Employee Development and Assistance Programme (EDAP; see Chap-

ter 4, Case 4.2) and the second set up a joint working party which helped restructure 

and reduce the 500-odd job titles in the manual workforce to a more appropriate 50 

job titles. This became an important facilitating element in the company’s later moves 

to introduce multi-skilling and more flexible work organisation among the manual 

workforce.  

(See for an extensive case description Appendix 1, Case A1) 

2.4.3 European Works Councils 

At the end of Chapter 1 we indicated differences in industrial relations at company 

level that could be identified across ‘our’ five countries. Such differences point to na-

tional variations in the potential for negotiated change, though some blockages seem 

near-universal. For example, the current authors have all found that the ways in which 

top management in MNEs have tried (and mostly succeeded) to shield strategic deci-

sion-making from being influenced by organised labour has posed a recurrent prob-

lem for employee representatives. Indeed, in many MNEs the effective hollowing out 

of Human Resources (HR) resources at subsidiary level has promoted the effective 

participation of employee representatives to become a strategic priority for the trade 

union movement (Drahokoupil 2014: 205). However, the setting up of European 

Works Councils (EWC’s) has, with a limited number of exceptions, made little impact 

on such ‘shielding’ practices. Management from the outset have carefully preserved 
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their decision-making prerogative by limiting EWC’s to being not much more than 

occasional forums for information exchange. A study of Eurofound underlined the 

shortcomings of EWC’s as they were typically afforded the possibility of consultation 

far too late in the decision processes – in other words, well after the strategic decisions 

had been taken (Carley and Hall 2006).  

More than a decade later, there has been hardly any improvement in this regard, at 

least according to the perceptions of trade unionists with experience of EWC’s. A pub-

lication from the ETUI (European Trade Union Institute, the research institute of the 

European trade union movement) in 2017 noted rather optimistically that ”The EWC 

can be instrumental in coordinating the employees’ responses to the restructuring and 

be the catalyst for the creation of a genuinely European strategy or action. The EWC 

can be used to obtain more information and buy some time, which could prove useful 

at the local level at which social plans may be negotiated.” Reference was also made 

to the potential support of labour consultants: ”The EWC can bring in the necessary 

experts to help in evaluating the company’s plans and suggest alternatives.” Notwith-

standing these positives, the ETUI concluded that ”(…) while EWC’s have a clear com-

petence and a genuine interest in addressing European transnational restructuring 

plans, they clearly lack the instruments and rights to have a significant impact on the 

restructuring measures in the interests of the European workforce” (De Spiegelaere 

2017). 

Another major obstacle already identified in the 2006 Carley and Hall report concerned 

the relative ease with which union solidarity could be ruptured. When restructuring 

proposals contained winners and losers in terms of job losses, the sites and workplaces 

involved were almost inevitably pitted against each other. According to that Euro-

found report experience across a range of industries and services suggested the union 

structures involved were rarely strong enough to hold onto a unilateral strategy that 

could successfully co-ordinate the activity of employee representatives at the national 

or particularly the international level.  

National industrial relations systems could make a difference here but only to a limited 

extent as the management prerogative defence crops up even where co-operative re-

lations prevail. For the Netherlands and the UK there is evidence that shielding crucial 

decisions has frequently sealed the fate of counter-proposals that employee represent-

atives have developed with labour consultants and other experts. In such situations 

calling on European Directives tends to fall short of providing any sort of remedy. 

These blockages though seem to occur less in Germany, which may be a tribute to the 

German system in which employee representatives have a right to seats on the super-

visory board of larger companies. The same goes for Sweden where the unions have a 

seat (by law) on the board of directors. However, even here information requirements 

are repeatedly circumvented by an appeal to commercial secrecy through NDAs (non-

disclosure agreements), especially when the company in question is listed on the stock 

market. 
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Finally, it is also important to consider the kind of multinationals in which EWC’s have 

to operate. For example, when two companies with clear national histories merged to 

form a consumer electric MNE, a fight arose between the management of the former 

companies that spilled over and influenced the unions’ ways of working across the 

countries concerned. In contrast, if firms have developed from a national company to 

an MNE where their headquarters remain situated in the country of origin, the ‘head-

quarters’ union(s)’ or Works Council will most likely have had a head start in building 

institutional or relational ways to exert influence. Even here though, the subsidiaries 

in other countries may tend to regard themselves ‘victims’ of headquarters‘ pressure 

whether from the management or the unions involved – or from both. This puts strong 

pressure on the latter unions to remain objective, and on the head office to look beyond 

a narrow set of national interests. The defence of national or even regional interests by 

an EWC may be even more difficult to mount in cases where the smaller part of the 

operations of the MNE in question lie within the EU while the majority of employees 

and activities are located outside the EU.  

The geographical coverage of EWC’s is by definition restricted to Europe although a 

good many MNEs with EWC agreements also operate on a global scale. Indeed, only 

a rather small number of the largest MNEs employ more than half of their total work-

force in Europe. In an earlier book one of the current authors calculated that in 2010 

39% of the 230 largest MNEs (by sales) in metals and electronics manufacturing, retail, 

finance, IT, and transport and telecom maintained more than half of their total em-

ployment in the EU (Van Klaveren et al. 2013). This finding has been challenged by our 

more recent (November 2019) analysis of the same five sectors using the ETUI EWC 

database (website). This showed that around 65% of the 601 companies listed had a 

majority of their workforce in Europe (though the bigger share of smaller MNEs in the 

ETUI database may at least partly explain the difference in outcomes). The latter out-

come suggests that around a third of MNEs in these sectors could be evading or at 

least minimizing the reach of the EWC Directive on their operations. The case below 

presents an example where geographical limits undermined the potential of an EWC.  

Case 2.3. Developing transnational Human Resources operations (Sweden) 

A multinational firm with headquarters in Sweden employing a globally distributed 

workforce undertook the development of global Human Resources (HR) strategies 

and processes with a view to reaping scale economies and gaining the benefits of 

streamlined processes. By ensuring minimal compliance with national legislation, the 

objective was to make it easier for managers and employees worldwide to deal with 

the variety of national regulations influencing HR practices. The processes in ques-

tion included remuneration, recruiting, result auditing, talent management, training, 

management development, and occupational safety and health. The plan was to cre-

ate regional service centres for each HR process in Sweden, the US, India, and the 

Philippines. 
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The trade unions linked to the firm’s headquarters hired an ATK labour consultant to 

examine the pros and cons of this global HR development. At an early stage the un-

ions concluded that both national unions and the EWC which covered only a rather 

small part of the firm’s employment, were ‘lame ducks’ insofar as influencing the 

larger process was concerned. Even if the EWC were to be informed and consulted at 

an early stage, they recognised it would take a Global Works Council (GWC) or at 

least global union co-operation to influence the process in a meaningful way. Against 

this backdrop, the unions decided not to press the issue arguing that they could exert 

more influence through their individual contacts with the company’s CEO and the 

top HR manager. Similarly, the HR side was not much interested in involving the 

EWC since they wanted to avoid too many committees. Thus, both parties having 

become aware of the limited potential of the EWC, ensured, somewhat perversely, 

that their subsequent actions reinforced this weakness and further reduced the 

standing of the EWC. 

Concentrating on occupational safety and health (OSH) issues can though provide 

EWC’s with a legitimate way to strengthen their worldwide outreach. Such issues, in-

cluding the avoidance of work-related diseases and dealing with sexual harassment 

and violence at the workplace, can provide an ‘international bottom line’ when con-

nected with the labour standards of the ILO. They can serve as a creative and solid 

underpinning for workers’ demands and may be particularly effective where top man-

agement has become sensitive to the reputational damage that could accrue if they are 

seen to be failing in their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR, see section 2.5.4 below). 

It is significant that the ETUC has proclaimed workers’ safety and health to be an area 

where action is crucial and urgent and has called for a strong OSH strategy for Europe 

-- a call extending to union representatives in EWC’s. The case below is interesting in 

this regard. 

Case 2.4. Engaging in the development of cash register desks in a retail company 

(Sweden) 

An EWC was established at an early stage by a Swedish furnishing retail company 

with operations in over 50 countries worldwide. The company grew organically over 

the years while the retail part of the business was not much exposed to transnational 

restructuring. Expansion was more a matter of establishing new stores in a range of 

countries and successfully adjusting to the growth of e-commerce. 

At the time of writing, the EWC covered employee representatives from over 20 Eu-

ropean countries, accounting for about 60% of the firm’s total employment. Never-

theless, the functioning of the MNE required only a limited amount of the EWC 

members’ time and attention. Against this background and stimulated by the ETUC’s 

push for interventions to improve occupational safety and health (OSH), the EWC 

concentrated on long standing OSH issues in both the firm’s retail stores and its 

wood factories and sawmills. When retail management launched a project to develop 

and design a new checkout system with a novel lay-out for cash register desks, the 
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EWC got involved and formed a committee. This committee succeeded in an early 

stage of the project to ensure that lay-out demands from both an employee and OSH 

perspective were included in the specifications. 

2.4.4 Transnational Company Agreements 

In the last couple of decades, both global and European trade union federations have 

been active in promoting Transnational Company Agreements (TCAs, or European 

Framework Agreements [EFAs] where their scope is limited to Europe) as means to 

cope with MNEs and cross-border restructuring. These efforts have gained special 

prominence in view of the limitations on EWC’s cited above. By 2015, 260 TCAs had 

been concluded between the top management of 161 MNE and one or more union 

bodies drawn from either the Global Union Federations, European trade union feder-

ations and/or EWC’s (By May 2019, 294 TCAs were included in the ILO/EC database 

from which we derived these figures). We found that 133 of 260 agreements covered 

76 MNEs operating only in Europe. Four topics relevant to mitigating the effects of 

restructuring showed up in these agreements, namely: fundamental rights/trade un-

ion rights (mentioned 239 times); equal opportunities, diversity and antidiscrimination 

(124); career and skills development (112), and transfers, subcontracting and outsourc-

ing (91). 

Whilst the negotiation of TCAs is a significant step forward, two caveats have to be 

acknowledged. First of all, in the European Union TCAs and EFAs have to date oper-

ated in a legal vacuum -- in other words, they are non-legally binding instruments and 

hence their real force remains limited. In the second place, conflicts with national reg-

ulations may easily arise, and employers have repeatedly used such conflicts to neu-

tralize worker influence (Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019: 117-120, 134-135). 

2.5 Restructuring in five 

Below, we examine five forms of restructuring against the backdrop of ‘going global’, 

namely: internal restructuring; outsourcing; mergers and acquisitions; offshoring, and 

backshoring.  

2.5.1 Internal restructuring 

Under the umbrella term ‘internal restructuring’, a huge variety of reorganisation can 

be observed in practice. Significant numbers of employees have experienced reorgan-

isations at their workplace and many can expect to have similar experiences in the near 

future. The continuous WageIndicator web-survey on wages and working conditions 

provides an estimate of the proportion of employees with such experiences over the 

past 12 months and similarly for those expecting such change in the coming year. Alt-

hough this survey does not claim to be representative, Table 2.2 (next page) shows that 

between 2014 and 2016 in four of five countries of primary interest to us (no data avail-

able for Sweden) between 30 and 55% of the WageIndicator respondents had experi-

enced reorganisation in the past 12 months and an even higher percentage expected to 
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be confronted with reorganisation in the next 12 months. In 2014 and 2015, the per-

centages of those expecting reorganisations were all above the percentages for those 

who had past experience of such change. It seems 2016 was something of a turning 

point here though as more reorganization was experienced than expected in all four 

countries -- suggesting that the effects of the crisis were finally beginning to be left 

behind. 

Table 2.2  Percentages of respondents experiencing reorganisation in past 12 months 

and expecting reorganisation in next 12 months, employees, 2014-2015-2016, 

four countries  

year  FR GE NL UK 

2014 

 

Experiencing reorganisation  50 25 24 51 

Expecting reorganisation 58 62 42 70 

2015 

 

Experiencing reorganisation 33 23 32 50 

Expecting reorganisation 59 57 45 57 

2016 

 

Experiencing reorganisation 57 69 46 70 

Expecting reorganisation  31 62 44 68 

Source: WageIndicator survey 2014-2016 (reorganisation experienced: n = 15,149; reorganisation 

expected: n = 7,030) 

In most reorganisations the number of jobs as well as job content, skill and competence 

demands will be at issue. Motives matter here, for instance, where cost reduction is the 

major driver and increasing production or exploring new products and markets are 

not options, then downsizing is likely to be the only outcome. However, when internal 

restructuring involves the relocation of jobs and where the company’s prospects are 

good, then identifying and planning mitigation can be top of the agenda followed by 

measures to safeguard competence and keep workloads within limits for the remain-

ing staff. Our experience as labour consultants suggests that firms should basically 

follow two steps in order to make restructuring socially sustainable. First, by imple-

menting a well-planned change process, including checks on the value of alternatives 

raised either by management or by employee representatives. Second, once the num-

bers, locations and competence of redundant workers have been clarified, by bringing 

redeployment plans into play containing jointly agreed economic and social support 

measures.  

Throughout Europe it is commonplace to find local or regional economic clusters 

linked to specific industrial traditions that have given rise to concentrations of partic-

ular skills and competence. Occasionally company restructuring can be used as a lever 

to modernize these traditions and strengthen such clusters. Here, cooperation with 

universities or polytechnics have repeatedly opened up new perspectives. Because of 

their professional background, labour consultants may be qualified to play significant 

roles in such efforts. The case below of the Swedish life science company shows how 

an innovative approach by the local authority overcame a company restructuring ac-

tion that would otherwise have been damaging to local employment and destructive 

of the prevailing skills and competences of the local workforce. 
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Case 2.5. Mitigating the impact of closures in a global life science company 

(Sweden / UK) 

A global biomedical company with sites in Sweden and the UK decided to change its 

business strategy. The company left some less profitable medical areas in order to 

focus on a smaller number of more promising options, moving from chemistry-based 

R&D to biomedicals. Instead of performing early-stage R&D, the firm focused on 

buying products in their early stages but with proven potential, in order to take them 

further in the product development process. Also, they outsourced not just 

traditional support functions but also the administration of the development process. 

ATK was hired as labour consultants to focus on both the site restructuring and the 

outsourcing. 

The site restructuring of R&D, involved the closure of one site in the UK and one in 

Sweden. Two other major sites in Sweden were to be retained thus keeping R&D 

focused in Sweden. The announcement of the closures provoked a high level of 

concern among regional and local authorities at the Swedish site. Soon enough, the 

local actors, including the unions, realized that fighting the closures was not a viable 

strategy. Thereafter, their main ambition turned to keeping biomedical competence 

in the region. In Sweden, the regional authorities appointed a coordinator for 

developing the biotech industry along these lines. The role of the ATK consultants 

was to support the union in making the change process as smooth as possible. The 

local unions quite naturally prioritized redeployment for their members including 

finding new jobs, providing support for startups and implementing appropriate 

training.  

One problem arising at an early stage was the management´s unwillingness to let go 

of both employees and projects or project ideas. They were plainly interested in 

keeping and developing the ‘right’ people and ideas but only on the other two sites. 

To get around this constraint, the local municipality bought some of the company´s 

facilities, including laboratories, and ensured that employees got support and 

training to give them the chance to start their own firms. Indeed, later reports from 

the Swedish sites showed that the number of life science employees on the premises 

of the old company had, after five years, remained at the same level as before the 

company closure.  

The case shows the importance of the need for cooperation between local societal 

actors, unions and the labour consultant in setting up a strategy for keeping and 

developing local and regional competence when faced with global company 

restructuring strategy. 

2.5.2 Outsourcing 

Throughout Western Europe in the 1980s, outsourcing parts of a company’s operations 

to external production or service providers became a familiar business strategy. Ini-

tially such transfers involved relatively simple and low-waged business functions like 
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catering, maintenance, security, and physical distribution. However, as the 1990s un-

folded major companies frequently redefined and restricted what they considered to 

be their ‘core’ businesses activity. Consequently, outsourcing was often extended to 

include functions with higher levels of competences and wages such as IT services, 

customer services and Human Resources. This development was to an extent supply-

driven, as companies began to offer specialized services in this regard. 

Many of these new service providers expanded massively and have gone on to operate 

on a global scale, for example in IT services, security and catering. In the first phase of 

outsourcing, lowering (wage) costs was the dominant motive. As a result, outsourced 

workers all too often found themselves to be employed in companies and even indus-

tries where employee representation was absent or underdeveloped and industrial re-

lations were of the low trust kind. In the second phase, from the 1990s onwards, cost 

issues appear to have been less prominent. The outsourcers’ offer increasingly in-

cluded specialized skills and competences; more efficient work methods, and higher 

flexibility in staffing while taking over some employer responsibilities and risks. Be-

cause of their distinctive skills, these outsourced workers possibly felt less individually 

vulnerable. However, forms of collective interest representation, if and when they ex-

isted, were often poorly placed to provide much protection for even these skilled 

workers. For example, outsource firms in the UK were frequently found to be review-

ing the contracts of outsourced workers within a few months of their transfers. Gener-

ally this was done with a view to secure savings by changing some of the terms and 

conditions that transferred workers had hitherto thought were protected. It turned out 

that the time period during which terms and conditions were protected was a legal 

‘grey area’ and in practice was fairly easily minimised. Consequently, labour consult-

ants involved in outsourcing operations repeatedly felt the need to assist in improving 

or at least consolidating collective interest representation and the agreements that pro-

vided some support for workers caught in this difficult position. 

It is clear, though, that not all outsourcing has been successful. In the professional lit-

erature failures range between 20 and 40% of all outsourced activity. It has been re-

ported that management frequently underestimated the need for additional internal 

resources to select, manage and control providers. On top of this, the risks of miscom-

munication and problems with the providers’ production and servicing quality were 

also often underestimated. Losses of efficiency and skills meant that companies pulled 

out of outsourcing and examples of services being brought back in-house (‘backshor-

ing’ or ‘reshoring’) over the last decade can be seen across many industries and ser-

vices. Last but not least, and highly relevant at the time of writing, backshoring may 

be prompted by trade wars. Clearly, the grass is not always greener on the other side 

of the world: see section 2.5.5. Nevertheless, MNEs could regard not-fully-successful 

outsourcing operations as a learning process to draw upon when considering any off-

shoring plans. For example, outsourcing experience could clarify options and prob-

lems regarding the splitting up of production processes and the relocation of parts of 

activities abroad. Interesting in this regard are reports from the European Monitoring 
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Centre on Change (EMCC, website) within the European Foundation that show a large 

majority of outsourcing cases continue to take place within countries, and to a consid-

erable extent even within close proximity to the principal company. 

2.5.3 Mergers and acquisitions 

Mergers and acquisitions (take-overs) have also been an obvious driving force in the 

restructuring of manufacturing and servicing processes. The expansionist tendencies 

of companies can be put down to many factors including: the acquisition of new prod-

ucts and/or new markets; attaining economies of scale and synergy effects in produc-

tion and/or Research and Development (R&D) and, a factor that weighs heavily with 

many company directors, the realization of an ambition to be a large player. This ‘large 

player’ motive frequently turns out to be problematic. The fate of the Royal Bank of 

Scotland (RBS) throughout the 2010s is perhaps the most salutary recent example of 

how toxic boardroom ambition can become. Research by the Dutch economist Hans 

Schenk has shown that over a long period of time between 65 and 85% of all mergers 

and acquisitions failed to “add to the social process of value creation” (Schenk 2009). 

Depending on the (mix of) motives, various kinds of restructuring might be imple-

mented by the firms involved in mergers. New management structures with rational-

ized IT, planning, administration and reporting systems will commonly be introduced 

in an early phase, normally with rather marginal employment effects. Simultaneously 

or soon afterwards, HR systems will be integrated -- first, if needed, at national level, 

next, in cases of a cross-border merger or acquisition, across national borders. These 

already often intricate processes are made more complex when the more intangible 

aspects of company culture are tackled, for example through exchange programs for 

middle management. Where scale economies and synergies are regarded as important, 

a relatively high degree of cultural integration will be needed. Again though, the em-

ployment effects may still be limited. In the last phase, physical integration aiming at 

merging production and R&D facilities becomes the central focus. It is commonly dur-

ing this phase that sites or departments become redundant, triggering negative em-

ployment effects -- effects that are often unevenly distributed across countries, as in 

the case described below. It illustrates that all too often workers’ interests diverge 

when the defense of employment is at stake, thus complicating international trade un-

ion cooperation and the role of EWC’s. 

Case 2.6. Production restructuring in the steel industry (Sweden/France) 

A French-owned company in the steel industry had problems on the market and in 

managing production at its three sites in Sweden and the one in France. An EWC 

was established to consider economic and strategic matters on a contingency basis. 

To come to terms with internal mismanagement and perceived structural problems, 

the company set out to create a more efficient production structure looking, among 

other measures, into the possibilities to redistribute activities between the sites. An 

investigation was initiated to review the efficiency of the different sites and their stra-

tegic position in the company. The unions in Sweden as well as the Works Council in 
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France were informed. In both countries labour consultants were attached to the pro-

ject in order to support the process. The firm’s EWC was informed as well but did 

not play an important role. 

At an early stage, the Swedish unions at the different sites developed a common 

strategy for the Swedish sites including demands for better capacity usage in the roll-

ing mill and to bring down logistics costs (important as a substantial amount of 

transport took place between France and Sweden). Based on this input, the Swedish 

labour consultant investigated alternative options, while a similar process was con-

ducted in France. The Swedish consultant came to the conclusion that the main prob-

lem was not the production site per se but the management and control of flows and 

processes within the company and between the sites. The logistical organisation was 

far from optimal. Moreover, different measures were used between the different sites 

which made comparisons difficult. Management control and auditing were also 

found to be insufficient.  

Three alternatives were presented: (1) building a new structure, flows and processes 

‘from zero’; (2) optimizing the management and production flows; (3) optimizing 

each site. This was presented to the management and unions together with an analy-

sis of the strategic market situation and economic and social consequences. After con-

sidering these options alongside input from the French labour consultant and also 

from an external management consultancy, management decided on a strategy based 

on the second alternative -- thus focusing on making flows and processes more effi-

cient. This meant that the basic site structures were kept but some operations relo-

cated from France to Sweden. 

Trade unions and other employee representatives caught up in the merger process, 

from the earliest possible moment are naturally compelled to try and develop coun-

tervailing power strategies and mitigating options. As with management, they need to 

cope with different national and company cultures, and maybe even with culture 

clashes as they work to build up trust relations. While negotiating with management, 

the representatives of labour such as the (European) Works Councils have to find new 

representation structures that can cope with country differences in labour and govern-

ance legislation that persist in spite of the existence of the EU. If the merger or acqui-

sitions in question run into difficulties and employment levels are put at risk, the tasks 

of the employee representatives intensify and become even more complicated.  

In these circumstances, labour consultants may need to bring in expertise from various 

appropriate fields, for instance, legal, economic/financial and organisational. In the 

first phases of a merger or acquisition management tends to want to settle legal aspects 

as soon as possible, but employees’ interests may be best served by ensuring economic 

and organisational aspects alongside any upfront legal issues. Thus, mergers or acqui-

sitions in particular may require labour consultants to take on different roles. It is not 

unusual for consultants to simultaneously act as an analyst and ‘interpreter’ of man-
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agement plans, as well as being a trainer and coach of the employees or their repre-

sentatives concerned. In these situations, labour consultants have to be critically aware 

of their own limitations and, where needed, should ensure that together with their 

client(s), they have recourse to other specialists. Also, with regard to mergers or acqui-

sitions, it is generally important to have labour consultants on board who are con-

nected to the representative bodies of all the companies involved in order to establish 

cooperation between them from the outset. In cases of cross-country mergers and ac-

quisitions this suggestion may extend to labour consultants based in the relevant coun-

tries. The two cases below show some mechanisms in this respect coming into play in 

national contexts. 

Case 2.7. Representation problems related to a merger in banking (Netherlands) 

The management of two middle-sized banks in the Netherlands decided to merge. In 

accordance with the Dutch Works Council Act, in which “transfer of control of the 

enterprise or of any part thereof” is the first of 14 reasons why the employer is 

obliged to consult, the two Central Works Councils (CWCs) involved were consulted. 

The CWC of the strongest partner, supported by their labour consultant from STZ, 

judged the management plans to be minimal and overly optimistic. Staffing plans for 

the top levels to be integrated were almost completely absent, as were IT migration 

plans.  

Thus, the CWC of the strongest bank indicated they could not support the merger 

proposal since the management plans did not even meet legal information re-

quirements. In the obligatory consultation meeting management provided both 

CWCs with some more, although still limited, information. Two months later and 

under pressure from growing unrest and fears for job security, both CWCs accepted 

they had to deliver positive advice to management while stipulating a number of 

conditions to be met in the coming months. The CWCs thereafter delegated the tasks 

of advising on controlling the day-to-day outcomes of the merger to the lower-level 

Works Councils in the two companies. This outcome caused anxiety amongst a num-

ber of councillors at this level who felt unhappy that the basic consent given by the 

CWCs in effect left them with little power. 

Now that the banks had decided to merge, the two CWCs integrated as well and 

formed one provisional CWC before new elections took place. For about a year the 

provisional council, in close cooperation with representatives of the lower-level 

Works Councils, was able to control the outcomes of the integration process. Things 

went wrong when work organisation, wage structures and locations of the mortgage 

departments had to be integrated while management only wanted to deal with a 

newly-elected CWC. At this point, representation problems mushroomed, and the 

earlier fear of some councillors seemed to be justified. At the same time the mortgage 

reorganisation process went on surreptitiously and in a rather chaotic way. The new 

CWC, elected after the lower-level Works Councils were dissolved, prioritized 

solving the mortgage integration issue. Supported by the same labour consultant 
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who had earlier advised one of the councils, the CWC threatened to revise the 

positive overall advice given earlier by its legal predecessors and to turn it into a 

negative message that could ultimately lead to a lawsuit. Under this pressure, 

management gave in and agreed to slow down the mortgage integration process. The 

CWC formed a subcommittee in order to control that process, including some mem-

bers of the former two Works Councils who were not elected in the CWC but were 

employed in the mortgage branch. From then on, in a more structured way, the mort-

gage integration process was carried on satisfactorily. 

 

Case 2.8. Failure of a merger in online clothing sales (France) 

An online clothing retail company, well established on the French market, ran into 

economic difficulties. Its company culture was characterised by a ‘start-up’ mindset, 

with rather young and quite involved employees. The company was selling medium-

high range clothing and distinguished itself by the quality of product and aftersales. 

The internal communication was well organised, both top-down and bottom-up. 

Eventually the company was bought by a group that included a subsidiary also in-

volved in the online sales of clothing but with a much less favourable market pres-

ence. A chain of events explains why this merger eventually failed. First, though a 

degree of operational synergy was sought since from an operational viewpoint the 

merger was incomplete. The two subsidiaries shared the same web interface, but 

continued to manage their products separately. Second, a redundancy plan to cut 

costs was put in place affecting the acquired company. This was justified by the 

overlapping of positions but it left the other subsidiary out of the picture. Third, the 

arrival of a new management team led to the departure of a number of key senior 

managers from the original company. The new management team reversed 

communication and decision-sharing practices and meetings for sharing information 

with employees were aborted. 

Overall, the subsidiary imposed its products and its mode of operation on the pur-

chased company, with dramatic negative consequences. Product quality deteriorated 

and started to generate more and more customer returns and complaints. As the cus-

tomer service department was no longer properly resourced, response times related 

to complaints were no longer respected. This situation led to rapidly deteriorating 

working conditions and employees became increasingly worried about the future of 

their jobs. As a result, the company’s Health, Security and Working Conditions Com-

mittee (CHSCT, Comité d'hygiène, de sécurité et des conditions de travail, see Chapter 8) 

decided to call on ARETE in order to gain more insight into the causes of this 

malfunctioning. ARETE’s diagnosis was discussed between employee 

representatives and management; on this basis a long process of recovery ensued. 
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2.5.4 Offshoring and Corporate Social Responsibility 

Finally, we return to offshoring and the variety of consequences that arise for labour 

in both the home and the host countries of MNEs. For some Asian and Latin American 

countries investment from Western Europe-based MNEs may partially at least be seen 

as a good thing insofar as they involve both the transfer of technology and a stimulus 

to ‘jump’ into the next phase of development. However, for CEE countries in particu-

lar, such positive effects have been shown to be (for example in Galgóczi et al. 2015) 

fragile and temporary. Moreover, the ‘race to the bottom’ still provides the most pow-

erful competitive undercurrent for most forms of offshoring. The impact of this insid-

ious motivation is felt everywhere, from outright exploitation in the GVCs of garment, 

textile and footwear production to the restraining of wage increases and employees’ 

ability to resist the threat of relocation apparent in even the most developed countries. 

Those mechanisms can be latent, at sectoral or macro-economic levels and can effec-

tively be hidden from view. However, there is little doubt that they are central to many 

employers’ practices. For example, a European Foundation publication provided evi-

dence of the impact managerial comparisons of labour costs and their threats to relo-

cate had on employees across a number of countries (Marginson and Meardi 2009). 

In view not just of the different shapes and stages of offshoring but also of the differing 

national systems of labour relations, the response of labour is compelled to vary. For 

instance, in many Asian countries state oppression continues to hamper the develop-

ment of the independent trade union action needed to deal with MNEs who have con-

tracted electronics, garment, textile and footwear production into long GVCs. Thou-

sands of suppliers, stretching down for three or even four tiers of the chain, have be-

come dependent on their purchasing decisions. While these MNEs exercise strict con-

trols over price, quantity and quality of supplies, they have largely evaded their re-

sponsibilities for attaining decent levels of pay and conditions. In many of these GVCs 

and the countries who host them, a lack of compliance with the international labour 

standards of the ILO and with national labour legislation remains a widespread char-

acteristic. Similarly, flanking policies for occupational safety and health and, of wider 

interest, public health are frequently lacking (Van Klaveren 2016, and literature refer-

ences therein). Only where disasters causing hundreds of deaths such as a garment 

factory fire (Ali Enterprises, Karachi, Pakistan 2012) or a garment building collapse 

(Rana Plaza, Dhaka, Bangladesh 2013) gain international media coverage, does the 

general public get a glimpse of such violations and of the horrendous working condi-

tions involved. 

In these circumstances, European trade unionists and labour consultants have a moral 

duty to support the broad coalitions that emerged in the 2010s to press for Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) and sustainable production, in line with the United Na-

tion’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Recently a number of joint initiatives of 

trade unions and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have been taken in this re-

spect. For example, the solidarity support organisations of the two main trade union 

federations in the Netherlands, FNV and CNV, have published extensive guidance for 
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companies to assess where and why they might face heightened risks of violating trade 

union rights, in particular while operating in GVCs (Shift / FNV Mondiaal 2019; web-

site CNV Internationaal). Related union organisations in the other four countries we 

have highlighted in this book are similarly involved in international solidarity activi-

ties. The WageIndicator Foundation is also quite active in this field. For instance, to-

gether with local trade unions WageIndicator is currently undertaking a major project 

on compliance with labour law and minimum wages in the garment industry in Indo-

nesia (Tijdens et al. 2018). It hardly needs saying that such activities will need to be 

rolled out in many developing countries in order to provide a counterweight to the 

‘race to the bottom’ in wages and conditions in GVCs. 

Trade union pressure has latterly ensured that a meaningful commitment to CSR has 

increasingly engaged the boardrooms of major MNEs as has the realization that ‘rep-

utation management’ is urgently required to be a fully-fledged part of their manage-

ment strategies (cf. Van Tulder and Van der Zwart 2006). The movement towards sus-

tainability has further resonated with the pursuit of labour regulation to give material 

effect to the ILO’s campaign for equitable and job-rich growth (Fenwick and Van 

Goethem 2017). It is worth noting that the main union (con)federations in the five 

countries studied in this book have all become engaged with this latter campaign and 

the pressure for CSR. In parts of GVCs where state oppression is not evident and con-

ditions allow for independent union activities, employee representatives, other trade 

unionists and labour consultants alike may search for opportunities to similarly sup-

port these activities. 

2.5.5 ‘Backshoring’: the grass is not always greener 

At this point it may be timely to have a look at the practice of ‘backshoring’, or ‘reshor-

ing’, that is, taking back manufacturing or service activities that were earlier put off-

shore. The main case for ‘backshoring’ arises when gaps between the wage levels of 

the home and host countries have diminished to the extent that the ‘offshoring busi-

ness case’ is no longer valid. In offshore locations wages may well go up faster than 

expected, particularly through the pressure of trade union action. Changing market 

conditions, including (the threat of) trade wars, can constitute another set of reasons 

for backshoring. A third set often concerns the emergence of organisational problems, 

rather like those we discussed for outsourcing. 

Studies of backshoring and cases like the French one presented below (Case 2.9), help 

catalogue the organisational problems at stake. In our experience, such analysis can be 

quite useful for employee representatives in discussing and debugging offshoring 

plans. Combining this experience with our own and others’ studies reveals common 

problems. For example, transition and information costs attached to offshoring pro-

cesses tend to be widely underestimated as do the risks of miscommunication, fre-

quently connected to language problems. The same holds for the persistence of diffi-

culties maintaining production and servicing quality. These problems all give rise to 

frustration among employees in the home countries of offshoring firms and can lead 
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to under-performance. Furthermore, for companies relying on contacts with end cus-

tomers the risks of losing market share may become acute. In such situations, back-

shoring lurks around the corner (Kinkel 2012; Dachs et al. 2017; Di Mauro et al. 2018; 

see also website Eurofound/European Reshoring Monitor). 

Case 2.9. Organisational malfunctioning after offshoring in banking (France) 

A large international bank established in Paris centralised the administrative activi-

ties hitherto carried out in the branch offices, into a single department reporting to 

headquarters. This centralisation was just a preliminary phase before these tasks, 

once properly mastered, were offshored. The relocation took place in successive 

waves. The remains of the Parisian department gradually turned into a control and 

completion service because nearly 30% of the activities relocated to Egypt and India 

were returned -- either due to instructions not being understood, or because of a poor 

mastery of the procedures and the like. Instructions had to be explained in English 

before being returned to the off-shore platforms but were never completed by the 

managers themselves.  

The employees experienced this situation even more negatively because they were 

not informed beforehand. One employee expressed their feelings as follows: “The an-

nouncement of the relocation of operations came as a shock, we didn't expect it at all. We 

went into great deal of trouble putting in place new procedures. Once well established, some 

of the operations were relocated. We felt betrayed somewhere”. The company’s CHSCT re-

peatedly alerted management to the deteriorating working conditions in the depart-

ment but failed to achieve results. They ended up voting on the use of a labour con-

sultant in order to analyse working conditions and come up with improvement 

measures. ARETE took on the assignment. 

The expert’s analysis showed that offshoring generated a number of malfunctions: 

• employees sensed a loss of control over their work, as they had to intervene to 

complete instructions processed offshore; 

• staff were concerned that the information they provided on behalf of the pro-

cess was not well understood or taken into account by the various interlocu-

tors; 

• the multiplication of contacts and poor mastery of the English language in-

creased the risk of misunderstandings and errors and the dilution of responsi-

bilities as well as provoking discouragement and frustration among employ-

ees; 

• the loss of contact with end customers hampered the proper ownership of 

tasks and led to a lack of responsibility among the staff members involved; 

• the decline in quality of service led to increased delays. 

In order to improve the prevention of psychosocial risks within the department, the 

labour consultant detailed a series of remedial measures. One of the main recommen-

dations regarded restoring the meaning of the work done through an overhaul of 

processes, work organisation and management using a participatory approach.  
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2.6 Good practice 

We are now able to present some first thoughts on basic good practice drawing upon 

the contents of this chapter. The suggestions hereafter are aimed at helping employee 

representatives and trade unions achieve a more effective social dialogue to cope with 

restructuring processes.  

In our view it is vital  

where work organisation is an issue, that: 

GP1 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants consider, in 

cases of restructuring, whether the relevant EU Directives (2002/14/EC, 

2001/23/EC, 98/59/EC, and the EWC Directive 2009/38/EC) and related na-

tional legislation have been applied and if not, should immediately initiate ap-

propriate remedial action; use these Directives and appropriate national legis-

lation to gather detailed management information on economic, financial and 

technical aspects (see also GP3); 

GP2 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants, in cases of re-

structuring, should ensure management have a well-planned change process 

that clearly recognizes the value of alternatives raised either by management 

or by employee representatives before finalizing any redeployment plans; 

GP3 where restructuring with substantial impact on employment and job quality is 

concerned, employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants, at 

the earliest possible time, must receive from management basic economic, fi-

nancial and technical information covering: (dis)investment, locations, em-

ployment prospects (including options for the organisation of work) for the 

workers whose employment will be endangered. Data should also be supplied 

on the prospects for job quality and on any demands implying occupational 

and/or geographical mobility; 

GP6 in developing these information disclosure and consultation processes as well 

as the formulation of alternatives, employee representatives, union officers 

and labour consultants should strive for a balance that supports vulnerable 

workers whilst contributing to a viable new organisation. Management and 

HR staff would also be expected to implement a similar balance, in particular 

ensuring a good fit between staffing levels and workload during organisa-

tional change; 

GP7 employee representatives should consider and take action to ensure the ade-

quacy of their representation channels in the restructuring process, in particu-

lar their connections with (groups of) endangered workers; 

GP8 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should main-

tain a close watch on any problems that specific groups of workers may meet 

in the course of restructuring. They should also continuously monitor whether 

provisions in collective agreements are fulfilled and, where redundancies are 
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unavoidable, ensure that dismissal procedures are kept strictly in line with 

legislation or the collective agreement; 

GP9 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should work 

to ensure that monitoring the effects of restructuring on work organisation 

and job quality should be carried out for at least two years after the change has 

taken place; 

GP10 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should coop-

erate and coordinate appropriate action where legal constraints may impose 

time constraints that could otherwise jeopardize the development of alterna-

tive strategies for employee representatives,  

and widening to focus on connected institutions and policies: 

GP32 as a starting point for the framing of mitigating strategies and redeployment 

plans, the social partners should be using the available economic and social 

analyses published at national, sectoral and regional levels that detail short- 

and medium-term perspectives for employment further disaggregated by skill 

and age; 

GP33 trade unions should be creating their own databases for their experience with 

organisational and technical change and the (re)design of jobs and organisa-

tions ensuring maximum accessibility for union officers and the union constit-

uency in general; 

GP34 trade unions should monitor and where necessary improve the efficiency of 

systems of mutual communication and reporting between different levels of 

employee representation (European, national, sectoral, regional, company, 

workplace); 

GP35 trade unions, whenever suitable, should make use of the information flows 

that surround European Works Councils (EWC’s) and/or of the provisions in 

Transnational Company Agreements (TCAs), in particular as regards occupa-

tional safety and health (OSH) issues.  
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CHAPTER 3. PUBLIC SECTOR RESTRUCTURING UNDER NEW 
MANAGEMENT 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we analyze the ongoing restructuring in the public sector. All across the 

EU in recent decades, the organisation of basic services provided by the state have 

commonly been subjected to radical changes in management approaches that have at-

tracted the label New Public Management (NPM). We treat the development and ap-

plication of NPM as an important part of the neo-liberal project aimed at producing a 

smaller and more efficient public sector. We also cover its relationship with liberalisa-

tion and privatisation. In doing so, it is important to recognize the variety that exists 

in national cultures, political traditions and institutional settings. This has led to dif-

ferent solutions on the provision of public services and the way these services have 

been financed through taxes and public fees. 

Information Technology (IT) and digitalization have also become major forces in the 

restructuring of the public sector. Indeed, in the 2000s it was even argued that NPM 

was ‘dead’, seen off by the concept of ‘digital-Era-governance’ or E-government (Dun-

leavy et al. 2006). It cannot be denied that E-government has brought about dramatic 

changes in work organisation, competence demand and the localization of public ser-

vice organisations. However, in the light of the extensive NPM-oriented program of 

the OECD, ‘Value for Money in Government’ (2010-15), one authoritative commenta-

tor soon responded that NPM was alive and kicking (De Vries 2010). This chapter con-

firms that this latterly has indeed been the case – for better or for worse. We document 

the rise of NPM in the five countries that concern us the most and examine in particular 

the wave of neo-liberalism that has, since the late 1970s, ushered in deregulation and 

privatisation as the dominant policy pressures in the public sector. Riding this wave, 

NPM has become a major force in public sector reforms in Northwestern Europe.  

Overviews of organisation, expenditure, employment and industrial relations in the 

public sector in the five countries provide background here but we also cover the role 

of the EU as another important of the impetus for deregulation and privatisation. Cen-

tral to our analysis is the differing experience of NPM that can be observed in the five 

countries we have focused on for this book. Initially NPM concepts came to fruition in 

the UK followed somewhat later by Sweden and the Netherlands and, though with 

quite specific constraints, in France. Disenchantment with NPM seemingly set in quite 

early in Germany and the Netherlands, and in these two countries a reversal of the 

trend became visible. Against this background, we attempt to assess the consequences 

of NPM for the functioning of public services.  

3.2 The rise of New Public Management 
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3.2.1 Swapping Keynes for neoliberalism 

Restructuring in the public sector often derives from a combination of budget re-

strictions, political ambitions and the introduction of management tools and techno-

logical solutions to increase productivity. Behind this, the paradigm shift in the politi-

cal economy we indicated in Chapter 1 has had a major impact on the size of the public 

sector and on changes therein. Until the 1970s, the Keynesian paradigm held public 

expenditure to be an important instrument in keeping up full employment and toning 

down recessions. Gradually though, an alternative neoliberal view became dominant 

in most national policy-making throughout Europe. Moreover, at EU level decision-

making was accompanied by new catchphrases and buzzwords like ‘a smaller public 

sector’ and ‘austerity’, together with some newish policy options embracing deregula-

tion, privatisation and the outsourcing of public services. From the end of the oil crisis 

in the late 1970s until the aftermath of the 2007-08 financial crisis, this new paradigm 

has been established as an overall solution to cope with economic recessions. 

The dominance of neoliberalism has also given rise to a shift in the prevailing ideas on 

how to organize the public sector. The NPM concept was introduced to replace the 

ideal of traditional weberian bureaucracies, with strict adherence to rules and regula-

tions. Dunleavy et al. (2006) defined NPM as consisting of three parts: disaggregation, 

competition and incentivisation. Indeed, at the core of NPM lies the application of 

management instruments derived from private enterprise, such as operating in busi-

ness units, allowing internal benchmarked competition using ‘dashboards’ and similar 

techniques, all underpinned with financial management incentives like bonuses. Its 

evidence base was drawn from business administration rather than the practices of 

political or public administration. Dunleavy and co-authors also linked NPM to public 

choice theory, assuming that an increasing group of citizens wanting “to escape the 

rigidities of bureaucratic decision-making” would be willing and able to choose their 

own service providers. Logically, NPM cannot exist without a certain amount of de-

regulation and allowing public bodies to exert more autonomy. That said, NPM does 

not of necessity lead to privatisation, although history shows that it has often been its 

prelude. 

Throughout Europe, NPM has evidently been a dominant force in public sector re-

forms. Based on a recent nine-country study of these reforms, Keune (2018: 5) con-

cluded that “NPM ideas seem to continue to provide most of the inspiration here in all 

countries.” Yet, how NPM works out in practice depends on many factors, not least of 

which are the country’s political and institutional situation. For instance, it is remark-

able that in the UK and Sweden, NPM and privatisation were launched by right-wing 

governments but were further implemented by social democratic administrations. Ob-

viously, privatisation has been a goal for right wing/liberal governments (a smaller 

state) while left wing/social democratic governments, adopting a more practical atti-

tude (a more cost-effective state), have tended to go along with processes in this direc-

tion. On the other hand, across countries NPM-inspired policies and privatisation have 
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repeatedly met their limits when confronted with negative effects such as failing to 

achieve higher productivity or quality standards.  

The failure of NPM to deliver on the promise that in combination with digitalization 

it would result in better and more efficient services, has also prompted widespread 

dissatisfaction amongst the general public. A recent example can be seen in the way 

that the degradation of public services in both suburban and countryside areas in 

France was a key factor in the recent rise of the ‘Gilets Jaunes’. This deterioration was 

and is strongly felt. Faced with the discontent mobilized by the ‘Gilets’, President 

Macron was forced to commit to stopping or slowing down the elimination of posts in 

public services such as the reversal of small school closures. 

3.2.2 Public organisation and expenditure in the five countries 

The public sector is an integral part of a nation’s welfare system, and in Europe differ-

ent approaches to organizing and financing the welfare state, embracing a variety of 

both business models and industrial relations systems, have been in evidence. Accord-

ing to the divisions used by the so-called varieties of capitalism approach, Sweden 

belongs to the Nordic cluster or ‘organized corporatism’, Germany and the Nether-

lands to the mid-western European or ‘social partnership’ cluster, the UK to the Anglo-

Saxon or ‘liberal’ cluster, while France is mostly included in the mid-western European 

group although with the added label ‘state-centered’. However, the characteristics of 

(sub-)sectors often deviate from this national typology (cf. Van Klaveren and Gregory 

2019: 47, 196). This also holds for the organisation of parts of the welfare state itself. 

An example is the existence of the four National Health Service (NHS) organisations 

in the UK (in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland) versus Germany’s 

health sector that is largely based on the ‘Länder’ (constituent states). It is important to 

take into account country differences in political and geographic structures that vary 

from the federal structure of Germany to the more centralised governance structures 

of France and the Netherlands. Similarly, whilst Sweden has a mix of national, regional 

and municipal responsibilities, the United Kingdom has, in recent decades, devolved 

significant decision-making to the self-government bodies set up in Scotland, Wales, 

and Northern Ireland. 

As a result of these factors as well as specific national policies, public expenditures 

inevitably show similarities and differences across countries, both in size and in com-

position. Table 3.1 (next page) indicates that in 2018 all five countries spent over 40% 

of their Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the public sphere. France obviously was at 

the top with 56%, followed by Sweden with nearly 50%, Germany in between (45%) 

and the Netherlands (42%) with the UK (41%) bringing up the rear. By contrast, earlier 

in 2010, Germany, the Netherlands and the UK were all quite close together and not 

that far behind France and Sweden, with public spending accounting for 47-48% of 

their GDP. Between 2010 and 2018, the austerity policies of the German and Dutch 

administrations --although they refrained from labelling their policies as such-- 

brought down their spending by respectively 3.5 and 5.8%points, the Dutch decrease 
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coming close to the 6.4%point decline achieved by the UK’s more explicit austerity 

policy. Interestingly, the most right-hand column of Table 3.1, indicating the shares of 

the total public budget used for subcontracting, suggests that the UK and Sweden, 

with over 8% in 2015, have taken the lead in pursuing subcontracting or outsourcing, 

followed by the Netherlands. The figures indicate that the French and German gov-

ernments have been more reluctant to adopt such policies. In section 3.3 we return to 

the background underpinning these figures. 

Table 3.1 Total public expenditure as a percentage of GDP, 2010, 2015 and 2018, and 

public expenditure subcontracted as a percentage of public budget, 2015, in 

five countries 

 

share of public expenditure in 

GDP 

share of budget 

subcontracted 

 2010 2015 2018 2015 

France 56.9 56.8 56.0* 5.1 

Germany 48.1 44.0 44.6 4.6 

Netherlands 47.9 44.6 42.1* 6.2 

Sweden 50.4 49.5 49.8 8.2 

United Kingdom 47.4 42.3 41.0 9.0 

EU28 50.1 47.0 45.8  

* provisional  

Sources:  

total public expenditure: Eurostat (TEC00023) 

share of budget being subcontracted: www.europeandatajournalism.eu 

Figure 3.1 shows the division of public expenditure according to governance level in 

2015. Somewhat surprisingly the data reveal the most centralized pattern was found 

in the UK, followed by the Netherlands and France. Clearly, in the UK and the Neth-

erlands relatively little financial room has been left for governmental layers between 

‘central’ and ‘local’. In Germany, by contrast, the intermediate governance level of the 

‘Länder’ (by far the largest part of ‘other’) has been accounting for over half of the coun-

try’s public spending. 

Figure 3.1 Public expenditure according to governance level, 2015, in five countries 

 
Source: www.europeandatajournalism.eu 

60,2

28

60,4
50,3

66,9

24,3

18,2

30,8
30,9

23,5

25,5

53,8

8,8
16,8

9,6

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

France Germany Netherlands Sweden United
Kingdom

central local other

http://www.europeandatajournalism.eu/
http://www.europeandatajournalism.eu/


70 

According to Eurostat’s Government Finance Statistics for 2017 (not in table), the divi-

sion of public spending across sectors did not differ that much between countries. For 

all five countries expenditure in the health sector scored in the top six in the EU28, 

with GDP shares varying between 8.0% (France) and 6.9% (Sweden). In the education 

sector Sweden stood out spending 6.8% of its GDP while the education shares of the 

other four countries were between 4.1 and 5.1%. The size of defence expenditure varied 

between the UK (1.9% of GDP) and France (1.8%) on the one hand and Germany´s 

1.0% on the other. 

3.2.3 Public employment in the five countries 

Table 3.2 shows characteristics of employment in the public administration of the five 

countries we have focused on in this book. In line with the division of spending across 

countries, Sweden, in 2018, had relatively the largest public administration workforce, 

according to the following two yardsticks: the share of public administration employ-

ment in total employment, and the number of public administration employees per 

1,000 inhabitants (columns A and E). Next in line, at quite some distance, was France. 

Concerning the share of public employment salaries in Gross National Product (GNP, 

column D), France went to the top with Sweden in second place. For France, Germany, 

Sweden and the UK the share of females (column B) in the public workforce was rela-

tively high, in contrast to the Netherlands (44% against 48%). As for the share of part-

time employed (column C), this remained rather low, and was also lower than the 

respective overall country averages for part-time working. 

Table 3.2 Characteristics of employment in public administration, most recent data, in 

five countries 

 

A B C D E 

2018 2017 2018 (2012) 2015 2015 

France 29.6 63 12 13.0 88 

Germany 24.8 55 15*)**) 7.5 56 

Netherlands 26.1 44 26 8.8 67 

Sweden 34.0 70 10*)**) 12.5 138 

United Kingdom 24.9 64 25*)**) 9.3 79 

Key / sources:  

A: share of public administration employment in total employment: Eurostat 

B: share of females in public administration: OECD 2019 

C: share of part-time employed in public administration: national statistics  

*) central government **)2012: OECD Human Resources Management Country Profiles 2012 

D: share of public employment salaries in GNP: www.europeandatajournalism.eu 

E: number of public administration employees per 1000 inhabitants: www.europeandatajournalism.eu 

3.2.4 Public sector industrial relations in the five countries 

Differences in national conditions also contribute to shaping the behaviour of public 

authorities in terms of their Human Resource Management (HRM) practices and their 

inclination towards social dialogue with employee representatives. Table 3.3 (next 

page) presents a brief overview of both, taking recruitment and job security as key 

http://www.europeandatajournalism.eu/
http://www.europeandatajournalism.eu/
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indicators of HRM, and using the rights to unionise and to strike as well as union den-

sity in public administration as industrial relations indicators. Concerning union den-

sity, the Swedish rate (76%) clearly stood out. Though much lower in the other coun-

tries, union densities in the public sector remained substantially higher than equiva-

lent densities in the private sector.  

Table 3.3 Characteristics of HRM and industrial relations in public administration, 

most recent data, in five countries 

 

HRM recruitment job security right to 

unionise 

right to 

strike 

union 

density 

2016 

France centralized career-based high yes yes 220%  

Germany 

 

 

 

Ministry-

based 

career-based high for civil 

servants*), else 

as in private 

sector 

yes yes, but 

not for civil 

servants*) 

331%  

Netherlands 

 

central/Minis

try-based 

position-

based 

as in private 

sector 

yes yes, with 

exceptions 

3 32%  

Sweden 

 

decentralized position-

based 

as in private 

sector 

yes yes 7 76%  

United 

Kingdom 

centralized position-

based 

as in private 

sector 

yes yes, with 

exceptions 

4 45%  

Sources: OECD Human Resources Management Country Profiles 2012 as basis; update through EU 

and ETUI websites, except union density in public administration: ICTWSS database 5.1 (Visser 2016, 

except for France: Pignoni 2016) 

*) In France civil servants make up appr. 60% of the public administration, in Germany (‘Beambte’) 

appr. 50%, and in the UK appr. 80% (OECD 2019: 119) 

3.2.5 The role of the European Union 

Strictly speaking, the EU does not deploy policies prescribing the organisation and 

financing of public administration in the member states. However, there are at least 

two exceptions, or ways in which the (dominant forces in) the EU and the European 

Commission have contributed to the reshaping of national public sectors. The first re-

lates to the austerity pressures exerted by the European Commission and the ‘Troika’ 

on indebted Eurozone countries in the aftermath of the financial crisis. As noted in 

Chapter 1, liberalisation, encouraging new competitors into the market besides public 

monopolists, and even the privatisation of public services, were part and parcel of the 

austerity programs imposed on countries such as Greece. Administrations outside the 

‘danger zone’, like those of the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK, also exhibited char-

acteristics of these programs including some NPM features. Indeed, between 2011 and 

2014, the European Employment Strategy (EES), currently part of the Europe 2020 

growth strategy, seems to have acted as a transmission belt in this regard. 

In the second place, taking their cue from the UK and Sweden’s early deployment of 

liberalisation and privatisation, the European Commission, from the late 1980s on-

wards, launched Directives to liberalize ‘network’ markets, namely: energy (electricity 

and gas) provision, postal and courier activities, telecoms, railway transport, and 
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waste treatment. These Directives have had a continuing impact on competitive struc-

tures at sectoral levels. In most cases they were supportive of NPM -- although not for 

privatisation per se as the Commission did and does not prescribe forms of ownership.  

Whilst some national structures and policies have hampered the Commission’s liber-

alisation ambitions, other governments, notably those of smaller EU countries, have 

adopted these binding Directives at an earlier stage and with stricter application than 

others. This has led progressive politicians as well as trade unionists in these countries 

to accuse their governments of virtue signalling. However, when markets like those 

for electricity and gas in these countries were liberalized, it triggered private concen-

tration. One of the authors here along with colleagues from FORBA found convincing 

evidence that notably in utilities and postal services private oligopolies, with two or 

three companies per country were systematically seizing strong positions to replace 

public monopolies (Flecker et al. 2009; Van Klaveren et al. 2011; Hermann 2013; Van 

Klaveren 2014). In order to regulate these newly created markets, governments have 

often felt the need to impose new rules, on fair competition, product or service quality, 

procurement, et cetera. Frequently these have proved more extensive and stringent 

than the former rules. One may rightly call this development ‘reregulation’. 

Finally, EU Directives on public procurement have laid down rules on how public au-

thorities and utility operators should purchase goods, works and services. For classical 

bureaucracies such regulation of competitive practices had already become a necessity, 

but with the advance of NPM the procurement Directives gained importance. It re-

mains to be seen if once these are implemented in national law the ‘race to the bottom’ 

in wages and conditions notably among subcontracted staff can be prevented. For-

mally, in most EU countries these regulations encourage authorities not to simply ac-

cept the lowest-cost but rather favour the most economically advantageous offers. Yet, 

as Schulten (in Schulten et al. 2012: 105) warned, “Under the financial constraints of 

tight budgets (….) public authorities often follow a more short-term policy and tend 

to choose the cheapest bid“. 

3.3 New Public Management across countries  

3.3.1 United Kingdom 

Across countries, the responses of public sector unions to NPM, liberalisation and pri-

vatisation have been influenced by national political traditions and institutional set-

tings. Major changes here have seriously affected that response. This was the case in 

the United Kingdom where from 1979 onwards successive Thatcher administrations 

implemented an aggressive policy of privatisation. This was based on an ideological 

vision that saw the public sector as being oversized, inefficient and uneconomic. In the 

second half of the 1990s all public services in the UK had been affected by the adoption 

of this neo-liberal thinking and all had been ‘managerialised’. Though the expression 

New Public Management had not yet spread, in practice NPM had become the norm 

(Farnham and Horton 1999). The anti-union legislation introduced by successive con-

servative governments throughout the 1980s together with their dismantling of the 



73 

tripartite structures that had hitherto provided a measure of joint consultation, meant 

the social partners in the UK were left with virtually no formal means for continuous 

social dialogue (Griffin and Gregory 2015: 309-10). As a result, British public sector 

unions were increasingly forced to express their opposition to changes proposed (in-

cluding further privatisation) through national and local protests and strike actions, as 

well as local negotiations with public employers (Grimshaw 2013: 581-2). In the UK 

efforts towards developing high trust relationships, as described below, were not 

much in evidence until the arrival of the New Labour government in 1997. 

Case 3.1. The making and breaking of high trust relationships in privatised utility 

companies (UK) 

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, labour consultants from TURU were heavily in-

volved in long-term projects at Vertex Data Sciences and Scottish Power. Their brief 

was to help design and implement a social dialogue approach to deal with the seri-

ous mistrust that had undermined industrial relations at both companies. Vertex 

Data Sciences began life as part of United Utilities (UU) formed in 1990 as one of the 

major privatised utility companies in the UK. In 1996 Vertex was spun off as a sepa-

rate business although was still owned by UU until its sale to a hedge fund in 2007. 

Scottish Power was also established in 1990 as a privatised entity combining the three 

hitherto publicly owned electricity companies in Scotland. At the time of writing, 

Scottish Power is owned by a Spanish energy group and is UK’s third biggest utility. 

As the 1990s drew to a close, both companies faced difficult industrial relations con-

ditions. In part this reflected an enduring legacy of the bitter battles fought with the 

British trade unions over privatisation and the related changes to conditions of em-

ployment. Beyond this, the dynamic market conditions that characterised both the 

utility sector and (at the time) the relatively new markets for call centres and business 

services were also putting a severe strain on work organisation and industrial rela-

tions. In both companies trust relationships between unions and management were 

much diminished. 

Encouraged by the then Labour government’s endorsement of social dialogue and 

the establishment of a government fund to help promote social partnership at the 

workplace, both companies approached TURU for support in developing their own 

versions of a partnership approach to rebuild trust and more effective industrial rela-

tions. Working closely and collaboratively with management and unions initially in 

‘search conferences’ to ascertain the key drivers of low trust, the consultants de-

signed two joint training programmes aimed at laying the foundation for the devel-

opment of a high trust social dialogue.  

At Scottish Power over six months the consultants guided and facilitated a series of 

joint workshops where key managers and union representatives focussed on the 

principles and practices to be embedded in a comprehensive partnership agreement. 

At Vertex, where the process started later, a longer training programme was put in 

place after analyses had identified critical gaps in both management and union skill 
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sets insofar as joint problem solving were concerned. In both cases the initial misgiv-

ings exhibited by some participants from either side, were soon overcome by the 

quality of the outputs from the workshop sessions together with commitment from 

senior management and union officers to the programmes. As the joint working 

through of specific current problems and issues took centre stage, trust levels also 

improved.  

A comprehensive partnership agreement was duly signed by the unions and man-

agement at Scottish Power whilst the partnership training programme at Vertex and 

the subsequent implementation of their partnership infrastructure won a prestigious 

award of a professional Human Resource organisation. However, the newly estab-

lished level of trust between the social partners at both companies was soon to be 

tested. At Scottish Power this came in the shape of the first attempt at pay negotia-

tions following the signing of the partnership agreement. By an unforeseen turn of 

events, a recently arrived senior manager who had not been through the partnership 

process led the negotiations for the company. He insisted on reverting to the ritual-

ised compromise approach that has traditionally characterised the ‘boxing ring’ of 

pay negotiations. For their part, the union representatives had come to the table pre-

pared for the ‘dance floor’ of partnership, hence it was not surprising that their faith 

in the partnership approach took a dive. 

The high trust established through the partnership at Vertex lasted longer but was 

ultimately strained to almost breaking point by the success of the company in rapidly 

expanding their business. Initially the partnership ‘model’ pioneered by Vertex at 

their largest call centre was rolled out to other call centre operations they acquired 

and to the business service operations they were increasingly winning from local au-

thorities outsourcing these operations. These latter were strongly unionised and 

whilst initially sceptical, on balance recognised there were advantages to be had from 

Vertex’s partnership approach. The problem arrived when Vertex acquired a compet-

itor and gained a call centre in India. In fairness to the management at Vertex they 

used the partnership to hold lengthy discussions with the union to establish whether 

any new work opportunities could be found to offset the work to be transferred to 

the Indian call centre. The damage though was done and the resulting downsizing of 

Vertex’s UK call centres saw cracks opening up in the trust that the partnership had 

worked so hard to achieve.  

3.3.2 Sweden 

The Swedish welfare state has been built up in the framework of the Swedish (some-

times extended to the Nordic) model for developing a strong and extensive, tax-fi-

nanced public sector. In Sweden, many public services have a robust local base, imple-

mented by municipalities and county councils for instance in health and social care, 

education and public transport. Much deregulation and privatisation has though been 

carried out at local level, often in combination with the introduction of public choice 

models, that enable service users to choose between different providers – public or 
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private. Initiated by a conservative government in office from 1991 to 1994, deregula-

tion and privatisation have been carried out throughout the Swedish public sector. 

Indeed, the early initiatives were subsequently accepted and continued by a social 

democratic government and then strengthened by another right-wing government 

(2006-2014), and latterly accepted by a new social democratic government taking office 

in 2014. In the 1990s, in parallel to this process, the public budget process was re-

formed. Budgets were allocated to authorities on condition that they would increase 

their productivity in comparison with the private sector. In 2019 a social democratic 

/green government with the support of middle/liberal parties halted proposals on 

‘reducing profits in the welfare system’ and decided to further privatise the Public 

Employment Services (PES): see the case below.  

Case 3.2. The Public Employment Service between digitalization and privatisation 

(Sweden) 

The Public Employment Service is a large public authority with about 14,000 employ-

ees operating under a Director General. It has for many years played an integral part 

in Swedish full employment policies. PES has since 2006 been a centralised organisa-

tion administrating a large number of employment support actions to promote a 

close relationship between the employment agent and the job seeker. When a new 

Director General took office in 2014, a ‘change journey’ started. Over the last five 

years the PES has gone through major changes starting off with a new management 

culture accompanied by a new ‘business model’ largely built on digitalization. The 

new management culture was based on trust rather than on measurement and con-

trol. The next step involved the formation of two new client-oriented divisions, one 

oriented towards job seekers and the other towards employers. This became more 

controversial and the unions hired ATK as a labour consultant for a second opinion. 

In spite of middle managers’ sceptical reception of the plans, top management ad-

justed the time schedule somewhat but went along with the basic plan.  

While the new organisation was being implemented, a right-wing government an-

nounced large budget cuts for the PES, which led to political upheaval. Management 

nevertheless decided to continue investing in digitalization and expanding PES’s cus-

tomer service. After negotiations with the unions, PES announced the dismissal of 

4,500 employees followed by large redundancies in local offices. Then, a new left-

green-liberal government came into office and further privatisation within the ser-

vice while focusing on control, evaluation and digital services. ATK was hired once 

again to support unions (and management) in dealing with short-term changes (sim-

ultaneously downsizing and establishing the new organisation) and long-term 

changes (defining a new role for the PES). The consultant interviewed top managers 

and external actors and conducted workshops. A joint management-union meeting 

was held in which changes in organisational adjustments, redeployment and compe-

tence strategies were discussed based on the consultant’s risk analysis. One of the 

risks was that the digitalization process might not develop according to plan, causing 
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severe effects on both process outcomes and employee safety and health. The con-

junction of downsizing with the implementation of the new organisation would, it 

was suggested, be likely to result in major uncertainties concerning staff roles and cli-

ent contacts. Top management continued to have full confidence in carrying out the 

restructuring albeit with reservations concerning the delivery of planned results. Un-

ions as well as line managers expressed more pessimistic views. 

The PES story is an example of how NPM and E-government have taken on new 

shapes. The daily operations have been outsourced to external parties while the au-

thority itself has been left to focus on control, procurement and digital infrastructure.  

(See for an extensive case description Appendix 1, Case A2) 

The driving forces behind the introduction of outsourcing to private operators in Swe-

den were the rising public demand for more choice (of schools, doctors and care for 

the elderly, more tv channels and radio stations, et cetera) and pressure from private 

sector actors. The latter identified public services as an important part of the expanding 

service society and therefore full of investment opportunities. Productivity increases 

through competition between subcontractors were also hoped for. The first wave of 

NPM in the 1990s consisted of abolishing the state monopoly in the broadcast media 

and allowing media financing through advertising, as well as deregulating the post 

and telecom sectors and selling the state telecom operator Also, in this wave a number 

of public authorities were turned into joint-stock companies with the state owning 

(majority of) the shares; new competitors in rail and air transport were allowed, and 

competitive elements were introduced in education, child and elderly care. From 2006 

onwards, the then right-wing government initiated a second wave, including the pri-

vatisation of pharmacies and publicly owned companies in transport and related in-

frastructure. In health care, education and social care choice models were introduced 

and the use of private operators increased – often with the consent of local municipal-

ities and county councils dominated by right-wing/liberal politicians. 

In Sweden privatisation processes were and are the outcomes of both political dialogue 

at governmental or municipality level and social dialogue leading to fresh agreements 

between employer and trade unions. In the state sector a new job security agreement 

was put in place before the large privatisations were implemented. The Swedish public 

sector unions have maintained high union density, together with strong organisation 

and negotiation rights. Attitudes towards privatisation vary within the union move-

ment. Blue-collar unions with membership initially based solely on public employ-

ment tend to display a rather negative attitude, while unions recruiting private em-

ployees tend to be more positive in their views. Outspokenly positive attitudes can be 

found in unions organizing academic and related occupations where the possibility of 

having more than one employer alongside the competition for scarce competence is 

clearly seen as an opportunity to secure higher wages. 



77 

We should add that the funding of basic public services through taxes and public fees 

has remained intact in Sweden even after over two decades of deregulation and pri-

vatisation. Within this public funding framework, services are still being offered with-

out increasing costs for the individual user. The current political debates have focused 

on service quality; on the effectiveness of public procurement, and on allowing profits 

to be made in publicly funded operations. These debates should be seen against find-

ings that in many Swedish sectors deregulation and privatisation have not yet deliv-

ered efficiency gains. 

3.3.3 The Netherlands 

In 1986 the first Lubbers administration, following in the footsteps of the Thatcher - 

Reagan neo-liberal ‘revolution’, started an NPM / privatisation campaign to downsize 

the public sector and release funds for the public budget. After relatively small privat-

isations like those of the public pilotage and calibration services, the savings and 

money transfer branches of the state Post, Telegraph, and Telephone company (PTT) 

were split off in 1986, privatised and labelled Postbank. This paved the way for the 

privatisation and liberalisation of postal and telecom services. In the postal services 

case as shown below and in other sectors such as home care, flexibilization and the use 

of (bogus)self-employed have characterized the HR policies of privatised organisa-

tions. In recent years these policies met with strong opposition from trade unions but 

were also heavily criticized in the political arena. In the case below one of the privat-

ised firms to some extent backtracked on a key part of their HR strategy. 

Case 3.3. The privatisation and liberalisation of postal services (Netherlands) 

In 1989 the Lubbers II administration allowed the PTT to adopt formal independent 

status; five years later PTT was privatised and restructured into a joint stock com-

pany. This was followed by the selling of state shares and a break-up whereby the 

telecoms division was to continue as KPN and the post division as TNT Post Group. 

In 1997, as one of the first in the EU following the first European Postal Directive 

(97/67/EC, amended in 2008), the Dutch government took steps towards further lib-

eralization of the postal market. From 2011 onwards, and after Deutsche Post/DHL 

had retreated from the shrinking Dutch market, two competitors were left: PostNL 

(the former TNT Post) and Sandd. Competition between the two was mainly con-

fined to wages. In 2006-07 the minimum hourly rate for post deliverers in their collec-

tive agreement had clearly fallen below the national hourly Statutory Minimum 

Wage (SMW). As the deliverers were self-employed operating on piece rates, they 

frequently ended up at only two-thirds the SMW. By then the post deliverer job had 

been separated from that of post(wo)man. A TNT Post director defined deliverers as 

part-timers, working on average about 12 hours weekly (which turned out to be on 

average eight hours), only delivering and not sorting the post. The process of video-

coding for sorting was offshored to the Far East. Efforts made by unions, researchers 

and labour consultants all failed to convince management of the need for keeping the 

connection between sorting and delivery intact and bringing down the number of 
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jobs shed. The latter number remained 11,000 as management had planned though 

forced lay-offs were halved. 

The PostNL management initially stuck to the part-time / self-employment model 

although societal and parliamentary pressure on them to abandon this position in-

creased. A decisive point came when the government issued a Decree demanding 

that four in five post deliverers should, by 2014, have a labour contract with em-

ployee status. In 2015-16 PostNL continued to maintain its part-time model but of-

fered the post deliverers employee status with their wage scales based on the collec-

tive agreement starting at the SMW – implying that most of them would earn 10 to 

30% above the hourly statutory minimum.  

Finally, in March 2019 PostNL bought Sandd, the sole remaining competitor. The 

Dutch market regulator blocked this take-over but the government overruled the 

decision arguing the take-over was in the public interest. The unions welcomed this 

as a necessary step towards a healthier postal market though they also recognized 

the potential disadvantages of PostNL’s monopoly position. That company’s 

collective agreement, which fits better with the regulated Dutch industrial relations 

system, was subsequently applied to the minority of 4,000 of the 11,000-strong Sandd 

workforce that accepted to be employed in PostNL.  

(See for an extensive case description Appendix 1, Case A3) 

After 1989 privatisations and the selling of state shares remained the order of the day. 

Besides the PTT, the Dutch state retreated from chemical producer DSM, truck manu-

facturer DAF and steel producer Hoogovens (currently Tata Steel). By 2010 over 60 

state companies and public service providers had been privatised. The privatisation 

wave ended with the selling, in 2009-10, of the country’s largest energy deliverers, 

Nuon and Essent, to Swedish Vattenfall and German RWE respectively. These actions 

were only possible after the country’s distribution of energy had been split in 2004 

between commercially operating distributors (like these two) on the one hand and the 

two energy (high voltage and gas transmission) networks that continued to be state-

owned on the other. 

In the same period 1989-2010, under the influence of NPM, over 160 Dutch public ser-

vices were awarded greater autonomy. Most of them, in road maintenance, education 

and environmental services, took on the ‘lightest’ form of quasi-autonomous non-gov-

ernmental organisations (quango’s). After a while a number of public services were re-

shaped into companies with their shares owned by the state and/or by municipalities. 

In 2004 GHR, the Rotterdam Port Authority was the first, followed by their Amster-

dam colleagues, and then by 10 local drinking water companies. Remarkably, allowing 

greater autonomy for the municipalities has partly developed in the Netherlands to 

counteract the disadvantages of privatisation that had surfaced in the 1990s namely: 

the growing disinterest of private managers in supporting political goals; the high sal-

aries and bonuses they granted themselves, and their inclination to undertake com-

mercially risky adventures abroad. However, researchers and journalists have recently 
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pointed out that some autonomous public services or companies have shown similar 

dubious behaviour, and that the central government is still lacking in early warning 

and control instruments to avoid such excesses (cf. Veraart 2019). 

In the Dutch public debate the ‘passenger railways case’ has figured prominently. Fol-

lowing the 1991 EC Directive calling for the separation of rail infrastructure manage-

ment from rail transport, the ProRail infrastructure group was duly formed in 1995 

and separated from the other activities of Dutch Railways (NS). Though both contin-

ued to be state-owned, their mutual relationship became disastrous with minimal lev-

els of coordination. In the severe winter of 2010 trains often came to a standstill which 

led to massive public protests. Lack of maintenance of trains and infrastructure put 

pressure on the government who in turn forced NS and ProRail to cooperate more 

closely. As a result, delays and disturbances on the railway track have diminished in 

the last four years. Although in this case privatisation per se was not the problem and 

liberalisation was only marginally at stake, the ‘railways experience’ has dominated 

public discussions in the Netherlands on both issues. It is reasonable to assume that 

this discourse together with the debate concerning the HR policies of privatised organ-

isations have influenced governmental thinking and goes someway to explaining why 

no new privatisation plans have appeared since 2013. Indeed, the existing plan to turn 

ProRail into a quango has even been rescinded. 

3.3.4 France 

Over the past 30 years, public services in France have undergone a significant trans-

formation. As in other European countries, the changes have taken place in successive 

waves. From one decade to the next, the context or the triggers have varied with pri-

vatisation, new public management (a term little used in France) and, more recently, 

digitalization all playing a part. The objectives pursued have generally involved the 

reduction of the size of the state, the improvement of its efficiency and the motivation 

of its agents. Performance indicators have emerged as one of the main levers of change. 

Currently, the modernization of public services is more narrowly aimed at budgetary 

savings. The situation, not surprisingly, has become very tense in many public services 

such as police, hospitals and universities. 

Unlike other European countries such as Sweden, the idea of free choice of the citizen 

is much less prominent in the French public debate. The need, imposed by the EU, to 

open public services to competition, and more specifically to private sector operators, 

has been put forward as one of the reasons for restructuring the post and telecom sec-

tor, railways, and other services. For example, in 2018 the French government justified 

the change in the status of railway workers as being necessary for the opening up of 

the market to competition at the end of 2019. This resulted in long strikes but eventu-

ally the unions lost the media battle and crucially, in a break with the past, were only 

partially supported by public opinion. In this particular case, the media emerged as a 

third category of actor alongside the politicians and social partners engaged in the re-

structuring of public services.  
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The transformation of the French post and telecom sector, following the split of France 

PTT in 1990 (mainly covering La Poste and France Télécom), is a good illustration here 

and a reminder of the dangers of unforeseen consequences. In particular, the introduc-

tion of new management methods in the early 2000s that were subsequently blamed 

for a series of employee suicides, has had a strong effect on public opinion. Former 

directors of France Télécom were recently brought to justice for (complicity in) moral 

harassment as detailed in the following case study.  

Case 3.4. The trial of France Télécom’s directors (France) 

The France Télécom trial in the Paris Correctional Court began in May 2019 after a 

decade of investigation. The prosecutor requested one year’s imprisonment, the max-

imum sentence, for the company´s former CEO, his deputy and the former Human 

Resources manager. In December 2019 the Court decided to follow the prosecutor’s 

orders, though with eight months suspension. The company itself was charged with 

‘institutional harassment’ and sentenced to a fine of Euro 75,000 and payment of 

Euro 3 million in compensation (Le Monde 2019).  

At the heart of the trial were the plans to restructure France Télécom between 2006 

and 2010, that aimed to cut more than 22,000 jobs and retrain 10,000 employees. After 

implementing an aggressive acquisition policy, France Télécom --privatised in 2001-- 

had accumulated a massive debt. Most of the company’s 100,000 employees in France 

were civil servants and could not be dismissed. The aim of the new strategic plan 

was to have thousands of these employees with lifelong employment contracts resign 

without having to lay them off. Middle management were trained for ten days in or-

der to complete this particular task. Management techniques were introduced that 

involved exerting heavy psychological pressure on employees to get them to leave 

the company ‘voluntarily’ and part of managers’ variable compensation was linked 

to their ability to get this done. Those who could remain were subject to demands for 

both functional and geographical mobility. For the vast majority this was a new situ-

ation. According to the Court the suicides of 19 employees committed between 2006 

and 2009 could be related to this context and to what the Court called ‘a culture of 

routine workplace bullying.’  

The unions acted as whistle-blowers here. They contacted the Labour Inspectorate, 

called in labour consultants, alerted the press and filed a complaint in court. Several 

expert assignments were subsequently carried out that included large-scale surveys 

to provide better analyses of employees’ working conditions and to assess the risks 

arising. Some of the findings of these expert reports leaked to the press. One such re-

port submitted to the social partners at the end of 2009 noted “a much degraded general 

feeling, especially with regard to working conditions, health, stress (....)“. Regarding the 

wave of suicides they pointed to “the major failure of management”. France Télécom’s 

CEO reacted only after the facts were published in the press. In 2013, the company 

changed its name to Orange. It was widely thought to be a ruse to both turn the page 

and get rid of a very bad brand image.  
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La Poste (260,000 employees in 2016) no doubt sought to learn from the tragedies ex-

perienced by Orange Group. In many respects though, employees of both companies 

have faced similar situations and difficulties. In the 2000s La Poste had also become a 

symbol of suffering at work. What happened next is described below in Case 3.5. It 

illustrates the importance of building a social dialogue when the workforce is con-

fronted with major changes. 

Case 3.5. Re-establishment of the social dialogue at La Poste (France) 

Around 2010, La Poste had become a symbol of suffering at work. The state company 

had been hit by the suicides of several employees unable to keep up with the pace of 

transformation at La Poste. With a new type of management La Poste had made the 

switch from a strong corporate culture of public service towards a more commercial 

orientation. Many employees had to change positions more or less against their will 

while at the same time a drastic reduction in jobs (over 10,000 in 2011) was carried 

through. The trade unions involved denounced the social climate in the postal com-

pany as one characterized by fear. Under the pressure of this denunciation, the direc-

tor of La Poste stated that if the reorganisations were not to be suspended, answers to 

the social problems of the company could perhaps be found by the re-establishment 

of the social dialogue. Thus, in 2012, the director set up a ´Grand Dialogue´ aimed at 

identifying the causes of the uneasiness and fear. Several aspects of this social dia-

logue are worthy of note, namely:  

•  the organisation of a ‘local dialogue’ marked by the direct participation of the 

employees communicating with management on six themes: job content; 

working conditions; health at work; career development; change management, 

and the relationships with institutions. The unions were not excluded from the 

discussions and they let the management take the lead in this direct dialogue; 

•  the Working Life Commission encouraged the participation of unions as part 

of a collegial reflection on the transformation of the company; in fact, the ab-

sence of a bargaining issue worked in favour of the quality of the dialogue. 

This initiative resulted in eight major projects, one of which called ‘social dialogue 

and social regulation’, aimed at creating a climate of trust within all layers of La 

Poste. From that project it was suggested to negotiate an agreement on a renewed so-

cial dialogue. This original approach has developed further. For example, in early 

2013 a framework agreement was signed for the improvement of working life em-

bracing sections on organisation, job content and working conditions as well as a sec-

tion on furthering the social dialogue. 

Since the mid-2000s the French public administration, regardless of the government in 

power, has seen policy changes that differed in scope and objectives from previous 

ones. Currently the search for productivity gains has been added to the quest for 

greater agility and effectiveness sought by the earlier legislation on decentralization 

and de-concentration. In order to strengthen social dialogue within the public sector, 

social legislation has been strengthened through: 
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• the partial alignment with the private sector in 2013-14 of the competences and 

requirements of the Health, Security and Working Conditions Committee 

(CHSCT) as the vehicle for work consultations. This offers a substantial rein-

forcement of the possibilities for employee representatives in the public sector 

to influence working conditions (see for the role of the CHSCT Chapter 8); 

• the signing, on October 22, 2013, of an agreement on the prevention of psycho-

social risks requiring all public employers to have a plan in place by 2015 for 

the prevention and evaluation of these risks based on a diagnosis involving em-

ployees. The agreement specifies this diagnosis has to include a plan of action 

and a dialogue with employee representatives. 

3.3.5 Germany 

In Germany, the privatisation of public companies gained momentum in the 1980s. In 

1982, a conservative-liberal coalition government replaced the social-liberal coalition 

and for a number of years the ‘lean state’ became a guiding principle. These develop-

ments were reflected in the liberalization of post and telecoms and rail transport. How-

ever, since the mid-2000s the trend has reversed towards increasing public influence. 

From 2005 to 2016 the number of public institutions and companies rose by some 25%. 

Local authorities in particular were and are trying to expand their economic activities. 

While the federal government currently holds stakes in 670 companies, the official 

stakes amount to 1,430 companies at the level of the states (‘Länder’) and 13,500 at mu-

nicipal level. It may be assumed that the growth of public influence will continue due 

to the so-called concession system regulating the transfer of a public task to private 

companies in Germany. As a rule, concessions have been awarded for a period of 

about 20 years, and many concessions granted during the privatisation wave of the 

1990s are close to coming to an end (Greive and Hildebrand 2016). 

Case 3.6. The privatisation of the Federal Post Office (Germany) 

Until the early 1990s, the German postal and telecommunications system was en-

tirely in the hands of the state. By then, however, the Federal Minister for Post and 

Telecommunications pursued the goal of ‘breaking the chains of public service law’. 

The first restructuring, Postreform I, began in 1989. The Federal Post Office was re-

structured and divided into three public companies, Postal Services, Postbank and 

Telekom. These divisions continued to perform tasks autonomously under the direc-

tion of the Federal Ministry of Post and Telecommunications. In 1994 Postreform II 

followed, leading to the creation of Deutsche Post AG, Deutsche Telekom AG and 

Postbank AG and, from 1995 onwards, the stepwise privatisation of the Post Office. 

In 2000, the latter was completed when Deutsche Post AG went public and was listed 

on the Frankfurt stock exchange. 

In 2004 Deutsche Post acquired DHL International, and through other acquisitions 

the newly-founded Deutsche Post DHL Group has grown into the world's largest lo-
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gistics multinational. With a 547,000-strong global workforce in 2018 the Group at-

tained a turnover of over Euro 61 billion. But not everyone was a winner. In its post 

and package division, Deutsche Post DHL Group recently employed around 155,000 

employees in Germany, less than half of those employed at the start of the privatisa-

tion – a loss that was not compensated by the creation of jobs with competitors in the 

post market. Also, in the 2010s Deutsche Post DHL replaced numerous full-time con-

tracts in the areas of post sorting, preparation and delivery with part-time contracts 

or ‘mini-jobs’ (Engartner 2014). In 2018 the firm even outsourced 13,000 employees to 

a subsidiary with wage levels 25% below those of the in-house collective agreement, 

a move strongly opposed by the trade unions. In July 2019, following agreement with 

ver.di, the service union, this was reversed and the subsidiary returned into the com-

pany CLA.  

Overall, the German postal, courier and express services sector is characterized by in-

creasingly precarious working conditions and low wages, especially in companies 

not subject to a collective agreement. According to German employment statistics, in 

June 2018 the sector accounted for 427,000 employed of which 128,000 (30%) worked 

part-time while 123,000 (29%) were employed in mini-jobs. The fact that between 

2007 and 2017 the median monthly gross earnings of full-time postal employees fell 

by over 13% (Deutsche Bundestag 2019) points to an increasing share of low-wage 

workers. The reduction of jobs at Deutsche Post DHL Group has been accompanied 

by the massive thinning out of the country’s postal services and the branch store net-

work operated by Deutsche Post on behalf of the German citizens. Whereas in 1983 

around 29,000 post offices were operational in the former Federal German Republic, 

after the 1990 reunification only about 12,000 offices could be found in the whole 

country. 

3.4 New Public Management and the functioning of public services 

3.4.1 Social considerations confronting commercial interests 

After almost 30 years of NPM in the five countries that most concern us in this book, a 

clear shift can be seen in the general perception of public services and how and under 

what conditions they are performed. In all five countries and in much public debate it 

has become clear that social considerations have, in many instances, given way to com-

mercial interests. What were once defined as collective tasks have to a considerable 

extent been privatised or, if still directed by public authorities, outsourced to private 

companies and subjected to market forces. Public authorities repeatedly have had to 

take on different roles, either as either as service providers and/or as a regulator 

and/or a purchaser. When roles have had to be combined, internal conflicts have 

tended to arise and a lack of steering mechanisms have often been apparent. Moreover, 

the use of NPM techniques such as benchmarking have frequently appeared to be 

sloppy and rather haphazard, especially when confronted with budget constraints or 

when connections with digitalization are sought.  
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From the 1980s onwards in all five countries parts of the public sector have been ne-

glected and have shown signs of underfunding; this has most notably become visible 

in health and home care, public transport (in particular hitting remote areas), and 

postal services. The use of information technology (IT), latterly dubbed ‘digitalization‘, 

has often been suggested as a solution to curb the disadvantages of this neglect. In-

deed, as in all sectors of the labour market the public service across the EU has shown 

a constant drift towards advancing the use of IT. IT consultants and lobbyists often 

advertise digitalization as the main road for achieving the effectiveness and availabil-

ity of public services – especially in transaction-intensive operations such as taxation 

and social security administration where it enables citizens/customers to take respon-

sibility for handling their own matters. On the other hand, organisational advantages 

linked with IT use such as specialization and centralization, cost efficient as they may 

be, will from time to time conflict with basic democratic demands like the accessibility 

of services for citizens. An important issue here is the accessibility of these services 

through call or contact centres. They have developed into dominant communication 

conduits but are often experienced by consumers as being of quite limited value. In 

particular, elderly and lower-educated citizens continue to report accessibility prob-

lems and difficulties with this type of communication (See section 6.3.6 for call centre 

work).  

The tensions between potential advantages and risks of advanced IT poses for the pub-

lic service, not least for the occupational safety and health of public service workers, 

were highlighted in sessions in a European trade union conference in 2016. Research 

results were presented here that largely corresponded with the authors’ early experi-

ence concerning the digitalization of public services. The results demonstrated the 

need for public employees and their representatives to be an integral part of the related 

planning and implementation processes. This should include the development of non-

digital alternatives for those who cannot, or do not want to be connected with digital 

services (EPSU website).  

3.4.2 Employment and job quality threatened 

The application of NPM could have serious effects on the functioning of public organ-

isations and their workforce if budgets are cut without compensating measures such 

as removing tasks from the public service or funding additional investment. Often, 

budget cuts are based on assumptions that with greater digitalization, the public sector 

can ‘work smarter’ and attain similar productivity gains as those assumed to be avail-

able in private services. Evidence underpinning such assumptions is mostly weak. The 

resulting overestimation of productivity gains often ends up in understaffing, with 

negative effects on job quality and a worsening work-life balance for considerable 

numbers of public employees. The impact this has on public sector employees was 

amply demonstrated by the strike action that emergency service workers in hospitals 

in France undertook for several months in Spring 2019 to alert the public authorities 

and public opinion to the critical situation in which they found themselves. Put simply, 

the number of patients continued to increase while hospital staffing remained at the 
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same level. In the course of the 2019, the entire French medical profession has sounded 

the alarm about the lack of staff and resources. In this respect the high scores reported 

in Chapter 6 (section 6.2.3) for the French health (and education) workers on a number 

of indicators for work intensity underpin the general discontent that has been manifest 

amongst the medical profession in France. In 2015-2017 junior hospital doctors in the 

UK similarly went on strike to highlight and fight against understaffing and proposed 

changes in their shift patterns which they considered to be unsafe for patients. 

Authorities initiating NPM have seemingly failed to appreciate the need for flanking 

policies to underpin further IT investment. Neither have they given sufficient consid-

eration to raising service quality in response to the demands of citizens. Such short-

comings have inevitably put a lot of strain on management and employees often re-

sulting in heavier workloads, higher work-related stress levels, and increasing sick-

ness rates. A common constraint here has been the tendency to ignore or at least un-

derestimate the long-term cultural conditions that surround the organisations in ques-

tion together with their likely resistance to change. Thus, confronting classical bureau-

cracies where centralized decision-making has hitherto been dominated by political 

considerations with the harsh laws of competition and competitors ‘out there,’ was 

certain to provoke resistance where jobs and job and service quality were perceived as 

being under threat. Major steps are plainly required to overcome bureaucratic rigidity 

and negative attitudes such that public services can quickly develop effective re-

sponses. However, since decision-making largely remains embedded in political pro-

cesses with critical feedback loops to political stakeholders, such steps will mostly re-

quire more time than comparable processes in the private sector. 

A social dialogue can play an important role to help lower the tensions that may arise 

between political decision-making and the involvement of employee representatives. 

Experience from the Netherlands and Germany illustrate that such problems for em-

ployee representatives and shop-floor workers alike tend to be further aggravated 

when foreign investors and equity funds show up. Although it should be noted that 

there is no hard and fast rule that NPM and privatisation result in larger shares of 

foreign ownership in employment. For example, between 2008 and 2014 the foreign 

investment share in telecom employment nearly doubled in the Netherlands --from 23 

to 43%--, grew less in France and Germany but fell in Sweden and the UK (Van 

Klaveren and Gregory 2019: Table SA5.4). 

3.4.3 Improved public services? 

It is the common experience of labour consultants (and certainly shared by the authors 

of this book) that changing a bureaucratic organisation into a competitive entity is an 

intricate and delicate process that can take several years. Even in medium-sized organ-

isations, with some 500 to 1,000 employed, these processes may last at least four or five 

years. Moreover, in the course of the change process, different options for realizing 

such a turnaround almost inevitably crop up. When confronted with major uncertain-
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ties and perhaps a lack of flanking policies or financial means, socially oriented man-

agement may be inclined to slow down changes -- thereby risking a collision with po-

litical principals locked into the promise of quick gains. Another management strategy 

may be to focus on mobilizing as many resources as possible to execute the scheduled 

plans. Though initially such ‘maximising’ strategies seem to be more conflict-avoiding 

they may be inherently risky from a financial viewpoint.  

It remains questionable whether NPM-type reforms have improved public service lev-

els, and have delivered ‘more value for money’ for citizens or better accessibility to 

public services. We are not aware of any comprehensive evaluation studies in this re-

spect. Even in the Netherlands, where policy evaluations are an obligation in most 

cases linked to legal changes, detailed studies taking into account longer-term out-

comes are lacking. Most available studies on NPM and restructuring conclude that on 

average, short-term results concerning efficiency and productivity remain below ex-

pectations. Whilst little evidence of vast improvements can be found, some aspects of 

good practice can be seen in different sectors and countries (cf. EPSU 2014). The best 

we can say from the research evidence is that the picture is mixed with some studies 

showing improvements in the availability of public services and in choices for citizens, 

while others reveal that long-term investments have been neglected and the focus on 

cost effectiveness has resulted in deteriorating service levels. Overall though, in the 

five countries under scrutiny ‘people-centric public services’, according to the OECD 

(2019: 27) an ideal to be pursued, seems to be rather far from being achieved. 

For the Netherlands in particular, there is on balance no ‘hard’ proof of considerable 

improvement in public services related to NPM. Discussions with involved labour and 

management consultants indicated that the most positive (or least negative) outcomes 

mostly have been attained in cases where management opted for careful approaches 

and piecemeal changes (cf. Veraart 2019; see also EPSU website). The fact that NPM-

like reforms in France, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK largely coincided with 

governmental austerity policies has definitely contributed to these rather bleak results. 

Yet, the lack of adequate preparation and organisation for these change processes may 

have had an even greater negative impact. As far as we can see, this last conclusion 

holds for four of five countries with the possible exception of Germany (cf. Keune 

2018). 

We should draw attention to the fact that the Dutch evaluations of NPM-type reforms 

have excluded two major issues. First, they have hardly touched upon negative exter-

nal effects. In this respect it is worth noting that Dutch experts in cyber security and 

public safety have recently warned that if private parties remain after liberalization 

and privatisation, although regulators may be in place, the controlling and supervising 

agencies may have been so minimized and understaffed that the risks of calamities 

could increase in crucial activities. In this respect, the experts mentioned garbage col-

lection and waste treatment, along with bridge, canal/river and road maintenance. 

Similar failures have been noted elsewhere. In 2017 in Sweden, for instance, outsourc-

ing the administration of information on vehicles and drivers’ licenses to an MNE even 
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led to a government crisis: the system lacked a security clearance for foreign employ-

ees allowing foreign IT contractors access to information partly of military importance. 

The second failing which is particularly odd in the Netherlands at least, is that evalu-

ation and monitoring have hardly covered the consequences for the public sector 

workforce. We will return to this key issue in our last section.  

Case 3.7. Taking care of redundancies at a privatised telecom operator (Sweden) 

After the Swedish telecom market was deregulated, Telia, the former Swedish mo-

nopolistic state-owned telecom company had to face new competitors. This led to 

downsizing and the need to change skills and competences. Management and the 

three unions concerned started a close cooperation, partly through intensive consul-

tations between top management and the union chairmen on strategic issues and or-

ganisational development. Inevitably, redundancies had to be negotiated and man-

aged. This was achieved by setting up a redeployment organisation where redundant 

employees over a period of three years got the opportunity to be trained and/or to 

look for other jobs. After consultation with the unions, local management decided 

who would become redundant. These latter were then transferred to the redeploy-

ment organisation. Labour consultants, including ATK, played a key role in shaping 

and supporting the new organisation. 

3.4.4 Regional employment creation 

Organisational change in public services related to NPM such as specialization and 

centralization can also be at odds with demands of regional politics to safeguard and 

uphold employment all over the country. In various European countries such employ-

ment creation has been an objective of regional development and part of public policy. 

Public services, notably in the 1960s and 1970s, were often relocated from administra-

tive capitals to remote areas or smaller cities. In the Netherlands and Germany such 

relocation initially met significant employee resistance but were mostly evaluated as 

being rather successful. However, elsewhere the picture was mostly negative. Fre-

quently key employees were opposed to being relocated while in the ‘receiving’ areas 

the right skills were often in short supply. In a vast country like Sweden, the willing-

ness of employees to be relocated, with all the personal disruption that this entailed, 

was naturally rather limited. In any case, after 2000 such strategies for regional em-

ployment creation appear to have dried up across Europe. The linkage with NPM here 

is not clear but it may well be that telework has offered an alternative allowing work-

at-a-distance in public administration. Since such practices require the recasting of 

managerial and control tasks there are new risks involved which the case below illus-

trates. 

Case 3.8. Restructuring and relocation at the ordnance surveys authority (Sweden) 

Over the last five years Lantmäteriet – the central authority for ordnance surveys and 

geodata – with over 60 offices across Sweden has undergone a process of consolidat-

ing their operations to fewer locations. A first attempt at concentrating the work of 
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the geodata division was not completed due to the risk of losing skills and compe-

tences. This risk was pointed out by the unions and the concerned local offices and 

also highlighted by ATK, the labour consultant hired for the project. This was not just 

a case of cost effectiveness (scale of operations) but mainly of problems in recruiting 

land surveyors who turned out to be a rather scarce academic resource. A proposal 

from ATK was agreed which contained a slow closure process involving only the 

smallest offices, resulting in a 20% cut in offices over a period of two years. This was 

mainly accomplished through attrition and relocation to nearby offices.  

3.5 Trade union response and social dialogue 

Beyond the UK, in the four other countries that concern us, national collective bargain-

ing and social dialogue platforms have continued to exist over the years. As a result, 

public sector unions have been able to make arguments and use power resources at 

national negotiation tables. From the early 1990s onwards, negotiations on NPM took 

place in Sweden, followed by the Netherlands and Germany. Studies by EESUN mem-

bers suggest that the mechanisms used in the four countries converged over time 

though differences due to varying traditions and cultures could also be observed. For 

example, in Sweden changes were anticipated and negotiated, with transition periods, 

job security agreements et cetera, while trade unions and management explored ways 

to create win-win situations. On the other hand, in France it has become increasingly 

difficult for the unions to achieve results by this route as the government has evidently 

come to resent the unions’ opposition to NPM and privatisation. French unions, nota-

bly in the post and telecoms sectors, vigorously criticized how management had con-

ducted changes, which in turn had a strong public impact. Following on from this, the 

organisations subject to this criticism were forced to revise their models of social dia-

logue. 

In keeping with their respective industrial relations traditions, the German and Dutch 

approaches to tackling NPM and privatisation were somewhere in the middle of the 

spectrum. From a trade union standpoint, the focus has been on preparing and laying 

down claims, seeking publicity to support union negotiators and advertising bargain-

ing results. However, in Germany and the Netherlands the social dialogue is not as 

structured as it tends to be in Sweden; neither do social dialogue results move easily 

between the various union and Works Council layers. Researchers and labour consult-

ants have though played their part in improving such communication streams. 

Public sector unions have both a stronger and a weaker position than their colleagues 

in the private sector in influencing changes. Stronger in the sense that union density in 

the public sector remains substantially higher than in the private sector. Thus, actions 

can be based on strong membership positions and union viewpoints cannot be ne-

glected or rejected as being unrepresentative. Weaker in the sense that public sector 

unions ultimately have to accept that political decisions are based on democratic pro-

cesses and under normal conditions political democracy should not be contested by 
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workplace democracy. Nevertheless, politicians may be highly sensitive to the views 

of public employees where they make up an important part of their electorate. 

Some forms of NPM are more controversial than others. These forms may directly 

challenge traditional political and bureaucratic ways of organizing public services. 

Values such as justice, legality and equality are challenged by values such as choice, 

cost effectiveness and market efficiency. Recently in all five countries trade union re-

sistance to NPM, privatisation and outsourcing tended to be fierce where the wages 

and conditions of low-paid employees were deteriorating. Professional groups like 

teachers, nurses and doctors may also use their ‘insider’ positions in changing educa-

tional or health care systems for the better. However, low-paid groups may feel forced 

to take recourse to ‘outside’ power resources – first, of course, their trade unions, but 

also to client and other interest groups and social movements, opposition parties, and, 

ultimately, the general public. Their public appeal can be enhanced if they succeed to 

link privatisation and outsourcing convincingly with failing service quality, labour 

shortages and understaffing. In 2018 and 2019 notably in the UK, Sweden and the 

Netherlands garbage collectors and workers in cleaning or home care have managed 

to do this (cf. AIAS-ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter, 2018-2019).  

While the public sector in the 1980s and 1990s was seen as an attractive employer, trade 

unions now argue that over recent decades it has been losing this position. The ad-

vance of liberalisation and privatisation, fuelled by the ‘NPM wave’, has challenged 

the notion of guaranteed lifelong employment in the public sector right across Europe 

including the five countries we are most interested in. In its place has come a growing 

amount of low-paid and highly insecure jobs. Those who keep their jobs often find 

themselves confronted with heavier workloads, stricter management control, some-

times ill-functioning IT systems but also rising expectations and demands from the 

citizens using public services – all in all conditions with which it is often hard to cope. 

It is worthwhile questioning whether social dialogue in the public sector at EU level 

can support the coping processes needed here. At this level unions and employers 

have agreed on a Code of Conduct related to managing change. Important aspects in 

this Code are aimed at developing the social dialogue both in anticipating and man-

aging change, along with a focus on HR management capabilities and the mobilisation 

of line management. The ‘real work’ in the European social dialogue, however, is 

mainly taking place in the sectoral committees. Some of their declarations seem useful 

for employee representatives in daily practice. For example, trade unions and employ-

ers cooperating in the EU Committee on Local and regional governments in a Joint 

Statement in 2011 expressed their deep concern about the effects of the crisis on job 

quality and the quality of services at local and regional level. More recently, they com-

mitted to once again promote the high quality of those services. These social partners 

have also adopted a critical stance on the consequences of NPM policies for their sec-

tor, linking this with the need to deal with the effects of cutbacks across the EU and 

the subsequent forced restructuring of public services (cf. Ramos Martin 2018: 10-12). 
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3.6 Good practice 

We can add some good practice suggestions derived from this chapter. 

In our view it is vital  

where work organisation is an issue, that: 

GP11 where restructuring processes include public procurement, employee repre-

sentatives, union officers and labour consultants should evaluate whether pro-

curement conditions guarantee the maintenance of fair wages and conditions 

and do not undermine the long-term job security of incumbent staff or the 

quality and accessibility of services to be delivered;  

GP12 employee representatives and union officers should mobilize public opinion 

where public procurement or other forms of privatisation or liberalisation, 

threaten the continued existence of fair wages and conditions or the quality 

and accessibility of services to be delivered, 

and broadening to connected institutions and policies: 

GP36 in cases of public procurement or other forms of privatisation or liberalisation, 

external providers should be subject to effective and democratic control with 

the maintenance of fair wages and conditions as a major yardstick along with 

a commitment to implementing meaningful social dialogue with their employ-

ees. 
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CHAPTER 4. A CHANGING LABOUR MARKET; NEW COMPETENCE 
DEMANDS AND THE MANAGEMENT OF CHANGE 

4.1  Introduction 

As indicated in Chapters 2 and 3, structural change often takes on a variety of forms 

that almost inevitably come with initial threats to job security. Restructuring fre-

quently also challenges both the established patterns of work organisation and the 

skills and competences of the existing workforce. Neither are companies with profita-

ble operations nor highly rewarded public services immune to such shocks. Clearly, 

the challenge for EU and national institutions along with management and employee 

representatives further down the line, is to find ways to strengthen the added value 

and hence employability of the workforce, while simultaneously securing the sustain-

ability of firms and the accessibility of public services. 

In this chapter we look at the different strategies used in restructuring processes and 

assess how employee representatives and labour consultants have been involved in 

finding socially acceptable outcomes. We start by assessing the impact crucial devel-

opments in European labour markets have had on HRM strategies and social dialogue. 

To this end, we present examples of change processes and the skill formation and re-

deployment counter measures that have emerged from social dialogue and the in-

volvement of labour consultants. Our objective here is to show, in particular, how so-

cial dialogue can influence the choice of organisational strategies to enhance workforce 

employability whilst also securing long-term sustainable employment opportunities. 

4.2 Changing demand and supply conditions in the labour market 

4.2.1 Labour market policies as balancing acts 

Structural change imposes new demands on the labour force, that much is very clear. 

Technological change and the mobility of capital have opened the way for manage-

ment strategies and business models to crank up demands for evermore flexibility 

from the workforce. Acceding to such demands, often with government encourage-

ment, has, in many instances, heralded the end of ‘lifelong employment’ and ushered 

in precarious employment forms. On the supply side, EU nations have had to cope 

with the generally higher level of education young entrants bring to the labour market 

alongside an increase in the participation rates of women. Also, policy makers right 

across Europe have been increasingly challenged by an ageing workforce and an in-

crease in migration (See Chapter 5 for a more extensive elaboration of the demographic 

challenge).  

More than ever labour market policies have become balancing acts. Both at national 

and EU level, skill and competence issues have gained in strategic importance, as na-

tions have searched for the path towards the ‘holy grail’ of a post-industrial knowledge 
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and information-based society. At both policy levels different initiatives have priori-

tized IT competence as a part of the digitalization process at one extreme whilst at the 

other end of the spectrum improving labour market access for the long-term unem-

ployed, migrants and the generally disadvantaged has also been high on authorities’ 

lists. In the course of the 2000s building social dialogue has been recognized across 

Europe as an important conduit to deliver these outcomes (cf. Winterton 2007; Heyes 

2012). 

At company level, demands for higher IT competence to cope with digitalization and 

new ways of working have become commonplace combined with functional flexibility 

as an additional requirement. Functional and numerical flexibility have also become 

increasingly intertwined. For many years organisations have achieved numerical flex-

ibility strategies through the use of part-time work, fixed-term contracts, overtime, 

variable working hours and, ultimately, lay-offs. As we will indicate, the adverse ef-

fects of such strategies have been thoroughly mapped. Latterly, further flexibilization 

and individualization of employment relations have appeared in the shape of the so-

called ‘gig’ or platform economy where companies use digital platforms to offer a 

range of services from taxis to food and freight delivery. Recently highly negative ef-

fects of such extreme flexibility have come to the surface. They can be found in low 

and insecure incomes and poor working conditions that may also undermine labour 

standards on a much wider scale (for greater detail on the gig economy see Chapter 6). 

Even in the group of five Northwestern European countries we highlight in this book, 

the main characteristics of national labour markets show considerable differences. In 

the following chapter we show how the differing employment rates affect the eco-

nomic and social conditions of the various age cohorts across the five countries. For 

the moment it is sufficient to note that employment rates diverge considerably. For 

example, whereas in 2017, 85% of Swedish men and 80% of Swedish women aged 20-

64 were gainfully employed, in France such shares were 75% and 68% respectively, 

with the other three countries taking positions in between. 

4.2.2 Structural change: shifts in skill and wage levels 

Eurofound’s European Jobs Monitors 2015 and 2017 revealed structural change in Eu-

ropean labour markets being driven both by the financial crisis and by changes in com-

petitive structures and technology. These studies identified job shifts occurring be-

tween 2008 and 2014 and between 2011 to 2016 throughout the range from high to low 

job quality. For the EU in general polarization was the dominant outcome. Employ-

ment growth showed up in high job quality level/high wage jobs (the ‘top-20%’) in 

most sectors, with a strong decrease in middle level/medium paid jobs and a moderate 

increase in low job quality level/low paid jobs (the ‘bottom-20%’). In most (but not all) 

sectors upgrading could be seen, with high job quality level/high wage (‘core’) work-

ers attaining stronger positions. By contrast, in the crisis years 2008-2010 significant 

employment losses could be seen in the lower-middle and middle-level jobs, with only 
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weak recovery afterwards at these levels. We should add that between 2008 and 2016 

the five countries we studied showed rather diverging trends: 

• after initially small changes, France showed strong growth in the middle and 

high-level jobs but decreases in lower-middle level jobs;  

• after an initial increase in low and middle-level jobs, Germany from 2013 on-

wards revealed a strong growth in high-level jobs; 

• during and directly after the crisis the Netherlands showed a strong rise in high-

level jobs but, surprisingly, from 2013 employment growth was mainly in low-

level jobs; 

• the UK showed an increase in all job levels but it was particularly marked in 

high-level jobs; 

• Sweden showed consistent rises in high-level jobs. 

Drawing on Eurofound and other studies we can see the lowest and lower-middle job 

quality level/ lowest and lower-middle paid jobs (the ‘bottom-40%’) were quite vul-

nerable across the EU. This is confirmed by actual labour market figures for the five 

countries as well as forecasts on how the penetration of digital technologies and off-

shoring might affect labour markets in the near future. We now examine national la-

bour markets concentrating on vulnerability and flexibility.  

4.2.3 Vulnerability and flexibility in the labour market 

Using four indicators for labour market vulnerability, official figures for 2018 again 

point to considerable divergence across the five countries: see Table 4.1 (next page). In 

particular the outcomes concerning the shares of involuntary part-time workers and 

workers with temporary contracts showed a wide variation. For male workers the 

share of involuntary part-time work in total employment remained below 4% but the 

female shares varied from just 4% in three countries to nearly 12% in France. The inci-

dence of temporary contracts also varied substantially, albeit with remarkably low (of-

ficial) outcomes for the UK. As we will see, this category of employed has a very low 

level of legal employment protection in all five countries. The shares of those working 

through temporary agencies were low though in the Netherlands, France and Ger-

many still above the EU average. Using the EU definition of ‘a precarious employment 

situation’, that is, having a work contract of only up to 3 months, the French rates for 

such short fixed-term contracts were comparatively high, followed by those of Swe-

den. Here again, the official UK figures seemed remarkably low.  
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Table 4.1 Rates indicating vulnerability in the labour market, 2018 (% of employed 

aged 20-64): involuntary part-time workers, temporary contracts, temporary 

agency workers, and precariously employed, five countries and EU28 

 

Involuntary  

part-time workers 

Temporary 

contracts 

Temporary 

agency workers 

Precariously 

employed 

M F M F M F M F 

France 3.9 11.7 14.6 16.4 3.8 1.8 5.3 4.6 

Germany 1.6 4.2 10.8 10.8 3.3 1.8 0.4 0.4 

Netherlands 2.8 4.8 16.2 18.9 4.9 3.2 0.9 1.0 

Sweden 3.7 7.7 12.6 15.4 1.5 1.1 2.7 3.4 

United Kingdom 3.0 4.1 4.5 5.2 0.5 0.6 0.3 0.3 

EU28 3.0 7.1 12.5 13.8 2.2 1.5 2.3 2.2 

Sources:  

Involuntary part-time workers: Eurostat lfsa_epgais and Eurostat lfsa_eppgai (self-defined by 

respondents, except NL: less than 35 hrs/week) 

Temporary contracts: Eurostat lfsi_pt_a; ONS (GB) dataset EMP07 

Temp agency workers Eurostat lfsa_qoe_4a6r2; ONS (GB) dataset EMP07 

Precarious employment: Eurostat lfsa_qoe_4ax1r2 

In order to indicate labour market flexibility, we have combined two yardsticks: those 

for self-employed without employees (own-account workers) and those employed 

with temporary employment contracts (fixed-term contracts, contracts of limited du-

ration): see Table 4.2 (next page). In all five countries these groups suffered from lim-

ited employment protection. This was most strongly the case in the Netherlands, no-

tably for self-employed without employees. In this category, the Netherlands (for fe-

males) and the UK (for males) in 2018 were at the top of the list, whereas Germany and 

Sweden were at the bottom. It should be noted, though, that the self-employed-with-

out-employees status cannot simply be equated with labour market vulnerability. 

Across Europe this group is very heterogeneous (cf. Eurofound 2017a: 23). In countries 

like the Netherlands their status, without obligatory pension contributions, disability 

insurance and unemployment benefit entitlements, allows a considerable number of 

these workers to compete on price with the attendant danger of pushing low-skilled 

workers into vulnerable positions, particularly in sectors and at times when labour 

supply is abundant.  

In 2018, the Netherlands showed the highest incidence of temporary contracts, fol-

lowed by France and at some distance by Sweden. When combining both figures as 

we did in the two most-right hand columns of Table 4.2, the Netherlands showed up 

with by far the highest flexible labour market shares, for both sexes more than 30% of 

all employed. In the Netherlands the two high percentages added up while in the other 

four countries the high respectively low percentages on both indices alternated. France 

came in second place with (over) 22% for both sexes. The other three countries re-

mained below the EU averages, with the German labour market appearing to be the 

‘least flexible’ for men whilst the UK claimed this accolade for women. Labour market 

flexibility is also markedly unequal according to socio-economic status. In all five 

countries ‘lower status employees’ had the highest share of temporary contracts, in 

2018 varying from 30% above the national average in France and Germany to more 
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than twice that average in the Netherlands and Sweden. This suggests that over half 

of all the lower-skilled employees in the two latter countries were either self-employed 

without employees or were working on a temporary contract (authors’ calculation 

based on Eurostat lfsa_esegt and lfsi_educ_a). 

Table 4.2 Rates indicating labour market flexibility: self-employed without 

employees and those with temporary contracts in % of employed aged 20-64, 

2018, five countries and EU28 

 

 

Self-employed 

without employees 

Temporary 

contracts 

Flexible labour 

market share 

M F M F M F 

France 8.1 5.6 14.6 16.4 22.7 22.0 

Germany 5.5 4.2 10.8 10.8 16.3 15.0 

Netherlands 15.3 11.3 16.2 18.9 31.5 30.2 

Sweden 6.7 3.6 12.6 15.4 19.3 19.0 

United Kingdom 15.2 8.9 4.5 5.2 19.7 14.1 

EU28 12.0 7.6 12.5 13.8 24.5 21.4 

 Sources: authors’ calculations based on Eurostat lfsq_esgaed / lfsi_emp_a (self-employed) and 

Eurostat lfsi_pt_a (temp contracts)  

The 2018 outcomes are as regards labour market flexibility the results of rather heter-

ogeneous developments across countries that we display in two figures on the next 

page. As we can see in Figure 4.1, from 2006 onwards the share of self-employed-with-

out-employees was significantly higher in the UK and the Netherlands compared to 

France, Germany and Sweden who showed either stable (France) or slightly declining 

shares (Germany and Sweden) over the period. The last years are notable for the fact 

that the Netherlands overtook the UK as the country with the largest share of the self-

employed-without-employees category. Figure 4.2 reveals that the share of those em-

ployed with temporary contracts tended to rise from 2006 onwards for the Netherlands 

and France, was fairly stable for Sweden and declined modestly for Germany. The UK 

is a clear outlier here with a stable but much lower rate of temporary contract workers. 
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Figure 4.1 Rates of self-employed without employees in % of employed aged 20-64, 

2006-2018, five countries and EU28 

 
Source: authors’ calculations based on Eurostat lfsq_esgaed / lfsi_emp_a 

Figure 4.2 Rates of those with temporary contracts in % of employees aged 20-64, 2006-

2018, five countries and EU28 

 
Source: Eurostat lfsi_pt_a 

Clearly, the variation in labour market flexibility trends shown above largely depends 

on political choices, notably those regarding employment protection legislation at na-

tional level (EPL, see below section 4.2.6). In particular for the Netherlands, experts 

have warned that large flexible employment shares might well weaken the competi-

tive strength of that country’s economy, especially as many Dutch employers appeared 

to have hardly invested in the employability of their non-core flexible workers. Quite 

some evidence had piled up that without such investment, large numerical flexibility 

shares had become at odds with operational management, aggravated coordination 

problems and might hamper efforts towards innovation of both products or services 

and organisations. As early as in 2011-12, leading Dutch researchers sent out alerts in 

this regard (cf. Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2015: 255). More recently they were joined 

by the Central Planning Bureau (CPB), the main Dutch government adviser (Euwals 

et al. 2016) and the OECD (website OECD/Netherlands Economic Snapshot) who have 

argued that both self-employed and flexibly contracted workers would be the first to 
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lose their jobs in an economic crisis. The weakening of purchasing power and growing 

inequality at national level were highlighted as negative consequences. This connects 

with more general warnings regarding the (partly potential, partly confirmed) adverse 

effects of labour market flexibilization in particular in coordinated market economies 

like the Netherlands and Germany that have been expressed by renowned experts and 

in various EU project reports (cf. Kalleberg 2001; European Commission 2003; De 

Spiegelaere et al. 2014; Kleinknecht et al. 2014). In other countries, such as France, where 

significant proportions of their labour force are engaged in flexible work or self-

employment, similar effects can be expected. 

4.2.4 A job-skills mismatch? 

The degree to which skills the employed and unemployed have on offer can match the 

demand for those skill is a third important labour market issue. Exploring labour mar-

ket statistics using the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO), 

ILO researchers for ‘our’ five countries found a skills mismatch for 2014 of between 30 

and 45% of all employed. On the one hand, between 9% (Germany and Sweden) and 

18% (France and the UK) of employed were classified as ‘over-educated’ (similar to 

‘over-skilled’), and in the previous 12 years these shares had all increased. On the other 

hand, except for France (again 18%) much larger shares were classified as ‘under-edu-

cated’ though these shares were decreasing (Sparreboom and Tarvid 2017). However, 

when workers’ perceptions were sought, as in Eurofound’s European Working Con-

ditions Survey (EWCS) and the WageIndicator continuous web-survey, the outcomes 

were contrary with larger percentages of respondents indicating they felt over-skilled 

and a much lower percentage reporting of being under-skilled (cf. Eurofound 2017b: 

107; Visintin et al. 2015).  

All available outcomes of the research cited suggest that older workers were often rel-

atively over-skilled. An important factor behind the lower self-reported shares of un-

der-skilled may well be that skills and competences acquired through on-the-job 

training tend to be insufficiently reflected in labour market statistics. By contrast, the 

perception of skills being inadequate may be related to the experience of continuous 

reorganisation and restructuring giving rise to growing feelings of job insecurity. 

4.2.5 Digitalization and job security 

A number of publications have discussed how digitalization might affect labour mar-

kets in the (near) future. The contribution of Frey and Osborne (2013) on the penetra-

tion of digital technologies in particular received widespread public attention. These 

authors estimated the effects of what they called computerisation on the US labour 

market by calculating the automation potential of some 700 occupations. They con-

cluded that 47% of total US employment would be in the high-risk category, ie., “jobs 

we expect could be automated relatively soon, perhaps over the next decade or two” 

(44). This category included most workers in transportation and logistics occupations, 

in office and administrative support, and in manufacturing production occupations. 



100 

Conversely, Frey and Osborne concluded that occupations involving complex percep-

tion and manipulation tasks, namely: creative intelligence and social intelligence tasks 

were unlikely to be substituted over the next two decades. A majority of more recent 

studies, also covering labour markets in the EU, have reported lower percentages ex-

posed to the risk of becoming superfluous due to automation/digitalization. However, 

their outcomes differ as to which occupations would be most strongly ‘at risk’. Most 

studies based on evidence available around 2015 tend to conclude this to be the case 

for mid-skilled occupations; if so, that would contribute to polarisation in the labour 

market (cf. Cedefop 2016; OECD 2016).  

Most recently various studies maintain that as a rule of thumb, the lower the education 

level measured by the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), the 

higher the employment share at risk, or, in research terms, the higher the automation 

displacement potential. For example, in a rigorous study Arntz et al. (2019) found a 

total of 12% of German workers in the high-risk category but this ‘at risk’ share grew 

to over 50% for German workers with the lowest educational attainment (ISCED 1) 

and 40% for those in the next-lowest category (ISCED 2 / ISCED 3C short). Similarly, 

a review of studies indicated that low-income and less-qualified workers were more 

vulnerable than others to restructuring in terms of its impact on health and well-being 

(De Jong et al. 2016). Finally, most studies on the effects offshoring to low-wage coun-

tries has had on US and European labour markets have also concluded that negative 

effects on wages and employment were –at least until around 2010-- particularly felt 

by the low-skilled (summarized in Van Klaveren et al. 2013: 18-26). 

Combining the above with information and analysis elsewhere in this book strongly 

suggests that the job security promised by lifelong employment has been discarded in 

favour of a lifelong learning requirement. This will compel even core workers to secure 

their labour market value by constant attention to personal development. Most disqui-

eting though are the current and prospective trends for those in the bottom half of the 

labour market. For this large group, already marginalised insofar as lifelong learning 

is concerned, the proper management of restructuring and redeployment is vital if the 

widening inequality in labour market opportunities is to be addressed. 

4.2.6 Insiders and outsiders 

Restructuring has a differentiated impact on the positions of those in what have hith-

erto been regarded as secure (insider)jobs compared to those with less secure (out-

sider) jobs. The way in which redundancies have generally been carried out, in partic-

ular the widespread use of the ‘last in first out’ selection criterion for redundancies has 

also tended to reinforce the disadvantages experienced by outsider groupings. There 

are though observable differences between countries and sectors. Country differences 

are to a large extent based on differences in labour legislation.  

The OECD Indicators of employment protection legislation (EPL) capture this varia-

tion by assigning scores to countries on a scale of 0 to 5, where ‘5’ expresses the highest 

level of protection. Table 4.3 (next page) shows the latest available outcomes for ’our’ 
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five countries. The left-hand column indicates that the levels of legal protection of per-

manent workers against individual and collective dismissals are rather close except for 

the UK which has a much lower level. This is different for collective dismissals where 

the EU Collective Redundancies Directive in the main ensured the scores for the five 

countries were rather similar. The big difference is apparent for temporary workers. 

With the exception of France, they have minimal legal employment protection which 

in the UK ends up close to the bare minimum. In this regard temporary workers are 

outsiders. Moreover, in recent years Swedish lawmakers have further reduced the al-

ready low protection Sweden offers to temporary workers. Thus, the rating in question 

for Sweden declined from 1.44 in 2002 to 0.81 in 2013. 

Table 4.3 OECD indicators of employment protection legislation, 2013, five countries 

 

Protection of 

permanent workers 

against individual and 

collective dismissals 

Protection of permanent 

workers against 

collective dismissals 

(additional restrictions*) 

Strictness of 

employment 

regulation on 

temporary contracts 

France 2.38 2.38 3.63 

Germany 2.68 2.68 1.13 

Netherlands 2.82 3.19 0.94 

Sweden 2.61 2.50 0.81 

United Kingdom 1.10 2.63 0.38 

Source: OECD /website EPL (no newer data available) 

*) measures additional costs and procedures involved in dismissing more than one worker at a 

time compared with the cost of individual dismissal  

In earlier time periods those employed in the public sector across Europe have gener-

ally enjoyed a higher level of protection relative to those in the private sector. How-

ever, with the widespread adoption of austerity policies the traditional job security 

associated with public sector employment has latterly come under considerable pres-

sure in a number of European countries.  

Two examples illustrate how rules on job security and this insider/outsider conun-

drum have gained political and public attention. As shown in Chapter 3 (Case 3.3), in 

France recently massive attention was paid to the trial of France Télécom directors, 

accused of moral harassment related to several deaths of civil servants who could not 

be dismissed. Somewhat less dramatically, in Sweden there has been a long political 

fight to change the Job Security Act from a ‘last in first out’ approach and replace it 

with the possibility of more liberal, employer-friendly options being negotiated by the 

social partners. The use of the ‘last in first out’ rule in redundancy practices has at-

tracted widespread criticism since it is seen to discriminate against young people and 

migrants (outsiders) thereby preventing them from gaining a secure foothold on the 

labour market. 

4.3 The management of change 
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4.3.1 Introduction: employability and flexibility 

In a survey by the Economist Intelligence Unit undertaken a decade ago, senior man-

agers foresaw a rise in contingency workers, increased workforce flux, more diversity 

(nationally, ethnic) and a larger focus on soft skills as most likely to be the strategic 

Human Resource (HR) issues for global companies in 2020 (The Economist 2010). 

Against this sort of backcloth, it is perhaps no surprise that restructuring at company 

level has come to focus on employability and competence development as crucial re-

quirements in the drive for organisational renewal and greater economic viability. In 

the last two decades ‘employability’ has been subject of a considerable amount of pub-

lications. It has, in particular, been related to the issue of preserving three components: 

competences, motivation and health, for older workers – thus, reflecting the demo-

graphic challenge currently evident in working life (see Chapter 5). The need for the 

generation of competences is crucial here and is inextricably linked to the depth and 

nature of change. For instance, restructuring driven by digitalization frequently re-

quires a more thorough and longer-term shift in competence amounting to an almost 

total ‘re-make’ of the organisation’s technical and ‘soft’ skill sets. Even where restruc-

turing is relatively unthreatening to employment levels, HR staff are likely to be jug-

gling with the objective of achieving additional competence simultaneously with the 

need for greater flexibility both numerical and functional.  

Scheme 4.1.  Matrix of forms of flexibility 

Flexibility Numerical Functional 

 

 

 Internal 

 

 

 

Part-time work  

Overtime  

Variable / flexible working 

hours 

Annualized hours 

Working Time Accounts 

Job enlargement 

/enrichment 

Multitasking 

Job rotation 

Teamwork 

Project work 

External 

 

 

 

Fixed-term contracts 

Work on call / on demand 

Hiring through temp 

agencies 

Project hiring 

Lay-offs 

Outsourcing 

Spin-offs 

Both forms of flexibility can be achieved either through internal or external measures, 

as the matrix scheme above shows. External measures are more of a threat to estab-

lished employment levels. However, actions to achieve greater functional flexibility 

are likely to change established patterns of work organisation. Overall, research has 

underlined that functional flexibility is positively related to competence development 

which allows greater work autonomy and better access to training. However, there is 

a downside to this. By the turn of the century studies in seven EU countries had al-

ready warned of the widespread intensification and stricter control of work in organ-

isations introducing functional flexibility. They pointed to the related dangers of emo-

tional exhaustion and increased occupational hazards (Goudswaard and De Nanteuil 
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2000; Askenazy and Caroli 2002). Since then, the experience of employee representa-

tives and labour consultants has made clear that the discomforts arising from func-

tional flexibility have been all-too-real for many workers.  

4.3.2 The management of change and the social dialogue 

From an organisational point of view, the managerial skills needed to implement re-

structuring have become an increasingly important asset in most sectors. Companies 

need to prioritize the soft skills and competences amongst their management teams if 

they are to cope with the high demands arising from more or less constant restructur-

ing. Equally importantly is the recognition that change management needs changed 

managers in the sense that the old ‘command and control’ management model and re-

lated attitudes are incompatible with a social dialogue-based approach to cope with 

restructuring issues. In many respects becoming a change-based organisation presents 

a greater challenge to managers than it does to employee representatives. The need to 

drop all notions of ‘management prerogative’ to enable social dialogue to become a 

forum for genuinely joint problem solving is plainly difficult for managers who believe 

only they have any worthwhile knowledge.  

Nevertheless, the above considerations may have lost universal validity if one regards 

developments across the five countries under scrutiny in this book in the 21st century. 

It may well be that the subtle difference between knowledge possession and 

knowledge generation is less of a problem for managers in Sweden, Germany and the 

Netherlands who might have more experience of dealing with the uncertainties organ-

isational and technological renewal inevitably entail as well as of dealing with the ap-

plications of socio-technical systems (STSD) theory (see section 7.2.1). In the UK how-

ever, one of the authors of this book was frequently confronted with managers who 

clung fiercely to management prerogative to underpin their authority. For them, the 

admission that they had no answers to a change management issue that had cropped 

up was a step too far -- even in the relative safe environment of a training workshop 

(see Case 3.1). In countries with vested traditions of codetermination though, using 

social dialogue to access the experience and intellectual capacity contained in any or-

ganisation seems rather more commonplace, as the next case study may illustrate. 

Case 4.1. Fine-tuning the design of a waste treatment plant (Netherlands) 

The Works Council of a government-run composting firm in the Netherlands, that 

worked for many municipalities, was confronted with government plans to build a 

huge waste treatment plant, that is, a waste incineration and recycling facility com-

bined with a power station. The Euro 450 million investment was to be the country’s 

first of its kind. Though composting would continue, the firm’s 150-strong workforce 

was forecast to double in size. A new kind of high-level process control jobs would 

be added. Confronted with these plans the Works Council felt highly insecure. As 

soon as discussions on financing the project started, the main civil servants’ union 

advised the Council to hire a labour consultant, which they did. Early on the privati-

sation wave caused complications as the state sold its 50%-share to a private party 
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but that firm decided to continue. The STZ consultant agreed with management to 

link the successive design phases with advisory rounds in which the council could 

fulfill its co-determination role. Thus, supported by the labour consultant, the council 

advised on financing; the design of the control room; safety of driving and walking 

routes; hierarchical and staffing levels; the shift scheme and working hours, and the 

skills and training needed for the process operators. Management was legally 

obliged to ask the Works Council for its advice on most of these issues, but in the 

course of events they went beyond the legal minimum.  

The growing access the labour consultant obtained to the external design and con-

struction team and to HR management, formalized in monthly meetings, allowed to 

select the information most relevant for the Works Council. That access was also of 

substantial help in dealing with two major issues. First, the German-based construc-

tion MNE that led this turn-key project tended to just copy German safety and health 

legislation while overlooking differences with Dutch legislation and practice. Some 

differences were crucial and fine-tuning proved necessary. In close cooperation with 

a Dutch ergonomics consultancy this set of problems was eventually solved: an out-

come that strengthened the position of both consultancies in the external team.  

Second, the Works Council put pressure on management to make the vacancies for 

control room operators accessible to the workers involved in composting, who per-

formed manual tasks in the open air. This would imply a major upgrading in their 

skills and consequently in wages. For quite a while it remained unclear whether this 

option would become a reality for many incumbent workers, not least because HR 

management had difficulties in formulating job demands for the new operator tasks. 

Here the fact that the new facility was a forerunner combined with its rather unique 

technology complicated the matter. Jointly with another external expert, the STZ con-

sultant designed the operator jobs and identified skills and training needed; they 

called upon experience previously acquired in process industries with interventions 

mostly based on socio-technical systems design (STSD) methodology. Nevertheless, 

only a few composting workers were able to make it through to the process operator 

job. For most of these candidates the ’jump’ in job demands was too large. Yet, the ra-

ther opaque announcement of vacancies and the resulting time pressure may also 

have influenced this outcome. 

4.3.3 Employability and competence development: key issues in the social dialogue 

There are convincing arguments for placing employability and competence develop-

ment issues at the centre of the social dialogue taking place in and around restructur-

ing decisions. In this respect it is worthwhile noting that in all five countries under 

scrutiny many employee representatives have taken up the difficult role of supporting 

their members in structural change processes. In this regard, investing in personal de-

velopment and training has been recognized in trade unions and Works Councils as 

being crucial for the achievement of long-term job security. In recent years social dia-

logue about competence and training issues has taken place at central as well as local 



105 

levels and has resulted in interesting agreements and initiatives. Below we note just a 

few examples from ‘our’ five countries. 

Employer and trade union involvement in training measures has been extensive in 

France. A French law for individual training accounts was put in place in 2015 allowing 

employees to save 10-20 hours (later changed to Euros) a year financed by their 

employer. From a collective point of view, the legislation on the Provisional Manage-

ment of Jobs and Skills has evolved over time. More recently, the Macron reform of 22 

September 2017 made it mandatory to negotiate a GPEC agreement (Forward Planning 

of Jobs and Competences) every four years in any company with at least 300 em-

ployees. The idea behind this piece of legislation is to smoothe reorganisations and 

anticipate changes. It is mandatory for the agreement to cover: 

•  the implementation of a system for managing jobs and skills, as well as related 

accompanying measures (training, skills assessment, et cetera); 

• conditions of professional or geographical mobility internal to the company; 

•  the 3-year orientation of vocational in-company training and the objectives of 

the related training plan; 

•  the career progression of employees exercising union responsibilities and the 

performance of their duties. 

In Germany in 2015, in line with the country’s traditional acknowledgement of the 

importance of its education and training system, a trilateral alliance on vocational and 

further training was formed. Among other things this covered training for refugees. In 

Germany training and related facilities have increasingly been included in collective 

agreements. For example, a 2010 CLA between IG Metall and the employers’ associa-

tion of the metal and electrical industry gives union members a legal right to receive 

further training at their personal request and to be released from work for this purpose. 

Employees are required to set up a training account with their employer in which they 

can save time and money for further training in the future. Overtime, holiday pay and 

Christmas bonuses up to 152 hours per year can be paid out of this account.  

In the Netherlands, a broad system of bipartite (sub)sectoral training (‘O & O’) funds 

has been developed mostly through collective bargaining where budgets and strategic 

choices are agreed between employers and union. However, in the 2000s it became 

clear that most funds had limited themselves to their particular sector while redeploy-

ment growingly had to consider jobs, even within the same occupation, in other sec-

tors. To widen the range of the funds, the government and social partners from 2009 

onwards intensified actions to promote job mobility across sectors, notably related to 

specific sectoral restructuring plans. The government offered employers grants for re-

training workers and increased employers’ tax credits so as to compensate for the costs 

of retraining (Sprenger 2014).  

In Sweden collective agreements took up training issues relatively early. Competence 

development was part of the development agreements negotiated in the 1980s. For 

example, an agreement concluded in 2009 related to the financial crisis for the manu-

facturing sector allowed workers to be temporarily laid off and to undertake training 
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in place of time away from work. This framework agreement provided the context for 

collective agreements in companies such as Volvo and Scania (Heyes 2012). For a num-

ber of years white-collar unions have introduced competence development in the cen-

tral wage agreements but without financial backing. In all sectors training has been 

included in the job security agreements as part of redeployment measures. Interest-

ingly, in 2016 the Swedish social partners founded a forum: The Future of Work, ori-

ented towards analyzing and discussing the effects of digitalization and among other 

things focusing on competence development (website). 

The United Kingdom is commonly perceived as being weak in terms of high-level social 

dialogue on skills and training, in large part because successive Thatcher governments 

in the 1990s scrapped the Manpower Services Commission and the Industry Training 

Boards, the tripartite bodies that made such a dialogue possible. Nevertheless, it is 

worthwhile recalling a pathbreaking union initiative conceived in the UK in the 1980s 

and running on throughout the 1990s as the following case study details. 

Case 4.2. The Employee Development and Assistance Programme (EDAP) at Ford 

(UK)  

Mindful of the need to increase competence particularly in IT but also to give their 

members a chance to rectify some of the gaps in their educational attainments, the 

unions at Ford in their 1987 wage claims included a demand for a worker-centred ed-

ucation and training scheme. The company agreed to put some UKP 2 million into 

funding such a scheme at workplace level. The subsequent programme was directed 

by a central union -management committee with further joint committees handling 

the implementation of the scheme at plant level. A feature of EDAP was the way in 

which the company and the unions involved used TURU consultants (who had 

helped the unions to frame this item in the claim) to carry out a wide-ranging survey 

to establish the sort of education and training development that workers at Ford 

would most value. The list of subjects identified revealed a breadth and ambition 

that surprised even the consultants.  

The resources to carry out the range of education and training workers had re-

quested, were largely drawn from further education providers located close to the re-

spective Ford plants. In many cases classes were put on at the end of shifts and uti-

lized in-plant training rooms. EDAP quickly became a success with more than 15% of 

the workforce participating within a year or so of it starting up. The Director of HR at 

Ford became a zealous advocate of EDAP and local union leaders were generally of 

the view that it had improved the industrial relations atmosphere and boosted 

worker commitment to the company. Bearing in mind that Ford had endured periods 

in the 1970s and 1980s where industrial relations had been severely strained, this was 

a significant achievement.  
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4.3.4 Managing redeployment: timing, selection, organisation 

One of the most challenging elements of managing redeployment is the need for HR 

and line managers to maintain a double focus: on the one hand, dealing with the inter-

ests of workers who are leaving or staying on and on the other, keeping an eye on 

development needs to ensure the viability of the organisation going forward. Studies 

by, and the experience of, the authors of this book suggest that the ability of organisa-

tions to tread this thin line frequently depends upon the existence and quality of a 

social dialogue between the parties to the change.  

From the early 1980s the practical experience of labour supported by numerous re-

search reports (from Levie and Moore 1984 on), established that early disclosure of com-

pany information is an essential prerequisite to enhance the influence of employee rep-

resentatives on technical and social change. Likewise, experience and studies indicate 

that where HR management is involved at an early stage of the redundancy process, 

the implementation of redeployment strategies is likely to be better thought out and 

more effectively targeted at the needs of the workers involved. Such approaches are 

also more likely to be acceptable to the workers concerned and their representatives. 

However, in all five countries we came across many cases in which redundancy deci-

sions were confined to top management’s boardroom decisions without substantial 

inputs from HR staff. Neither, in nearly all such cases, were employees’ representa-

tives consulted or even informed beforehand – revealing that management were vio-

lating European Directive 2002/14/EC, on informing and consulting employees. 

In cases of envisaged redundancies, timing, that is when exactly to disclose the fact, 

remains a contentious issue that invariably raises concerns (real and imaginary) about 

confidentiality. Various evaluation studies (Bergström and Diedrich 2006; Triomphe 

2010; Eurofound 2018) have pointed to the fact that management concerns with confi-

dentiality are a common early stumbling block. In particular where information dis-

closure is perceived as carrying a risk of creating unrest in the organisation as well as 

adverse reactions from both the stock market (if the firm is listed) and from customers. 

If management shares these problems with employees’ representatives, the authors 

cited point out, then the social partners and supportive institutions have a ‘real job’ of 

establishing mutual trust as well as fostering solidarity between worker groups. In 

practice, it is important to recognize that the involvement of line management may 

also be crucial here. Similarly, the perceived (and real) barriers to labour mobility that 

show up in the workforce’s perspectives on redeployment, have to be understood and 

factored into the change process. We will return to the mobility issue after the presen-

tation of Case 4.3. 

A second problem area Bergström and Diedrich (2006) highlighted concerns the redun-

dancy selection process. Selection procedures and sequences are mostly regulated by 

national law, thus complicating matters in particular in cases of cross-border restruc-

turing. For instance, in France the dismissal selection process is ruled by laws requiring 

the setting up of social plans that need confirmation by a state agency. Yet, in case of 

partial closures processes can also be handled voluntarily, by introducing additional 
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severance payments, coaching and training. In Germany the dismissal process is le-

gally regulated by applying a number of criteria, including age, seniority (last in/first 

out), and disability. Taking advantage of public retirement schemes can sometimes 

lead to the use of early retirement as a criterion for choice. In the Netherlands, in the 

2006 Collective Redundancy (Notification) Act the ‘reflection principle’ has been laid 

down as the basis for dismissal selection thereby making seniority the decisive factor 

within the five age groups used. In Sweden the dismissal sequence is legally based on 

seniority but this can be overridden by local collective agreement. In the UK last in 

/first out is widely used as a basis for selection but employees declared redundant can 

claim ‘unfair dismissal’ if they feel they have been singled out for reasons or in a man-

ner that may be deemed illegal or unlawful.  

A third aspect Bergström and Diedrich (2006) elaborated was the way in which rede-

ployment was organized and carried out in practice. In particular, they noted that in 

some instances of mass dismissal a specific redeployment organisation had been es-

tablished. Here we refer to practices in the Netherlands and Sweden. In the Nether-

lands, the Collective Redundancy Act adds to the employer’s obligation to inform and 

consult trade unions and Works Councils in line with EU’s Collective Redundancies 

Directive. This imposes an obligation to search for alternative employment within the 

company or even its subsidiaries if the company is part of a group. In a number of 

Dutch companies and public organisations the latter obligation has stimulated the cre-

ation of internal agencies involved in job-to-job programs aiming at transferring (po-

tential) dismissed workers to new jobs. Such transfers have become the main focus of 

the social plans Dutch employers and unions have often agreed upon in cases of re-

dundancies (Sprenger 2014; see also Case 5.5 in the next chapter).  

In Sweden, the involvement of institutions like Job Security Councils, temp agencies 

and training organisations have been good examples. Here, over the years sector-

based Job Security Councils have been established to administer support outlined in 

job security agreements between the social partners. Normally starting before dismis-

sals take place, the councils provide advice and consultation to the employers and un-

ions involved as well as redeployment support to redundant workers including (fi-

nancial support for) coaching and training. Their fast intervention capacity and per-

sonal approach are regarded as their strengths. However, weaknesses may well be 

found in their limited financial means (Bergström and Diedrich 2006, and Eurofound 

website). Moreover, in Sweden at local and regional levels so-called Employer Rings 

have been established to encourage cooperation between companies on human re-

sources and redeployment issues. Not so long ago it was established practice in the 

five countries that the dismissed would be taken care of by public employment agen-

cies. However, it has to be noted that outside Scandinavia active labour market policies 

(ALMPs) that guided public employment services have repeatedly been eroded by the 

impact of austerity measures.  

Figure 4.3 shows that public expenditure on ALMPs diverged across countries from 

2010 onwards. Spending in Germany and the Netherlands decreased markedly 
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whereas in Sweden it grew and by 2017 was about double the levels of these two coun-

tries. Expenditure on ALMPs in France remained mostly stable over the period. The 

limited data available for the UK suggests that this type of public expenditure, already 

at a significantly lower level than that of the other countries shown here, after a brief 

period of growth (in the last years of the Blair government) fell to an even lower level 

as the Conservative-Liberal party coalition government wielded their austerity policy 

axe. 

Figure 4.3 Public expenditure on active labour market policies as a percentage of GDP, 

2006-2017, five countries  

 

 

Source: OECD website Active Labour Market Policies 

It is plain that redeployment strategies need to be put in place for employees to cope 

with changing business conditions particularly where the workforce faces demands 

for new ways of working and upgraded competence. A high priority in such cases is 

the provision of retraining, outplacement and recruitment measures. However, in de-

signing and implementing such measures conflicts of interests may repeatedly arise, 

not only between management and employee representatives but also mutually be-

tween groups of employees. The following Swedish case study illustrates how man-

agement and workers in a large telecom concern attempted to navigate these tricky 

waters.  

Case 4.3. Inclusive outsourcing in a large telecom firm (Sweden) 

A large telecom company operating globally had, over a number of years, carried out 

productivity and cost-saving programs in order to cope with technology develop-

ment and tougher competition. In Sweden, where much of R&D and Product Devel-

opment were carried out, these reduction programmes (often quite generous com-

pared to competitors) had led to problems with efficiency losses and competence 

supply. This was pointed out by labour consultants who advocated a more efficient 

and continuing adaptation process including ways to stimulate mobility. Manage-

ment’s answer was to choose a different approach, namely to shift the company’s 

product portfolio to cope with new technologies. This led to a diminished need for 

development and maintenance in those systems that were on their way out. At the 
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same time, areas with an increase in demand needed management focus and the de-

velopment of new competences to ensure future market success. It was planned to 

achieve this as well as a general programme of labour cost savings. Both manage-

ment and the unions were eager to explore new ways of dealing with these changes. 

Some employees from the areas that were being phased out were offered internal re-

deployment. However, for many this was a-step-to-far either because of their per-

ceived lack of competence or the need to relocate that came with the offer of rede-

ployment. The company then initiated a discussion with a large consultancy com-

pany and made a deal with it to outsource the declining operations under one to 

three year-contracts. This involved taking over the operations and the employees 

concerned who were to continue with their present jobs. At the same time, these em-

ployees would be introduced to other consultancy assignments for different clients of 

this consultancy firm. The consultancy company made strong efforts to convince the 

telecom employees that joining any of these other client companies would offer them 

a more secure future. 

ATK labour consultants followed the process to give a second opinion on the scope, 

the chosen subcontractor, the specific HR solutions and the consequences for the or-

ganisation. After negotiations between the company and the unions a fair deal was 

struck between the company and the subcontractor; about 80% of the concerned em-

ployees eventually made the move.  

4.3.5 Labour mobility 

We now return to the issue of labour mobility. In restructuring processes, individual 

resistance to mobility might be due to lack of opportunities particularly where the in-

dividuals involved have spent their time in a type of non-learning organisation that 

have discouraged (for whatever reason) internal mobility and competence develop-

ment. Individual characteristics, including seniority, age and gender are also relevant 

here, as both studies and consultancy experience reveal. For instance, job change is 

more common for young workers and for men whereas women tend to change jobs 

somewhat less often (Cereq 2010). Concerning mobility, we must also acknowledge 

that for individual workers various kinds of fears may surround the prospect of (im-

posed) redeployment, namely: 

• fear of professional failure: workers may renounce mobility for fear of not suc-

ceeding; 

• fear of higher workload, work intensification, stricter control and increased 

health risks (see Eurofound 2018, and Chapters 6 and 7); 

• fear of the consequences for one’s work-life balance, in view of the multiple 

changes workers and their families are often confronted with, particularly if ge-

ographical mobility is imposed (housing, jobs of spouses, children’s education, 

et cetera). 

These fears can easily lead to substantial resistance to change in the workforce that in 

turn may endanger the restructuring process. Two major preconditions seem crucial 
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in counteracting these tendencies in the course of that process. First, the time horizon 

factor. As far as possible, time pressure on individual workers should be avoided. Not 

only should adequate information on new jobs, retraining, recruitment and support 

measures be provided but workers should also be allowed enough time to ‘digest’ this 

information. Thereafter they need time to discuss it with their families, colleagues, HR 

staff, union or Works Council representatives and, if available, (external) support 

teams or mentors. Secondly, the resources put in place and the quality of accompany-

ing measures have proven to be the ultimate keys to success. Case 4.4 below shows 

good practice on these points. It also shows, in particular when contrasted with Case 

4.5, that the ‘political’ will of the management in question in the end is decisive. 

Case 4.4. Changing jobs and managing professional mobility within an insurance 

group (France) 

In recent years a major insurance group experienced strong growth through mergers 

and acquisitions. This resulted in numerous ‘duplications’ that generated the need 

for changes in tasks and occupations particularly for low-skilled employees. Moreo-

ver, the group had combined companies with quite different cultures. One of the 

strategic management challenges was how to integrate all employees successfully 

within the new entity and maintain a good social climate. Whereas the merger had 

already been a trauma for many employees, management felt committed to maintain 

employment for all provided that they would accept job changes. To this end, the 

company offered to support employees in their professional mobility based on five 

principles: 

• information on tomorrow’s jobs and available positions; 

• volunteering; 

• individualized support for each candidate; 

• support for skills development through training; 

• a contractual framework guaranteeing employment with the right of return to 

the original position within six months. 

The operation became a success. Over a period of three years, it involved 2,700 em-

ployees, or over 10% of the company's 24,000 employees in France, of whom a signifi-

cant proportion (43%) were employees over 45 years of age. Management pointed at 

five key success factors: 

• ‘contractualization’: the signature in advance of an agreement with the unions; 

• a truly individualized career path for each employee: the ‘CAP (Certificate 

d’Aptitude Professionelle) business passport’ (personalized assessment, orienta-

tion interview, recruitment, training / integration); 

• the real involvement of key players, managers and mentors; 

• regular and specific communication; 

• renewed and tailor-made training courses in CAP professions (change train-

ing and job interviews offered to employees). 
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Despite the convincing results, this operation has not proved to be sustainable, ac-

cording to management due to its very high cost. It showed, however, that with suit-

able means positive results in redeployment can be obtained. 

 

Case 4.5. Merger with guarantee of continued activity on site (France)  

As result of a government decision to reform the financing of social housing, two so-

cial housing companies, with establishments throughout France, decided to merge. 

The goal of the merger was to seek productivity gains through the pooling and cen-

tralization of activities and increased site specialization. In this context CHSCT repre-

sentatives from a provincial institution, in charge of the group’s IT support, asked for 

assistance from an outside expert. The staff representatives wanted to better under-

stand the consequences of the merger in terms of employment and working condi-

tions, especially with a view to finding lasting solutions. Their questions focused on 

the effects on workload and task content. ARETE took on the assignment. 

The managerial commitment not to eliminate jobs in the various geographical areas 

was a fundamental element of the merger project. Though IT support would partly 

be centralized, employees would be able to continue to work on the original site al-

beit under a new organisation of work, new division of tasks and remote manage-

ment. The commitment to maintain the on-site activity was given for three years. AR-

ETE’s diagnosis showed that this commitment was well received by the employees 

concerned but it also revealed concerns among a number of employees that their jobs 

would undergo major changes due to the implementation of remote management. In 

addition, the merger would result in a work overload for computer specialists as it 

became necessary to continue ensuring the day-to-day routine while at the same time 

preparing for the future. In addition, the social support plan of the merger was as-

sessed as very insufficient. ARETE developed a plan of action. Based on this plan the 

CHSCT representatives asked management for the improvement of accompanying 

measures, which was only very partly realized. 

4.3.6 A broader perspective on redeployment 

The retreat of public labour market interventions and institutions makes it likely that 

redeployment approaches will become the sole responsibility of the companies in-

volved. In any event, closures and rationalization processes endangering the jobs of 

large numbers of workers (and even whole sectors) need more than the sort of rede-

ployment actions just discussed. A broader societal perspective is called for particu-

larly where the economic viability of whole communities and regions is threatened. 

Where strategically important industries are involved a particular closure might be in 

conflict with national or regional industrial policies. In light of the transition towards 

renewable energy these considerations are likely to become even more relevant. Al-

ready over the last five decades the more or less continuous rationalization of the coal 

and steel industries throughout Europe has confronted national governments with dif-

ficult and conflicting choices. Policy orientation has proved to be important here as the 
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more dynamic and interventionist approaches have required governments to make 

strenuous efforts (often supported by EU regional and social funds) to bring new em-

ployment to areas blighted by such change.  

As indicated in Chapter 3, in Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden the relocation of 

public services was instituted as a means to compensate for lost employment. By con-

trast, in the UK interventionist policies gave way in the 1980s and 1990s to a more 

passive governmental approach. Regarding coal and steel closures that approach 

seemingly accepted the need to rationalize and downsize domestic outputs in the light 

of increasing global supply lines of cheaper steel and energy inputs. This policy of de-

industrialisation became a hallmark of the conservative Thatcher governments. It in-

flicted disproportionate harm to the economic infrastructure and social fabric of com-

munities in Scotland, Wales and the North of England. The situation faced by workers 

in Wales at the end of the 1970s gave rise to an unusual and unique initiative from the 

trade union movement in an attempt to boost compensatory job growth as the next 

case study illustrates. 

Case 4.6. The creation of a centre for the development of worker co-operatives in 

Wales (UK) 

Throughout the 1970s the old industrial areas in the north and predominantly the 

south of Wales had been hard hit by the restructuring of coal mining and steel mak-

ing that had hitherto formed the backbone of the economy. Mindful of the social im-

pact of such changes, the Wales TUC had commissioned labour consultants from 

TURU to carry out an assessment of the scale of job losses in prospect going forward 

into the 1980s. The research carried out painted a bleak picture of rising unemploy-

ment with little prospect of amelioration in the coal and steel communities at least in 

the short to medium term. The arrival in 1979 on the political scene of a conservative 

government added a further cause for concern. At a more localized level, the Wales 

TUC had received a number of union delegations seeking assistance to cope with a 

string of factory closures in both North and South Wales that had swollen the ranks 

of the long-term unemployed. Amongst the possible counter strategies that were dis-

cussed was the possibility of developing worker-owned co-operatives as a means of 

generating employment opportunities.  

To this end, the Wales TUC commissioned a feasibility study carried out by TURU in 

conjunction with a consultant from the private sector company Logica. Part of this 

exercise involved taking a group of recently unemployed trade union members to 

study the co-operative group that had been established in the 1950s in Mondragon in 

the Spanish Basque region. Enthused by what they had seen here, and further bol-

stered by a similar visit to worker-run co-operatives in Italy, the Wales TUC (with 

technical support from TURU and Logica) put forward an ambitious plan to create a 

Co-operative Development Centre. In the event, sufficient public funding and re-

sources were garnered to launch the Wales Co-operative Development and Training 
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Centre in 1982. Thereafter, with further funding from the EU’s social fund, the Cen-

tre’s influence was spread by the opening of offices in North, Mid and West Wales. 

Some 35 years later, the Centre is still going strong delivering help and support to 

‘social enterprises’ in Wales. It is the biggest Co-operative Development Agency in 

the UK and employs some 70 people.  

4.4 Good practice 

We are now able to add some good practice suggestions more specifically aimed at 

involving employee representatives and achieving a meaningful social dialogue in re-

structuring processes. These suggestions embrace not only labour practices but also 

management roles as well as the supportive roles public authorities and agencies at 

various levels can play.  

In our view it is vital  

where work organisation is an issue, that: 

GP4 employee representatives and management in more complex restructuring 

processes should, as a priority, achieve to hold consecutive rounds of consul-

tation that update and elaborate on any emerging management information 

connected with the successive phasing of these processes;  

GP5 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants carve out 

time and resources to evaluate the sort of management information just indi-

cated along with scope for develop alternatives in order to influence the even-

tual restructuring and work organisation outcomes. This is particularly im-

portant for the (groups of) workers most at risk from changes in, job quality 

and occupational and/or geographical mobility;  

GP13 alongside management reporting, employee representatives should supple-

ment information flows by organising their own (rounds of) information re-

trieval through interviews, focus groups or surveys of their constituency as 

well as drawing upon other available sources such as design teams, user 

groups and other internal experts and/or labour consultants; 

GP14 employee representatives while organising their own information retrieval 

should use all possible ways to stimulate the creativity of their constituency, 

through videos, simulations, company visits et cetera to better consider the 

consequences of change and in particular the formulation of possible alterna-

tives; 

GP15 the essential role of HR staff, middle (line) management and supervisors in the 

implementation of restructuring should be recognized; training programmes 

should be developed and applied to equip them to become active learning ad-

visers in change and redeployment management;  
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GP16 management and HR staff and, where appropriate, public authorities and 

agencies should focus on supporting those workers assessed as most vulnera-

ble in the course of restructuring processes; redeployment plans should be pri-

oritized for these workers;  

GP17 management and HR staff should carefully design training and coaching 

schemes for the most vulnerable workers and realistically tune these into their 

competences whilst redeployment options should take account of living con-

ditions, work-life balance and relevant time factors;  

GP18 management and HR staff should consider establishing internal agencies for 

redeployment, training and coaching whilst also exploring the possibilities for 

co-operation in this field with external institutions in order to widen possibili-

ties for job placement programmes aimed at minimising periods of unemploy-

ment for redundant workers, 

and widening to focus on connected institutions and policies: 

GP37 social partners, large companies and public authorities should cooperate to 

produce programmes of social support on behalf of vulnerable workers in an-

ticipation of organisational and technical change or restructuring; 

GP38 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should be 

aware of any training courses and educational material in change manage-

ment for managers at national, sectoral or regional levels where a substantial 

input of Socio-Technical Systems Design (STSD, see Chapter 7) is included to 

support the employability, redeployment, training and coaching / tutoring of 

endangered workers; 

GP39 national and regional authorities, employers’ associations and trade unions 

should either create or activate joint forums to facilitate the exchange of infor-

mation on anticipating and managing change in work organisations. Such coa-

litions should also consider the potential inputs of other institutions such as 

training centres; universities / technological institutes, and development 

agencies. 
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CHAPTER 5. MANAGING THE DEMOGRAPHIC CHALLENGE 

5.1 Introduction 

Throughout Europe a gradual extension of working life has latterly been taking place. 

Lower birth rates, increasing life expectancy and migration have all changed the de-

mographic and economic balance between those in the workforce and those who have 

retired. The knock-on effects of this are manifold and clearly present a challenge to 

social cohesion. For example, in many countries concerns have been raised over the 

sustainability of pension and social security systems operating in ageing societies. At 

the same time, creating employment opportunities for an ageing workforce also re-

quires answers to a number of questions, namely: how can older workers maintain 

their employability? Under what sort of conditions do workers want to remain in work 

and extend their working lives? Which policy features and interventions should be 

prioritized to bring about inclusive organisations; and finally, to what extent are older 

workers equipped to adapt to ongoing restructuring and the introduction of new tech-

nologies at the workplace? This chapter will search for answers, drawing in particular 

on relevant work organisation practices that have been observed by the authors over 

recent decades. 

First though we take stock of the magnitude of the demographic challenge and the 

issues it raises. We show the trends shaping this challenge focusing on developments 

in the employment rates of men and women in various age cohorts and particularly 

those aged 50-64. We go on to assess how changes in three key elements, namely: 

health, motivation and competence could enhance the employability of many older 

workers. We also look at the other side of this coin and consider whether lifting retire-

ment ages might create tensions between age groups. Against this backdrop, we pro-

vide an overview of policies and interventions from both government and social part-

ners and evaluate the potential that innovations in work organisation might offer to 

the policy makers in this field. 

5.2 The demographic challenge: taking stock 

5.2.1 Life expectancy, fertility, natural increase 

The demographic challenge most European countries are facing stems from a conflu-

ence of positive trends. During the last century life expectancy rates throughout Eu-

rope improved rapidly. The main contributory factors in recent decades were: rising 

overall living standards, healthier lifestyles, better education, improved and less dan-

gerous working conditions, as well as advances in and better access to housing, health 

care, hygiene and medicine (cf. OECD 2017: 35-38). Whereas a century ago the average 

life expectancy in Europe was an estimated 47 years, by 1950 this had risen to nearly 

65 years (website Roser/Life Expectancy), increasing to an average 80.9 years by 2017. 

The difference between the average life expectancy of men and women remains 
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skewed in favour of the latter with 78.3 years for men and 83.5 years for women. Table 

5.1 provides details for the five countries studied. It shows that in the period 2000-2017 

life expectancy increased by between 3 to 5 years for men and 2 to 3 years for women. 

Swedish men and French women are currently expected to reach the highest levels of 

old age but the differences in life expectancy across the five countries appear to be 

rather small. 

On the other hand, after World War II the number of newborns decreased almost con-

tinuously, in Europe and worldwide – a development that has been strongly linked 

with the rise in women’s educational attainment and the continuing empowerment of 

women (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2012: 23-40; website Roser/Fertility Rate). Taking 

the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) which measures the number of children a woman would 

have over her childbearing years (if, at each age, she experienced the age-specific num-

ber of births per 1,000 women in that age group), we can see Europe’s TFR in 1970 was 

an average 2.3, but by 2017 had fallen to 1.6 children per woman. Table 5.1 shows the 

TFR trend since 2000/02 for the five countries we have focused on and the EU28. Some-

what surprisingly, the TFR increased in the 2000s in all five countries before, (with the 

exception of Germany), returning to the ‘decrease mode’ between 2010 and 2017. 

Across these countries fertility rates continue to diverge, with the lowest rate in Ger-

many and the highest rate consistently posted in France. The French fertility level has 

been rather close to the TFR level at which women would give birth to enough babies 

to sustain population levels. The United Nations currently put this so-called replace-

ment rate at about 2.1 children per woman. The fertility rates of the other countries 

studied here were much lower than this. 

Table 5.1 Demographic key figures: life expectancy, total fertility rate and rate of 

natural increase, 2000-2010-2017, five countries and EU28 

 

life expectancy total fertility rate rate natural increase 

2000 2017 2000 2017 2000 2010 2017 2000 2010 2017 

M M F F       

France 75.3 79.6 83.0 85.6 1.89 2.03 1.90 4.4 4.4 2.4 

Germany 75.1 78.5 81.2 83.4 1.38 1.39 1.57 -0.9 -2.2 -1.8 

Netherlands 75.6 80.2 80.7 83.4 1.72 1.79 1.62 4.2 2.9 1.2 

Sweden 77.4 80.8 82.0 84.1 1.54 1.98 1.78 -0.3 2.7 2.3 

United Kingdom 75.5 79.5 80.3 83.1 1.64 1.92 1.74 1.2 3.9 2.3 

EU28 74.5* 78.3 80.9* 83.5 (1.46) 1.62 1.59 (0.6) 1.0 -0.4 

* = 2002 

Sources:  

Life expectancy: Eurostat demo_mlexpec 

Total fertility rate: Eurostat demo_find 

Rate of natural increase: Eurostat demo_gind 

The third demographic measure presented in Table 5.1 is the rate of natural increase 

(RNI) of the population attained by subtracting the so-called crude death rate (from 

the crude birth rate. The RNI indicates a country’s population growth or decrease 

while excluding migration. The table shows a negative RNI for Germany, a trend that 



120 

likely contributed to German Chancellor Merkel’s optimistic welcoming of immigrants 

in August 2015, amidst the European refugee crisis (“Wir schaffen das”). By contrast, 

the French, Swedish and British RNIs and to a lesser extent the RNI of the Netherlands 

were positive.  

5.2.2 Migration  

Dealing with migration in a socially acceptable way should be part of managing the 

demographic challenge. It is well-known that in the 2010s immigration into Europe 

grew considerably. Comparing inward with outbound migration flows between 2010 

and 2017, Europe recorded a surplus inflow of approximately 6 million people (OECD 

2019). In 2017, the latest year for which we have detailed international data, the ‘per-

manent inflow of foreigners’ (granted a residence permit - mostly indefinitely renew-

able 3) in the five countries under scrutiny was nearly 2.5 million. More than half of 

them (nearly 1.4 million) moved into Germany adding 1.1% to that country’s popula-

tion. This share was even larger in Sweden (1.3%) but smaller in the Netherlands 

(0.8%), the UK (0.5%) and France (0.4%). Except for the last two countries, these inflows 

fell sharply after the large humanitarian migration inflows observed in 2014-16. In 

2018, the percentages of foreign-born people in the population varied less, with Swe-

den (18.8%) at the top followed by Germany (16%), the UK (13.8%), the Netherlands 

(13%), and France (12.5%) (OECD 2019; also: website OECD – compare your country).  

Sweden, a country that played a major role in dealing with the European refugee crisis 

from 2014 and onwards, has initially taken an interesting labour market approach to 

the integration of refugees and immigrants. A twin-track strategy incorporating the 

country’s solidaristic wage policy has prioritised employment and equal treatment at 

work. To these ends, the Swedish government and social partners have worked inten-

sively on ‘fast tracking’ highly educated migrants into professional jobs through addi-

tional training. Regarding the lower educated migrants, intensive discussions have 

taken place on creating ‘simple jobs’ through task division and adjusting wage levels. 

The Public Employment Service (PES) were given the means to subsidise those ‘with 

a distance to the labour market’, and the social partners reached agreement on the need 

to combine lower wages with language and introductory training. In Sweden public 

support for such measures has been prompted by the observable contributions mi-

grants have made to solving labour shortages in sectors such as health and elderly 

care, and hotels and catering.  

Leaving aside the longer-term effects inward migration might have on the overall de-

mographic challenge faced by ‘our’ countries, we focus instead on the labour market 

position of those permanently settling in the receiving countries. Access to employ-

ment in these countries remains difficult for specific groups of immigrants, especially 

 

3  We leave out other categories of migrants: temporary labour migrants, working 
holiday makers, trainees, international students, inter-company transferees and posted 
(EU) workers. 
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those aged 15-24, the low-educated, and women in general. By contrast, skilled immi-

grants appear to have performed rather well. Throughout Europe their employment 

rates increased in 2017 and 2018 while their unemployment rates fell – albeit this was 

the first time both had fallen since 2009. For adult migrant workers the magnitude of 

the skills mismatch was similar to that for native workers (see Chapter 4).  

Significantly, over-education was more common for immigrants than for native work-

ers, in particular for those in the 15-30 of age range. These results were derived from 

the two objective methods for calculating skill mismatches Sparreboom and Tarvid 

(2017) used as well as from outcomes based on the perceptions of respondents (Visintin 

et al. 2015). If these results based respectively on 2002-2014 and 2010-2014 data still 

hold (and we see no good reasons why not), then migrant workers are likely to 

continue to make a significant contribution to solving labour shortages in the receiving 

countries. A recent study commissioned by the Bertelsmann Stiftung confirmed this 

perspective, forecasting that the German labour market from 2018 until 2035 would be 

in need of a yearly net influx of nearly 100,000 migrant workers from non-EU countries 

(Fuchs et al. 2019). 

5.2.3 Inequalities in the face of ageing at work 

The considerable variations in life expectancy across socioeconomic groups are mostly 

revealed in statistics covering occupational classes. Figure 5.1 (next page) shows the 

life expectancy rates for a 35-year old in France analysed by occupational class. As can 

be seen for the period 2009-2013 at age 35 male executives (‘cadres’ in French) had a 

life expectancy of 49.1 years and their female peers even of 53.1 years; by contrast, 

these figures were 42.6 and 49.8 years respectively for manual (blue collar) workers, 

resulting in life expectancy gaps between these two classes of 6.5 years for males and 

3.3 years for females. Such inequalities have remained stable since the end of the 1970s 

and there are no indications that they have decreased between 2013 and 2017 (website 

INSEE). Manual workers in particular can expect to live on average considerably 

shorter lives than executives or those in intermediate occupations (primary teachers, 

skilled technicians, supervisors, et cetera). Whilst this is bad enough, as French re-

searchers observed: “Manual workers suffer from a double disadvantage, with a 

shorter life expectancy and more years with poor health and disabilities“ (Cambois et 

al. 2011: 421). 
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Figure 5.1 Life expectancy at age 35 by occupational class, years, 2009-2013, France 

 
Source: website INSEE (2016) 

Women have a higher life expectancy than men regardless of their socio-economic po-

sition. However, they suffer health problems for more years than men. The French 

researchers just mentioned found increasing health and functioning problems and 

reductions in social participation for both sexes in the 50-65 age group, with a higher 

incidence of these problems among the lower qualified (Cambois et al. 2011: 423). 

Although the occupational basis for the data was not strictly comparable, an OECD 

study of 22 developed countries covering the early 2000s confirmed the likelihood of 

life expectancy outcomes similar to those shown in Figure 5.1 (Mackenbach et al. 2008). 

More recent OECD research covering these countries in and around 2011 (though un-

fortunately excluding Germany and the Netherlands) found large discrepancies in life 

expectancy rates between high and low-educated people at the age of 25: these came 

out at 7.6 years for men and 4.5 years for women. Such gaps for men were lower 

(though still considerable) in France: 6.8, Sweden 5.9 and the UK 5.4 years whereas for 

women the life expectancy gap in Sweden was even above the OECD average: 5.0 

years, against 4.0 for the UK and 2.7 for France (authors’ calculations based on Murtin 

et al. 2017: 78).  

Whilst a detailed explanation for these differences is complex, they reflect combina-

tions of the same categories that explain the long-time rise of life expectancy rates, 

namely: differences in living standards, lifestyles, education, housing, access to care 

and, last but not least, job quality. Moreover, we should acknowledge that the figures 

just presented may well have been affected by the fact that until the 1980s arduous 

work or ‘bad jobs’ tended to be concentrated in manual occupations in the manufac-

turing sectors of the economy. However, as we will explain in Chapter 6, administra-

tive and frontline sales jobs in the service sector are being transformed over the last 

three decades resulting in growing demands to accelerate the pace of work while in-

tensifying contacts with clients. This transformation combined with an increased 
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speed of changes in qualifications required and in work organisation, has put older 

workers under growing pressure. Such pressure tends to be less marked in jobs where 

experience and relatively high skill requirements are at a premium.  

Interestingly, a representative sample of Dutch adults in 2012 was asked about the 

early retirement options for five occupations: construction worker, teacher, nurse, per-

son with a desk job, and fireman. Most respondents found it reasonable that workers 

with demanding occupations should retire earlier than others, and were also willing 

to contribute to this through their taxes. Half of the sample indicated they were cer-

tainly or probably willing to contribute to an early retirement scheme for construction 

workers, more than for any of the other occupations. These outcomes confirmed that 

the Dutch general public in the early 2010s perceived physical burdens to be the critical 

set of factors that made an occupation demanding (Vermeer et al. 2014). However, in 

2014 a parliamentary majority was not forthcoming to support early retirement for 

those in arduous or demanding occupations. In 2019 Dutch trade union leaders argued 

that without the industry al action taken by nurses and teachers these occupations 

would have ranked higher in a similar exercise. They used this example to illustrate 

the virtual impossibility of decent decision-making on early retirement issues. Indeed, 

the two main union confederations announced they were to abstain from future de-

bates on demanding occupations relying instead on a singular plea for a general freeze 

on proposals to raise the pension age beyond 66. Paradoxically, the Dutch employers’ 

federations answered with a plea for the revival of these debates.  

5.2.4 The retirement struggle: legal and effective retirement ages 

It is obvious that an increase in life expectancy simultaneously with a decrease of fer-

tility and a fluctuating development of migration, will have had an impact on the size 

and composition of the workforce in the five countries we highlight here. In addition, 

we should also recognize that the European workforce is ageing. At the beginning of 

this century, 23.5% of all employed in the EU28 were over 50 years of age whereas by 

2018 this percentage had increased to 31%. The German workforce was the most ex-

treme example, with 35% in this age cohort in 2018, followed by Sweden (31.5%), the 

UK (30%) with France and the Netherlands close behind (29.5%) (authors’ calculation 

based on Eurostat figures, derived from the share of 50-74 aged in all employed 15-74 

of age). 

These trends provide the background to the policies governments of EU countries put 

in place in the 1990s and early 2000s to reform their public pension systems. Policies 

that for the most part heralded the end of both the long-term decrease in legal pension 

ages and of the early retirement schemes that allowed workers to leave work in their 

late fifties or early sixties. Across Europe these schemes were, for a time, popular as a 

means to mitigate the impact of, or need for large-scale redundancies. However, as the 

1990s unfolded the pressure on national governments to trim public budgets intensi-

fied; most felt they could not afford to bear the additional costs of early retirement 

schemes notably through the pension contributions needed to bridge the gap with the 
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formal pension age and the related payments. In 2000, the European Council launched 

a Directive (2000/78/ EC) banning discrimination on the basis of age in employment 

and occupation. That Directive provided an opportunity for governments to minimise 

their exposure to retirement schemes and prompted their gradual disappearance from 

the public sector. Initially governments though were slow to transpose the Directive 

in national legislation. Mostly they argued that it was not clear whether it would take 

away policy space for special measures on behalf of older workers. After a while the 

latter indeed turned to be the case. 

When the yearly EESUN members’ meeting in October 2005 compared the national 

situations in this regard, the Dutch administration turned out to have chosen the strict-

est interpretation possible of the Directive. In the 2004 budget they abolished the gov-

ernment-sponsored early retirement and pre-pension schemes like the special unem-

ployment allowance for 57.5 or older aged workers. In spite of fierce union opposition 

including a series of strikes and one of the largest demonstrations in Dutch labour his-

tory involving in October 2004 about 250,000 people, the government refused to recon-

sider these plans. Between 2005 and 2008 in the other four countries we have focused 

on, similar restrictions and abolitions could be observed (OECD 2018a,b,c,d,e). We 

should add that some governments have seemingly been reluctant to abolish early re-

tirement schemes completely. For example, in France early retirement has remained a 

legal option for those with a disability, a long career, or a history of arduous work. 

However, the French Court of Auditors, on 8 October 2019, warned that the early re-

tirement practices, which weigh heavily on the country’s social security finances, ac-

counted for one in two retirements in 2017, up from one in three in 2012. In both France 

and the Netherlands some large firms have held early retirement schemes upright 

without government contributions. 

Whilst early retirement policies had been generally welcomed by those workers enjoy-

ing such schemes, the same could not be said for some related policies that in effect 

were seen to be stigmatizing older workers. A team including one of the authors wrote 

in 2008: “Recently a major problem throughout the EU has arisen concerning the gen-

eral orientation of age regulations which appear to be dominated by ‘restrictional’ or 

‘punishing’ approaches to the employment of older workers. By contrast, incentives to 

help older workers to improve their employability remain scarce” (Sprenger et al. 2008: 

117).  

Whilst many governments throughout Europe have undertaken steps to raise the legal 

retirement age, and have instituted other reforms of public pension systems, such ac-

tions have become a highly sensitive public issue. They have been disputed by the 

trade union movement and progressive parties in the five countries scrutinized with 

France and Germany very much to the fore here. In Germany the quite low level of the 

mandatory state pensions for low-paid workers continues to be a main union worry. 

For the most part changes are scheduled to take place between 2018 and 2030.  

Table 5.2 presents an overview for the five countries that concern us the most. The 

‘current legal retirement age’ is the official age set for those retiring in 2019 with a valid 
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claim on a state pension. Mostly gradual increases of the applicable ages are foreseen 

to reach the ‘future legal retirement age‘, although this varies across countries accord-

ing to the outcome of whichever complex formula is being applied. We should stress 

that developments in the 2020s may depend on further decision-making in national 

parliaments and governments - a probability already signalled by France, the Nether-

lands and Sweden.  

Table 5.2 Current and future legal retirement ages, situation 1 July 2019, five 

countries 

 Current legal retirement age Future legal retirement age 

France 62 y *) 62-64 y **) 

Germany 65 y + 7 months***) 67 y (2029) 

Netherlands 66 y + 4 months 67 y + 3 months (2022-24)****) 

Sweden 61-67 y*****) 63-69 y (2023)*****) 

United Kingdom 65 y + 6 months 67 y (2028) ******) 

Sources: national government websites; OECD 2018a,b,c,d,e 

Notes:  

*)  In order to receive the basic pension employees should be at least 62 years old. In order to 

receive the full pension, additional conditions have to be met including achieving a minimum 

amount of retirement insurance contributions 

**)  The current pension reform (2019/20) does not provide for raising the legal retirement age. 

The government plans to develop a pension system making it attractive to prolong working 

beyond the age of 62, with possibly 64 as the new starting age 

***) For those born in 1964 or later; 65 y for those born before prior to 1964 

****)  After 2024 depending on increase in life expectancy 

*****)  System of flexible retirement ages; implying that one can take out pension within an age 

range; lower and upper limits are presented 

******)  Depending on increase in life expectancy 

5.2.5 Towards ‘age-proof’ organisations 

The pressures arising from the need to deal with an ageing population have instigated 

new government policies right across Europe. With some time lags they have resulted 

in increases in effective retirement ages and an extension of the working lives of a sig-

nificant number of workers. For employers, whether public or private, this has posed 

a tricky challenge, namely how to develop genuine forms of ‘age management’ that 

deal with an aging workforce in a smart, inclusive and sustainable manner. As regards 

the contents of such management, the concept of ‘sustainable work’ has steadily 

gained public and political recognition. The starting point of this concept is the need 

to ensure that people are able and willing to work until retirement age. Age manage-

ment has been seen as a function of the social partners paying attention to the quality 

of jobs and the working environment of individuals over the whole course of their 

working lives while guaranteeing that their personal circumstances and needs will also 

be accommodated (ARETE 2008; Eurofound 2017). Projects, mostly related to such ob-

jectives, have aimed to make companies and public organisations ‘age-proof’. In 

France, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden the labour consultancies in which the 



126 

authors participate(d), have been involved in research and consulting activities cover-

ing age management. The two German case studies below describe practical interven-

tions at company and inter-company level. 

Case 5.1. Reducing workload and strain in metal manufacturing (Germany) 

The 38 workers in a fettling shop, part of a metal manufacturing firm employing 

some 100 workers, operated a two-shift system. Their jobs required hardly any for-

mal qualifications and the workers, all males many of whom were migrants, had 

qualified by training-on-the-job. Most of them were in their forties or fifties. The op-

eration was characterized by high physical demands, involving working whilst 

squatting, kneeling or in some other constrained postures and many workers suf-

fered from work-related physical deterioration. Task forces consisting of workers, 

middle management, health and safety experts as well as BIT consultants, developed 

measures to reduce physical strain. However, it became clear that ergonomic work-

place design alone was not sufficient to make jobs ‘fit for all ages’. Organisational 

measures were also needed, and a rotation system was launched. On the one hand, 

this was based on an inventory of the different tasks with their loads and strains and 

on the other hand, on a qualification matrix whereby the workers’ skills were meas-

ured by themselves and their direct superiors. This assessment gave rise to a training 

scheme enabling the workers to rotate between different tasks.  

However, a problem soon arose when the workers who up to that point had been 

performing jobs with low learning content now showed little inclination to ‘learn’. To 

overcome this, the Works Council, the workers’ superiors and HR management 

worked hard to convince the workers to engage in learning activities. Their commit-

ment was made possible by the high levels of transparency and trust reached in the 

course of this programme. The training measures taken included German language 

courses for those with poor language abilities, and opportunities to learn how to 

carry out other functions. These courses enabled the fettler’s job to be broadened and 

enriched, by integrating the tasks of crane operators and signalmen, while crane op-

erators and signalmen, in turn were trained to carry out tasks such as abrasive blast-

ing, varnishing, and fettling. 

 

Case 5.2. The ‘Textil-Fit’ Project (Germany) 

The ‘Textil-Fit’ Project run by BIT was funded from March 2014 to March 2017 by the 

Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs within the Initiative New Quality of 

Work (INQA). This was a broad initiative that involved the German federal govern-

ment, the states (Länder), business associations, trade unions, companies, and social 

insurance institutions, and was aimed at improving the quality of work as a key to 

innovation and competitiveness in Germany. The particular aim of ‘Textil-Fit’ was to 

take on the challenges of demographic change in the textile and clothing industry 

through a participatory approach. In ten companies, management, specialists, Works 
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Council members and workers co-operated in order to combine maintaining and pro-

moting competitiveness with an increase in the employability of the workforce. 

The analyses and design methods used were based on a ‘triad’ of age structures, 

qualification needs and hazard and stress risks, in order to build a job register de-

rived from these analyses. It soon became clear that the existing jobs were often de-

signed to require little learning and were associated with one-sided physical strain. 

Thus, actions were developed aimed at reducing physical strain by technical 

measures; reducing psychological stress, and improving the qualifications of supervi-

sors/managers. 

It was noted that diseases of the musculoskeletal system contributed significantly 

(around 25%) to work-related illnesses and the inability to work, and was par-

ticularly marked for older workers. Such health risks continued to be caused by 

unfavourable postures and moving heavy loads. They could be reduced by 

purchasing and implementing technical aids and work equipment such as ‘lifting 

tables’. Work carried out in a forced stooping posture could, for example be avoided 

and work-related fatigue reduced in this way. Such measures could also improve 

productivity. 

As a starting point for reducing psychological stress it was essential for the workers 

to participate from the outset in the (re)design of their work, regarding technical, er-

gonomic and organisational issues. Such participation, when followed up by man-

agement decisions on purchasing new machinery and equipment, had a positive im-

pact on the reduction of physical workload which was crucial for workers of all ages 

but even more important for older workers. 

Finally, the qualification of supervisors/managers was assessed and improvements 

were seen to be needed. Recognizing the essential role of supervisors in the design of 

work in their area of control was the starting point here and a process was set in mo-

tion to qualify them in ‘age-appropriate work design’ that covered:  

• health and disease; 

• changes in one’s abilities in the course of his/her working life; 

• the work system and its design; 

• workload and work strain; 

• basics of physical stress: handling loads, sitting and standing postures, expo-
sure to physical factors such as lighting, noise, heat and cold; 

• exemplary measures for ‘age-appropriate work design’ 

• qualification for changing workloads using an example in their own area. 

(Source: BIT 2017) 
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5.2.6 The outcomes: employment rates 

In the absence of major policy reversals, effective retirement ages and the employment 

rates for older workers seem set to continue to increase across Europe. That this is a 

continuation of a trend can be seen from the data presented in Table 5.3 and Figure 5.2 

(both next page) which shows the employment (participation) rates of men and 

women aged 50-64 in the labour force from 2000 to 2018. In all five countries these rates 

increased continuously; pension reforms and the abolition or restriction of early retire-

ment programmes were contributary factors, as was the growing inclination of women 

to continue in, or return to paid work. As a result, except for Sweden the gap between 

male and female employment rates narrowed in all the countries we are concerned 

with.  

Equally striking here is the strong rise of both rates in Germany, in particular between 

2000 and 2010. The ‘boom’ of the German economy in the first eight years of the new 

century may help explain this increase but another factor is relevant here too. In 2003, 

the German government lifted tax exemptions and reduced working time limitations 

for so-called mini-jobs, a special category of part-time work with very low earnings – 

resulting in their further increase although at the cost of marginalizing mainly older 

women workers (Van Klaveren and Voss-Dahm 2011: 186-188). By 2018 Germany had 

the second-highest employment rates, just behind Sweden. Although French rates also 

increased, older men and women in France continued to participate substantially less 

in paid work than did their peers elsewhere. For the 2020s it is reasonable to expect 

that the employment rates of the 50-64 age group will continue to increase throughout 

the EU, with the possible exception of Sweden where a saturation point may have been 

reached. We should also note that employers all over Europe are coming under pres-

sure from unions, employee representatives and labour consultants to invest appro-

priately in making their work organisations ‘age-proof’. 
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Table 5.3 Employment rates, age cohort 50-64 (employed as % of population in age 

cohort) by gender, 2000-2010-2015-2018, five countries and EU28 

 

2000 2010 2015 2018 

M F M F M F M F 

France 54.7 42.9 57.6 50.6 62.3 57.0 65.0 60.1 

Germany 57.7 39.5 72.7 60.3 77.7 68.3 81.2 72.6 

Netherlands 65.5 38.2 71.7 53.2 76.3 59.7 80.9 65.1 

Sweden 72.7 70.4 77.8 71.8 80.7 76.0 83.9 79.9 

United Kingdom 68.5 52.8 71.2 58.7 75.1 64.3 78.3 67.5 

EU28 60.1*) 40.5*) 64.3 49.3 68.3 55.7 72.5 60.1 

Source: Eurostat lfsa_ergan  *) 2002 

Figure 5.2 Employment rates, age cohort 50-64 (employed as % of population in age 

cohort) by gender, 2000-2010-2015-2018, five countries 

  
Source: Eurostat lfsa_ergan   

Table 5.4 and Figure 5.3 (both next page), at the other extreme, chart the development 

of the employment rates of the youngest (15-24) age cohort, again from 2000 to 2018. 

As can be seen, these rates mutually differ quite significantly with consistently low 

rates for France, low but increasing rates for Sweden, slightly higher and relatively 

stable rates in Germany and high rates for the UK and the Netherlands. The Nether-

lands should be regarded as a special case as a high level of permitted earnings in the 

public grants system allows many Dutch students to combine study with part-time 

work. This combination distorts the youth labour market and results in working stu-

dents crowding out other young workers attempting to build a career. Be that as it 

may, there is no evidence that such ‘crowding out’ has extended to older workers (Van 

Klaveren et al. 2009: 423).  
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Table 5.4 Employment rates, age cohort 15-24 (employed as % of population in age 

cohort) by gender, 2000-2010-2015-2018, five countries and EU28 

 

2000 2010 2015 2018 

M F M F M F M F 

France 31.3 25.1 33.8 26.9 29.9 26.0 32.4 27.2 

Germany 48.6 43.6 43.6 40.2 46.5 44.0 48.8 45.4 

Netherlands 69.9 66.7 59.5 59.1 59.9 61.7 62.8 65.2 

Sweden 36.6 37.1 37.7 39.8 42.4 45.5 43.6 46.8 

United Kingdom 58.0 53.6 55.8 52.7 50.3 49.7 51.4 49.9 

EU28 39.7*) 33.5* 38.6 32.7 34.9 31.3 37.3 33.3 

Source: Eurostat lfsa_ergan  *) 2002 

Figure 5.3 Employment rates, age cohort 15-24 (employed as % of population in age 

cohort) by gender, 2000-2010-2015-2018, five countries 

 
Source: Eurostat lfsa_ergan   

Table 5.5 (next page) provides a wider context for 2018 by adding the overall employ-

ment rates (for 15-64 of age) and for those aged 65 or older to the two rates already 

considered above. The overall data shows relatively high rates for males in Sweden, 

the Netherlands and the UK with Germany and France lagging some 5% and 9%points 

respectively behind. For females, Sweden is clearly the leading country with continu-

ously high participation in the labour force. The extreme right-hand column indicates 

that the participation of those aged 65 or older remains rather limited, varying from 

just 4% and 2% in France to nearly 14% and 8% in the UK. We should add that the 

employment levels of the very oldest cohort captured in labour statistics (but not cited 

in our table), those aged 75 or older, are low; in 2018 the male rates were between 4% 

(UK) and 1% (France) and the female rates 2% (UK) or less. 
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Table 5.5 Employment rates, various age cohorts (employed in % of population in age 

cohort) by gender, 2018, five countries and EU28 

 

15-64 yr 15-24 yr 50-64 yr >= 65 yr 

M F M F M F M F 

France 75.2 67.6 32.4 27.2 65.0 60.1 3.9 2.3 

Germany 79.7 75.8 48.8 45.4 81.2 72.6 10.2 5.2 

Netherlands 84.3 74.2 62.8 65.2 80.9 65.1 12.3 4.4 

Sweden 84.7 80.4 43.6 46.8 83.9 79.9 13.3 7.2 

United Kingdom 83.7 73.8 51.4 49.9 78.3 67.5 13.9 7.7 

EU28 78.9 67.4 37.3 33.3 72.5 60.1 8.6 4.1 

Sources: Eurostat lfsa_ergan  

Combining Tables 5.4 and 5.5 shows that from 2000 onwards, the employment rates of 

those aged 15-24 and 50-64 both increased in France, Germany and Sweden. However, 

in the Netherlands and the UK the 2018 employment rates had fallen below the levels 

achieved in 2000, predominantly because of the falling rates of the young cohort over 

this period. 

The reader may have noticed that nearly all the employment rates of the five countries 

under scrutiny had higher values than the EU28 averages, implying that elsewhere in 

the Union employment rates were below these averages. Not surprisingly, the high 

unemployment rates of Spain, Italy and Greece were accompanied by low employ-

ment rates in these countries. 

5.2.7 Tensions between age cohorts? 

In earlier waves of restructuring and reorganisations within companies, as, for in-

stance, in the severe recession of the early 1980s, older workers often suffered a dis-

proportionately hard time. If downsizing was at issue, targeting the over 50 age cohort 

was seen as the first adjustment variable with their dismissal or early retirement 

broadly being regarded as the ‘lesser evil’ solution. According to the experience of the 

current authors, many employee representatives and older workers at the time took 

this prioritization for granted. Formally at least this practice seems to have ended in 

‘our’ five countries since (as noted in Chapter 4) in cases of dismissal ‘last in /first out’ 

has become widely used as the basis for selection. That said, it is premature to assume, 

even with redundancies, that age discrimination is a thing of the past. For the time 

being, discriminatory perceptions of older workers continue to influence much of the 

day-to-day decision-making at workplace level as well as the wider culture norms of 

some European countries. 

Naturally, perceptions of the labour market situation of older workers may differ ac-

cording to the economic situation of the country in question. Under conditions of con-

tinuous mass unemployment among young people, as in Spain, Greece and Italy (in 

2019 all three posting unemployment rates of over 30% for the 15-24 age cohort) and 

as shown in Figure 1.3 just to some lesser extent in France and Sweden (in 2019 both 

close to 20% youth unemployment), sentiments easily turn against efforts to keep older 

workers in paid activity. Many citizens, including employee representatives, question 
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whether such efforts are justified: “Why keep older people at work, when thousands of young 

people are looking for a job?” is a common refrain. In contrast, where close to full em-

ployment exists as currently in Germany and the Netherlands, sentiments just as easily 

move in the opposite direction. Here, efforts to keep older workers employed are gen-

erally regarded as perfectly acceptable. Quite recently in both these countries govern-

ment and social partners have launched programmes aimed at keeping and even at-

tracting older workers. These initiatives have focused on sectors where serious labour 

shortages have surfaced and might endanger widely shared societal goals, like the care 

sector (elderly care) and construction (housing and infrastructure).  

Having discussed perceptions concerning the relationship between the labour market 

positions of older and younger cohorts we now turn to the reality. A literature over-

view notes that “empirical evidence from 12 countries --Belgium, Canada, Denmark, 

France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the UK, and the US-- 

indicates that the employment of older and younger workers moves together, rather 

than in opposite directions“ (Böheim 2014: 7). The same overview indicated that: 

• increasing the retirement age increases younger workers’ wages; 

• reducing the employment of older persons does not provide more job opportu-

nities for younger persons; 

• increasing the employment of older persons neither reduces the employment of 

younger persons, nor does it lead to more unemployment among them. 

These outcomes, which readers might find quite surprising, can basically be traced 

back to the fact that, in the often segmented labour markets found in developed coun-

tries, older and younger workers are complementary to each other rather than being 

substitutes or competitors (cf. Böheim 2014: 1). 

5.3 Employability: health, motivation and competence  

5.3.1 Introduction 

The lengthening of working life naturally means that employees must maintain and 

develop their employability over a longer span of time. Here lies the core challenge for 

age management. It is worth noting at this point that the European Working Condi-

tions Survey (EWCS) of Eurofound in 2015 found that older workers, though feeling 

more secure about keeping their job than younger workers, felt far less employable. 

Throughout the EU28 over half (57%) of all interviewees 50 years and over disagreed 

with the statement ‘If I were to lose or quit my current job, it would be easy for me to 

find a job of similar salary’ (against only 30% of those under 35 of age expressing the 

same view – Eurofound EWCS website). In Chapter 4 we have already noted that em-

ployability is a combination of three components: health, motivation or the attitude 

towards work and learning, and competence. For the individual employee to remain 

involved in the labour process for any length of time is frequently seen as a rather 

simple matter of ‘holding on and keeping up’ until his or her retirement. However, this 

ignores the risk of skills and competences becoming obsolete, the increasing challenge 
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of ongoing reorganisation and changes in production patterns, to say nothing of inad-

equate social protection and age-related discrimination. We now cover the three con-

stituent parts separately. The reader should be aware that in most cases the policies of 

employers and their attitudes as well as the attitudes of supervisors and direct col-

leagues will ultimately be the determining factors in the success or failure of age man-

agement at the workplace (cf. Cedefop 2010; website SHARE). We return to this issue 

in section 5.3.6 when discussing the social environment at work. 

5.3.2 Health at work for older workers 

Given the financial resources, health conditions are the most decisive factors determin-

ing the length of one’s working lifetime and also for shaping attitudes towards work 

and learning. Nevertheless, at the individual level, the relationship between ageing, 

health and work is complex. Getting older is not linked linearly to poor or deteriorat-

ing health. Today we know that the ‘biological age’ of people from the same age cohort 

may differ widely. An ‘official’ age of 55 years can biologically cover a range of about 

45 to 65 years, depending on working and living conditions, lifestyle, and genetic pre-

requisites -- as recognized in the work ability concept and index constructed by a Finn-

ish research team led by Juhani Ilmarinen (cf. Ilmarinen 2005).  

The connection between age and ill health, reflected in sickness and disability levels, 

is also more complex than it may seem at first sight. Statistics from insurance bodies 

show that from the age of 25, health-related absence rates (sickness and disability, the 

latter mostly measured in its first year) tend to increase. Two opposite trends shape 

such an outcome. The frequency of inability / sickness cases per person per year tends 

to decrease by age, at least until the 45-49 age range, before increasing somewhat. Here, 

more careful behaviour and more experience in various spheres of life, including work, 

are universally recognized as the main determinants. However, it is equally the case 

that recovery from whatever sickness or injury takes more time with advancing age. 

Indeed, in these statistics the average absence duration regularly tends to increase by 

age. As a result, the total duration of absence also goes up.  

Table 5.6 and Figure 5.4 (both next page) show outcomes in this respect for Germany 

based on inability insurance data. Similar recent statistics for the other four countries 

basically show the same picture, though the underlying definitions of ‘inability to 

work’ or ‘absenteeism’ differ due to variations in national social security systems. It 

should be added that the causal relationship between absenteeism and work is rather 

weak. In ‘our’ five countries on average just about one quarter of absenteeism is fully 

or partly work-related. Even for the 55-64-age group where the average work-related 

absence rate was some 3 to 5 %points higher than the overall average, the causal rela-

tionship with work cannot be regarded as strong (for Germany: BAuA 2019; for the 

Netherlands: website Department of Public Health).  
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Table 5.6 Inability to work by age: inability cases per 100 insured, average duration of 

cases and total duration per 100 insured, 2017, Germany 

age 

inability 

cases/100 

insured 

average 

duration 

of cases 

total 

duration/100 

insured 

15-19 261 5 1,305 

20-24 214 6 1,284 

25-29 166 8 1,328 

30-34 156 9 1,404 

35-39 155 10 1,550 

40-44 150 11 1,650 

45-49 147 13 1,911 

50-54 152 15 2,280 

55-59 165 17 2,805 

60-64 171 21 3,591 

>=65 65 22 1,430 

Source: BAuA 2019: 46 

Figure 5.4 Inability to work by age: inability cases per 100 insured, average duration of 

cases and total duration per 100 insured, 2017, Germany 

 
Source: BAuA 2019: 46 

Research into the relationship between work and health, at least for older workers, 

tends to focus on two issues. First of all, clarifying how exposure to risk and organisa-

tional factors may lead to injuries, work-related illnesses or other long-term health 

consequences (see Chapters 6 and 7), or, secondly, on how work can contribute to 

health and well-being by securing income, security, interpersonal relationships, status, 

and opportunities for personal development. Drawing on the detailed EWCS 2015 re-

sults we can now investigate whether the second, more positive relationship is con-

firmed. In order to get a nuanced view on the position of older workers we selected 

six job quality indicators each from four (of seven) parts of Eurofound’s survey and 

showed the outcomes for the five countries studied for this book and the EU28 in total. 

We group three parts under the current ‘health and work’ heading and one part under 

‘motivation’. The reader should be aware that all of this is based on respondents’ per-

ceptions. We followed a common statistical approach by subtracting the outcomes for 
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the aged 50 and older group from the total outcomes and then assessed the results for 

each country/factor combination (cell). The four subjects covered are: 

• job content and competence development; 

• work intensity; 

• physical working conditions; 

• social environment at work. 

5.3.3 Job content and competence development for older workers 

Table 5.7 presents the results of our calculations for job content and competence devel-

opment. If positive (‘+‘), the results indicate the oldest cohort of EWCS respondents 

scored in this respect higher than average. This was the case in 17 of 30 country/factor 

combinations (cells), against eight cells with negative results (‘-’) with five showing as 

neutral (‘0’).  

Table 5.7 Incidence of indicators for job content and competence development, 

outcomes for aged 50 and older subtracted from total outcomes, 2015, five 

countries and EU28 

 

involve 

comple

x tasks 

involve 

learning 

new things 

choose/ch

ange order 

of tasks 

choose/chan

ge speed or 

rate of work 

choose/chan

ge methods 

of work 

improving 

work 

organisation 

France 0 -1 -1 0 0 +6 

Germany -2 -6 +7 +5 +6 +8 

Netherlands -2 -4 +4 0 +1 +6 

Sweden +1 +1 +5 +6 +3 0 

United Kingdom +2 -1 +1 +2 -2 +2 

5 countries (av.) -0.2 -2.2 +3.2 +2.6 +1.6 +4.4 

EU28 0 -5 +3 +4 +8 +3 

Measure of incidence:  

(Does your work) involve complex tasks; (Does your work) involve learning new things: (Are you 

able to) choose/change order of tasks; (Are you able to) choose/change speed or rate of work; (Are 

you able to) choose/change methods of work: yes 

(Are you involved in) improving the work organisation (or work processes of the department or 

organisation): always or most of the time 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS  

Predominantly negative outcomes were linked to ‘involvement in learning new 

things’. This may seem a more or less logical result for the older cohort but it may also 

be connected with their perception of limited training opportunities. By contrast, this 

cohort in most countries perceived they had more than average discretion in choosing 

or changing the order of tasks, the speed or rate of work and the methods of work they 

were involved with. Interestingly, older workers overall also came out as being in-

volved more than the average in improving the work organisation. The average out-

comes for the five countries were in line with those for the EU28 at large. 
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5.3.4 Work intensity for older workers 

Table 5.8 and Figure 5.5 capture work intensity for older workers, with a positive sign 

implying better conditions for the oldest cohort. On the next page we provide an expla-

nation. 

Table 5.8 Incidence of indicators for work intensity, outcomes for aged 50 and older 

subtracted from total outcomes, 2015, five countries and EU28 

 

working at 

very high 

speed 

working 

to tight 

deadlines 

enough time 

to get the job 

done 

frequent 

disruptive 

interruptio

ns 

dealing 

directly with 

people 

handling 

angry 

clients 

France +6 +3 +3 +5 +4 +1 

Germany +1 0 0 -1 0 -2 

Netherlands +3 +2 0 +2 -2 +2 

Sweden +4 -4 +2 +1 +5 +4 

United Kingdom +7 -6 +4 -2 +4 +2 

5 countries (av.) +4.2 -1.0 +1.8 +1.5 +2.2 +1.4 

EU28 +4 +3 +1 +1 +4 +1 

Measure of incidence:  

(Does your job involve) working at very high speed, working to tight deadlines: three-quarters of the 

time or more; (Do you have) enough time to get the job done: rarely or never + sometimes 

Frequent disruptive interruptions: yes; (Work involves) dealing directly with people (such as 

customers, pupils, patients etc), handling angry clients: 3/4 of time or more 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

Figure 5.5 Incidence of indicators for work intensity, outcomes for aged 50 and older 

subtracted from total outcomes, 2015, five countries  

  
Measure of incidence: see Table 5.8 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

In spite of the positive indications regarding older workers based on job content and 

competence development, the possibility cannot be ruled out that this age group is 

relatively vulnerable to work-related stress particularly as the jobs a number of them 

occupy may involve greater responsibilities and more influence in decision-making. 

At the same time, as we already noted in Chapter 4, older workers also felt they were 
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relatively over-skilled and hence their capacities frequently under-utilized. In order to 

assess their vulnerability we selected six out of the 13 factors Eurofound’s 2015 Work 

intensity index contained for pace-of-work and emotional job content (for more elab-

oration see Chapter 6). Again, we subtracted the outcomes for the 50 and older age 

group from the total outcomes. The results in Table 5.8 indicate that the six selected 

factors for the most part were relatively positive for the oldest cohort of respondents, 

that is, they indicated a lower perception of ‘stressors’. This could be seen in 20 of 30 

cells, against only six cells with a negative sign and four that were neutral. Again, and 

in spite of a rather heterogeneous pattern, the outcomes for ‘our’ five countries re-

mained close to the EU averages; the exception is ‘working to tight deadlines’ where 

Sweden and the UK surfaced as negative outliers. 

5.3.5 Physical working conditions for older workers 

The third group of indicators, those for physical working conditions for older workers, 

is quite relevant as the literature shows such indicators are the most directly connected 

with health problems for them in particular (Ilmarinen 2005; Eurofound 2019: 29-32). 

Again, we refer for more elaboration to Chapter 6, section 6.2.5. 

Table 5.9 shows our calculations for the six indicators we selected from the EWCS or 

this purpose. A positive sign implies better conditions for the oldest cohort. It can be 

seen that for the oldest cohort in 24 of 30 cells the burden of physical working condi-

tions was less than average. Only two cells had a negative sign while four results were 

neutral. In the five countries we are most concerned with the incidence of notably ‘in-

volving tiring or painful positions’ and ‘carrying/moving heavy loads‘ were perceived 

as relatively less of an issue by the older cohort. Overall, physical working conditions 

appeared as somewhat less burdensome for older workers in the five countries than in 

the EU in general. 

Table 5.9 Incidence of indicators for physical working conditions, outcomes for aged 

50 and older subcontracted from total outcomes, 2015, five countries and 

EU28 

 

loud 

noise 

high 

temp 

breathing 

in vapours 

tiring/ 

painful 

positions 

carrying/ 

moving 

heavy loads 

repetitive 

hand/arm 

movements 

France +3 +2 +3 +2 +6 +4 

Germany +3 +2 +1 +1 +3 0 

Netherlands +3 +2 0 +2 +4 -1 

Sweden +5 +8 +1 +4 +5 +5 

United Kingdom +2 0 0 -2 +2 +2 

5 countries (av.) +3.2 +2.8 +1.2 +1.4 +4.0 +2.0 

EU28 +2 0 +1 0 +3 +2 

Measure of incidence:  

(Are you exposed to) loud noise; high temp; breathing in vapours: 1/4 of time or more  

(Does your work involve) carrying/moving heavy loads; tiring/painful positions; repetitive hand or 

arm movements: 1/4 of time or more 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 
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5.3.6 Motivation and the social environment for older workers 

According to various surveys, performing quality work, being well integrated in the 

work organisation and carrying out activities that allow the permanent acquisition of 

new knowledge provide the main sources of satisfaction for older workers. Indeed, 

recognition and respect at work are major issues right across Europe, more so, perhaps 

for older workers than for other age groups. However, older workers frequently ex-

pressed feelings of weariness and demotivation related to their job. The incidence of 

such feelings has many possible explanations and include: the intensification of work; 

the loss of control over processes and tools via new technologies; deteriorating work-

ing conditions; perceiving their work to be of lower quality or usefulness; lack of career 

prospects; stagnating wages; the reduction of involvement in (the development of) the 

work organisation due to frequent reorganisation and restructuring, and disenchant-

ment with rapid changes in corporate culture. While these factors provide a complex 

context the social environment may well be leading here, and lack of recognition of 

their experience seems to be the main source of demotivation among older workers 

(Cedefop 2010). For example, according to a survey conducted in France in 2015, 42% 

of new retirees put forward demotivation and 35% health problems as the decisive 

factors in their desire to retire (Barthélemy et al. 2015). 

In the authors’ experience support for older workers in many change processes is far 

from self-evident whether from line or middle management or from younger col-

leagues. The perception that management and colleagues insufficiently recognize or 

value their functioning may be a particular problem for older workers in low-skilled 

occupations. They frequently find themselves in the danger zone in terms of recogni-

tion and motivation (cf. Eurofound 2017: 68).  

The results of the fourth group of indicators derived from the EWCS 2015, on the social 

environment at work, confirm the existence of a major problem area for older workers 

here: see Table 5.10 and Figure 5.6 (both next page). The two most-left hand columns 

of the table indicate that in seven out of 10 cells the older respondents had a less than 

average perception concerning the help and support of colleagues and managers 

(‘always or most of the time’). The outcomes for Sweden in particular were remarkably 

low. The UK stood out with slightly positive scores combined with the highest overall 

scores on these two issues (82% and 72%, not in the table).  
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Table 5.10 Incidence of indicators for social environment at work, outcomes for aged 

50 and older subtracted from total outcomes, 2015, five countries and EU28 

 

colleagues 

help and 

support 

manager 

help and 

support 

manag. 

quality 

index 

fairness, 

cooperati

on, trust 

employee 

represent

ation 

employer

-paid 

training  

discrimi

nation 

at work 

France -3 -3 -2 +1 0 0 +1 

Germany -2 -2 -2 -1 +2 -5 0 

Netherlands -2 +3 0 +1 +1 -6 +1 

Sweden -8 -10 -1 +1 +2 -2 0 

United Kingdom +1 +1 -1 -1 +7 -6 +2 

5 countries (av.) -2.8 -2.2 -1.2 +0.2 +2.4 -3.8 +0.8 

EU28 -2 0 -2 0 +4 -4 0 

Measure of incidence:  

(Do your) colleagues help and support (you?); (Does your) manager help and support (you?): always 

or most of the time 

Management quality index; (level of) fairness, cooperation and trust: mean values 

(Does your organisation have a trade union, works council or a similar committee) representing 

employees: yes 

(Have you had) training paid (by your) employer (in the last 12 months): yes 

(Have you been subjected to) discrimination at work (in the last 12 months): yes 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS  

Figure 5.6 Incidence of indicators for social environment at work, outcomes for aged 

50 and older subtracted from total outcomes, 2015, five countries 

 
Source: website Eurofound / EWCS  

It is chastening to note that for the EU as a whole support from managers was highest 

for workers aged under 35 years (63%) and lowest for workers aged 50 and over (56%), 

with similar figures noted for collegial support: highest for younger workers (75%), 

lowest for older workers (69%). The lack of attention many organisations obviously 

pay to the needs of their older workers seems to manifest itself in a lack of social sup-

port felt from in particular managers. This is a sensitive area as many older workers 

will have more experience of the work in hand and very likely of the work organisation 

itself than some of their immediate managers. Conflicts may also arise where manag-

ers are trying to change ways of working that older workers will commonly defend as 
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being the ‘best way’. Without careful and sensitive management the potential for de-

motivation amongst older workers in their final active years will always be an issue 

(cf. ARETE 2008).  

The outcomes in the five other columns largely confirm the picture that many organi-

sations appear to be reluctant to invest substantially in their older workers and cater 

for their needs. According to the EWCS 2015 the older cohort valued the quality of 

management at best as average and mostly somewhat lower than this while their av-

erage ratings for ‘fairness, cooperation and trust’ at organisational level oscillated 

around the country averages. Neither can it be said that these rather low scores on 

social support are simply connected with a lack of representation. The response of the 

older cohort when asked ‘Does your organisation have a trade union, works council 

or a similar committee representing employees?’ was either at the average level (for 

France) or was higher, most obviously for the UK. However, it may well be that many 

older workers did not expect employee representatives to take up strong positions on 

their behalf at organisational level. Except for France, the participation of older work-

ers in training paid by the employer showed up as clearly below average; we return to 

the training issue in discussing competence. Finally, when asked ‘Have you been sub-

jected to discrimination at work in the last 12 months?’ the outcomes were remarkably 

positive with the scores of the older workers equal or lower than the overall averages. 

It should be noted though that this question covered all possible forms of discrimina-

tion at work, not age discrimination per se.  

5.3.7 Health at work for older workers: summary 

Table 5.11 and Figure 5.7 (both next page) summarize the four preceding tables cover-

ing health at work for older workers presenting individual country and total averages 

for the five countries studied. It is clear that the older cohort perceived physical work-

ing conditions in general as relatively advantageous for them, followed by work in-

tensity and skills and discretion. The social environment at work was rated lowest, 

both across countries and averaged overall. As for countries, the UK showed consist-

ently positive outcomes though the highest positive scores accrued to older workers 

in Germany (skills and discretion), France (work intensity) and Sweden (physical 

working conditions). At the same time, Sweden showed a clear negative result for so-

cial environment. In everyday practice, the rather negative perception of the social en-

vironment could demotivate older workers who perceive that managers and col-

leagues have other priorities than to actively support sustainable improvements for 

older workers. 
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Table 5.11 Summary table: incidence of indicators for skills and discretion, work 

intensity, physical working conditions and social environment at work and 

average, outcomes for aged 50 and older subtracted from total outcomes, 

2015, five countries 

 

skills and 

discretion 

at work 

work 

intensity 

physical 

working 

conditions 

social 

environment 

at work 

TOTAL 

(av.) 

France +0.67 +3.67 +3.33 -0.86 +1.70 

Germany +3.00 -0.33 +1.67 -1.43 +0.73 

Netherlands +0.83 +1.17 +1.67 -0.29 +0.85 

Sweden +2.67 +2.00 +4.67 -2.57 +1.69 

United Kingdom +0.67 +1.50 +0.67 +0.43 +0.82 

5 countries (av.) +1.57 +1.60 +2.40 -0.94 +1.16 

Sources: see Tables 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 5.10 

Figure 5.7 Summary figure: incidence of indicators for skills and discretion, work 

intensity, physical working conditions and social environment at work, 

outcomes for aged 50 and older subtracted from total outcomes, 2015, five 

countries 

 
Sources: see Tables 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 5.10 

Motivational aspects may also come into play when discussing the age at which work-

ers wish to stop working. According to the EWCS 2015, 69% of the respondents in the 

EU28 when asked ‘Until what age do you want to work?’ mentioned a specific age, 

while 19% said they would like to work as long as possible. The average stated retire-

ment age was 63 for men and 62 for women. Surprisingly, those in the highest (man-

agers) and the lowest ranked (elementary occupations) indicated on average the same 

age. However, when workers younger than 55 were asked whether they felt they could 

stay in their current job until they reached the age of 60, considerable differences be-

tween occupations appeared. More than three in four clerks, professionals and man-

agers surveyed indicated they would be able to do so, compared with less than three 

in five elementary and service and sales workers (Eurofound 2017: 120-1). This sug-

gests that perceptions of employment security are probably more directly correlated 

with skill level than with age.  
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5.3.8 Competence development and older workers 

The heart of the matter of age management remains the compelling need to design and 

develop work organisations that can adapt to the capacities and needs of each age co-

hort whilst optimising their skills and competences. Regarding competence develop-

ment, ‘age management’ has to be aware of two crucial elements. First, existing varia-

tions in competence among older workers have to be acknowledged and that with age 

this variation will only tend to increase. Second and by contrast, managers need to be 

aware of the added value older workers can bring to the labour processes. It is, for 

example, the case that for some jobs an enrichment of knowledge and expertise only 

develops over time. Thus, older workers with more years in the job have embedded 

experience that should not be ignored.  

The kind of competence also matters here. Behavioural skills, for instance, have be-

come essential components for many jobs in the service sector. However, such skills 

are as difficult to learn as technical skills and whilst for many older workers changing 

‘habits of a life time’ is particularly challenging, it should not be simply assumed that 

older workers lack the ‘soft skills’ that are evidently in such short supply. The limita-

tions of fatigue and fragility many older workers experience during change processes 

may at least partly be offset by utilising their experience and ‘corporate memory’ to 

help plan and implement change. Yet, the literature has repeatedly stressed that line 

managers in particular are often weak in recognizing these opportunities and acting 

accordingly (Cedefop 2010: 21-25).  

In order to ensure that the skills and experience of older workers are not allowed either 

to atrophy or go unrecognised, new approaches to training and age management are 

needed. In this regard, it is encouraging that during the 1990s signs emerged that the 

focus of formal training had started to address the concept of age-friendly workplaces, 

combining formal, non-formal and informal learning to encourage competence devel-

opment and learning for workers of all ages. According to the experience of the current 

authors, new training approaches have gone hand-in-hand with more awareness of 

the time horizon factor in a number of change processes. The argument we put forward 

in Chapter 4, that workers should be given enough time to ‘digest’ information sur-

rounding new jobs, retraining, recruitment and support measures, is of particular im-

portance for older workers. If, though, the envisaged trajectories of change are con-

stricted and consequently the pace of change accelerates, older workers are likely to be 

the first whose interests are jettisoned. 

5.4 The demographic challenge: policies and interventions 

During the last fifteen years, governments, business and labour in the five countries 

under scrutiny have launched policies and undertaken interventions to encourage and 

facilitate the extension of working life. In this section we present some promising de-

velopments. 
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5.4.1 France 

The French government aimed to have collectively bargained ‘senior agreements’ in 

place by the end of the 2000s. They required companies with 50 or more employees to 

draw up an action plan or branch agreement in 2009 with a penalty of 1% of their 

payroll in case of non-compliance. The agreement or plan had to include specific tar-

gets for the retention of employees aged 55 or over and/or the hiring of employees 

aged 50 or over, plus favourable measures in at least three from a list of six areas of 

action, namely:  

• recruitment of older workers;  

• anticipation of career paths;  

• improvement of working conditions and prevention of stress or arduous work;  

• transfer of knowledge and skills and promotion of tutoring;  

• enhancement of skills and qualifications and access to training;  

• options for late career and transition from work to retirement.  

The practical implications of these agreements seem to have been limited but at least 

they enlarged the awareness of demographic issues among the social partners. Indeed, 

after decades of collective bargaining almost exclusively targeted on ‘passive’ (pre-

retirement) age measures, more recent bargaining has given emphasis to (pro)active 

measures in terms of age and work such as training, mobility and tutoring. Workers’ 

reactions on classifying them by age varied from those who regarded the agreements 

as necessary preventive measures, and others who felt they carried with them the risk 

of stigmatization. That said, the social partners at national level have tended to concur 

that working life needs to be extended. At company level though, unions driven by 

employees’ demands, have continued to look for possibilities to negotiate early retire-

ment in the context of reorganisation and restructuring. Thus, the discrepancy between 

debates at the national level and the reality at company level remains although it may 

be beginning to change (sources: ARETE and OECD 2018a). 

Case 5.3. How to ensure older workers can keep up with technological change 

(France) 

A financial institution in France allocated large amounts of money to train employees 

on computer tools, but achieved minimal results. Mindful of this and to assist with 

the development of a new workstation project, the firm’s CHSCT called for a labour 

consultant to assess the suitability of both the tool for user needs and the planned ac-

companying measures. ARETE took on the assignment and subsequently recom-

mended the following approach to avoid the (gradual) exclusion especially of older 

employees, in dealing with the technological change in question: 

 Synchronize training and tool-finishing. This recommendation followed the ob-

servation that the effectiveness of training is often hampered if launched when 

applications are neither fully developed nor finalized. 
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 Diversify pedagogical approaches to training. Practice is essential when acquiring 

new work routines. All too often, however, it was noted that the training re-

lied on PowerPoint presentations that were rather poorly related to real work 

situations. As a result, when the employee returned to his or her position a 

high degree of trial and error was in evidence. It was plain that this type of 

self-training with new computer applications was hardly the solution as (para-

doxically) it was relatively time-consuming, came with productivity losses 

and could enlarge both work stress and workload.  

 Propose a technical help facility. This recommendation stemmed from the obser-

vation of recent changes in information systems in the financial sector that re-

vealed such changes were lacking local technical assistance. Such a lack could 

be overcome by making a technical reference facility available over a fixed pe-

riod of time. This would allow the rapid removal of doubt and misunder-

standing without losing face with customers. 

 Ensure personalized follow-up and support. It was clear that mastering a new in-

formation system varied widely from one employee to another. Implementing 

general complementary training carried the risk of widening gaps between us-

ers, with those experiencing difficulties in danger of becoming marginalized. 

To counter this, it was felt important to put personalized support measures in 

place that could be based on local management’s assessments of needs. 

 Integrate the time factor in the training process. Mastering how to deal with a new 

information system occurred gradually, going through different stages of 

knowledge acquisition and took time. Often, users regretted that the training 

process did not provide enough time to explore the various features of the 

new tool – which, as a consequence, remained under-used. The time factor 

was particularly important for older employees. 

5.4.2 Germany 

In Germany, interesting developments have taken place in collective bargaining. In 

recent years trade unions and employers' associations or large companies have agreed 

a number of collective labour agreements (CLAs) on demographic change including 

some innovative elements. These CLAs sparked a range of measures in companies. For 

example, in the iron and steel industry the Demographic Collective Agreement re-

quires an age structure analysis for all companies covered. This collective agreement 

lays down that employer and Works Council should discuss conclusions to be drawn 

and measures to be derived from that analysis, including proposals of the Works 

Council. Measures could, for example, be:  

• health promotion and work design including health- and age-related design of 

working conditions, work processes and work organisation; 

• qualification;  

• reduction of peaks in workload;  

• changes in workload; 

• formation of mixed-age teams; 
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• organisation of working time; 

• enabling and motivating employees to behave in a healthy manner. 

An instrument already mentioned in Case 3.2, the Initiative New Quality of Work 

(INQA), was launched in 2002. A central aim was to collect good practice examples at 

company level. Moreover, the initiative has been responsible for conducting research, 

elaborating guidelines, and training experts in demography who are then able to pro-

vide advice to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). INQA has led to the estab-

lishment of local networks of experts to promote age management throughout Ger-

many (sources: BIT e.V. and OECD 2018b).  

Case 5.4. Competence development for semi-skilled and unskilled older workers 

(Germany) 

The company with nearly 600 employees is a supplier for the vehicle and the public 

transport industries, and the case study is about the systematic, participation-ori-

ented training of semi-skilled and unskilled workers, including older production 

workers. The starting point was the awareness that with the end of early retirement 

arrangements in the 2000s, this latter group would remain on the company’s payroll 

for another 10 years. In addition, the need for flexible deployment and knowledge 

application had increased significantly due to stronger fluctuations in orders, higher 

quality requirements and the constant pressure on cost reduction.  

At the start of the pilot in the wheel rolling mill, the 34 workers involved were 

largely unskilled and semi-skilled. These older workers had, often after many years 

of service, gained comprehensive experience and knowledge at their regular work-

places. However, they could only be deployed flexibly to a limited extent on other 

workstations. Against this backdrop, the aim was systematically to increase their 

process-related qualifications. Three requirements were to be addressed:  

• creating a high level of acceptance and motivation among the workforce; 

• taking stock of the available competences and identify the needed compe-

tences; 

• using forms of learning that were financially manageable for the company, ac-

ceptable for the employees and provided appropriate learning conditions. 

In the end, an approach was chosen consisting of the following elements: 

• strict orientation on participation while aiming at reaching consensus; 

• striving to attain the set competence levels as well as fulfilling the develop-

ment wishes of the individual workers; 

• drawing up a training plan based on two forms of qualification: ‘knowledge 

transfer in tandem’ and ‘cross-workplace training’. 

‘Knowledge transfer in tandem’ referred to the systematic transfer of job-related 

knowledge from a knowledge carrier to a worker willing to learn the job at hand. In 

contrast to traditional methods of learning, the knowledge carrier is prepared before-

hand for this task by supporting him or her, for example, to transfer implicit into ex-
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plicit knowledge. Documenting the available knowledge in a workplace folder ena-

bled awareness of the requirements and peculiarities of the workplace, allowing both 

learners and teachers to thematize all the important aspects during the knowledge 

transfer process. Regularly updated and available at the workplace and where 

needed illustrated by photos and technical drawings, the folder also proved to be 

suitable as a permanent work of reference and an instrument for self-learning. In ad-

dition, cross-workplace training courses were conducted by foremen, technicians and 

engineers from the company with added operational explorations of related plant ar-

eas. 

Both forms of training were readily accepted as they were closely related to the 

workplace and to specific operational contexts. The transfer process took place dur-

ing normal working hours. In order to cover the additional personnel requirements, 

the company used Job Rotation, an official labour market policy instrument. With 

this scheme’s financial support, unemployed people from the region were hired for 

one year and deployed in the pilot area in ‘easy-to-learn’ workplaces, thus replacing 

employees who were upgrading their qualifications. As a result, the group of semi-

skilled, unskilled and older employees became more flexible and upgraded: compe-

tence was added to experience and knowledge. Whereas the associated increase in 

productivity secured existing jobs, the company also took on over half of all former 

unemployed from the Job Rotation scheme, thus creating new jobs. The pilot results 

motivated further training at other workplaces.  

5.4.3 The Netherlands 

In the Netherlands, by the early 2000s a number of interesting measures and tools re-

lated to age management at work organisation level were available. Prominent here 

was the ‘Age Mirror’ developed by the largest Dutch research institute in the field, 

TNO Work & Employment. This provided inspiration for both the public employment 

service and major temporary work agencies to develop special employability pro-

grams for older workers hit by collective dismissal. Somewhat later, in 2008, the tri-

partite ‘Grijs Werkt’ (‘Grey Works’) steering group published a lurid report referring 

to widespread age discrimination in the labour market. However, in the aftermath of 

the 2007-08 crisis most of these initiatives were either marginalized or perished. It has 

taken a decade before in the Netherlands interest has revived in the problems of older 

workers and the options for age management. 

In their policy plan 2017-2021 FNV, the largest Dutch trade union federation, made a 

plea for age-aware personnel policy measures. An obvious result has been the arrange-

ment in the 2018-19 collective agreement at Philips (Electronics, Medical Systems, et 

cetera), according to which employees are allowed to request at least 80% part-time 

working from the age of 62 whilst their participation in the pension plan remains based 

on their original amount of working hours. Recently the Labour Foundation (STAR, 

Stichting van de Arbeid), in which social partners in the Netherlands cooperate, has be-

come very active in this domain. Its ‘Policy Agenda 2020: Investing in participation 
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and employability’ emphasizes the necessity to address the employability of all gen-

erations and the need to improve the image of older workers. It stimulates employers 

and employees to do everything they can to continue to stay healthy, motivated and 

employed until retirement age. It goes on to recommend that suitable measures to 

achieve this be worked out at sector and company level and be included in CLA 

arrangements (sources: websites FNV and STAR; OECD 2018c). 

Case 5.5. Preventive mobility by anticipation in a financial group (Netherlands) 

Acknowledging that negative impacts of quick and even abrupt restructuring have 

often been underestimated, a Preventive Mobility Programme was initiated by the 

HR department of a large Dutch financial group. The aim was to demonstrate the hu-

man and financial benefits of early but careful restructuring in which ‘mobility by an-

ticipation’ was preferred over ‘restructuring in a hurry’. The FNV union federation, 

supported by a former STZ labour consultant, actively participated in the develop-

ment of the related project. 

The programme has to be seen in the context of the merger announced within the fi-

nancial group of two hitherto relatively autonomous entities: a postal bank with an 

online banking service and the call centre of a retail bank. A significant reduction in 

the 2,500-strong workforce was envisaged to take place over three years. Based on 

the group’s social plan, a two-year mobility programme for all employees was pre-

pared. Within the group a dedicated team was set up to support the transition and 

external mobility advisors were also recruited. 

The key features of the programme were: 

 announcing to all employees of the group that they could volunteer to join ir-

respective of whether their position would be included in the restructuring;  

 preservation of an age-specific balance; 

 the creation of ‘expression groups’ aimed at mobilizing employees in group 

sessions to answer the question: ‘What are you going to do in the next two 

years?’; 

 enlarging employees’ ability to project their own professional future and set 

objectives for themselves as an essential prerequisite for creating employabil-

ity; 

 individual coaching and tutoring of each employee for nine months. 

The coaching / tutoring programme had as its main characteristics: 

 individual interviews between the employee and their direct supervisor to in-

form the former about the elimination of his or her job, followed within two 

weeks by an interview with a dedicated mobility advisor; 

 an in-depth skills assessment and training in job-search techniques, accompa-

nied by weekly follow-up interviews with the mobility advisor.  

In an evaluation two years later, this highly (labour-) intensive programme showed 

that 85% of the endangered staff had found other jobs, of which 65% were within the 

group. Both the ‘survivors’ and those who had had to leave gave the programme a 
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positive overall mark. The employees involved, HR management, union officials and 

outside consultants all pointed out how important the social support given by man-

agers to their teams had been for the success of the programme. This reinforced the 

need to train managers beforehand to be open to the concerns of employees affected 

by major changes. The group capitalized on these positive outcomes and created a 

system to improve staff employability, offering the possibility of benefiting from an 

individual training budget for up to three years.  

(Source: Sprenger 2010). 

5.4.4 Sweden 

Age management in Sweden has for the last 30 years been focused on reforming the 

pension system. This began in the 1990s with a change to the prevailing system that 

linked pension rights to the individual’s length of service. Earlier systems were abol-

ished that had included part-time early retirement to be taken up between ages 60 to 

65. Nevertheless, in sectors where employers identified the need for ‘competence 

shifts’ early retirement options could still be used. The old systems were replaced by 

the right to take a pension from 62 and the right to work until 67 with effect from the 

beginning of 2000. Later these thresholds were raised to 63 and 68 with the stated aim 

of adjusting them in line with life expectancy. Relatively early, in Sweden the pension 

issue became related to labour shortages in health and social care, public administra-

tion, information technology, and elsewhere. Over the years, special temp agencies 

with names like ‘veteranpool’ were established to facilitate the employment of pen-

sioners. Efforts have even been undertaken to ‘backrecruit’ for example police officers 

and nurses, offering attractive renumeration packages.  

Both the government and the Swedish Work Environment Authority have had an on-

going dialogue with the social partners on current issues that include demographic 

challenges and the importance of active participation in the labour force at all ages, as 

well as promoting best practices. The social partners have adopted an inclusive ap-

proach, focusing on lifetime perspectives. The Work Environment Authority has is-

sued provisions on workplace adaptation and rehabilitation stating that the employer 

must adapt an individual employee’s working situation to meet his or her aptitudes 

for their work, as required by the Work Environment Act. The Authority recommends 

that the special needs of older people should be taken into consideration in any work 

reorganisation, whilst their competence and experience should be utilised in order to 

optimise the organisation of work. As early as 2001, the Authority issued a regulation 

that all employers were to be responsible for conducting Systematic Work Environ-

ment Management (Systematiskt arbetsmiljöarbete, SAM; source: OECD 2018d).  

5.4.5 United Kingdom 

The social partners and successive governments in the UK have, in the last decade or 

so, given a great deal of attention to the need to deal with announced changes to state 

retirement age. At the same time, one or two notable efforts have been made to reach 
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more focussed and practical agreements at the workplace to meet the requirements of 

an ageing workforce. For example, BAE Systems agreed with the PROSPECT trade 

union in the early 2000s to introduce a variety of flexible working options that pro-

vided a choice for workers nearing retirement age. In effect, these options allowed 

workers to either reduce their working weeks within two years of retirement or, when 

five years away from retirement, to shift their responsibilities towards mentoring 

younger colleagues who could benefit from their experience. This enabled the com-

pany to retain hard to replace skills whilst at the same time creating new and clearly 

valued roles for older workers (Flynn 2014). British Telecom (BT) did something simi-

lar a few years later offering older staff who had been recruited prior to privatisation 

what researchers described as the opportunity to ‘wind down’ (reduce working 

hours); ‘ease down’ (reduce work responsibilities); become ‘helping hands’ (take time 

volunteering); or ‘step down’ (take a job with less responsibility) (Parry and Bown-

Wilson 2010).  

Teaching and health unions have also been heavily involved in attempting to come up 

with strategies designed to make schools and the NHS age-inclusive organisations. 

Similarly, the TUC union confederation has been active in providing overarching pol-

icy guidance particularly with reference to the position of older women in the work-

force (TUC 2013, 2014). The other significant contribution from the TUC stems from 

the development of union learning representatives at the workplace. This TUC initia-

tive has seen individual unions deploying specialist learning reps to help guide the 

training and education choices of their fellow workers. A review in 2014 found that 

learning reps had been particularly helpful in encouraging older workers to overcome 

their reluctance to enter into training and or education in the latter years of their work-

ing lifetimes (Cough 2012; UNIONLEARN 2014).  

In February 2017 the Department for Work & Pensions (DWP) published the ‘Fuller 

Working Lives: A Partnership Approach strategy’. The strategy outlined aimed at in-

creasing the retention, retraining and recruitment of older workers by bringing about 

a change in the perceptions and attitudes of employers and employees about working 

later in life and the best time to retire. It should be noted that the strategy is led by 

employers. The publication sets out why Fuller Working Lives are important for both 

employers and individuals. It also lists support action for government to take to ensure 

older workers remain in the labour market. At about the same time, in January 2017, 

DWP had set out in the Industrial Strategy Green Paper ‘Building an Industrial Strat-

egy’ how it would build on this review by testing ambitious new approaches to en-

courage lifelong learning. These could include direct outreach to workers, particularly 

if industries are rapidly changing or in decline. However, despite the availability of 

financial support, participation in lifelong learning is low among low-skilled workers 

in the UK (sources: UK DWP 2017; OECD 2018e). 

5.5 Good practice 
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Following up on the preceding case studies and further evidence presented, we con-

clude this chapter with good practice suggestions aimed at managing the demographic 

challenge at the workplace. 

In our view it is vital  

where work organisation is an issue, that: 

GP 19 management and HR staff as well as employee representatives and trade un-

ions should stimulate the participation of workers in processes of organisa-

tional and technical change, giving particular attention to the experience and 

insights of older workers; 

GP20 management and HR staff as well as employee representatives and trade un-

ions should include the potential of older workers as well as the limitations as-

sociated with keeping them at work as major factors in designing and moni-

toring change processes; 

GP21 management and HR staff as well as employee representatives and trade un-

ions should, in order for older workers to be effective, strive to combine tech-

nical measures as to reduce the burden of physical working conditions with 

the redesign of work organisation and jobs;  

GP22 the optimal supply of jobs older workers can fulfil should be accompanied by 

intensive programmes of social support, including individual coaching and 

tutoring to ensure these opportunities can be properly absorbed and imple-

mented; 

GP23 training approaches combining formal, non-formal and informal learning tai-

lored to the needs and capabilities of older workers should be developed and 

applied while relating as much as possible to real work situations; 

GP24 in restructuring processes and processes of organisational and technical 

change workers, in particular older workers, should be allowed enough time 

to ‘digest’ the information that surrounds new jobs, retraining, recruitment 

and support measures; 

GP25 in restructuring processes and processes of organisational and technical 

change workers, in particular older workers, should be given the scope and 

time to enable them to follow training courses and apply for jobs.  
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CHAPTER 6. WORK ORGANISATION AND THE INTENSIFICATION OF 
WORK IN THE SERVICE SECTOR 

6.1 Introduction  

For over a century, the intensification of work, first and foremost, has been synony-

mous with industrial jobs where the pace of work tended to be determined by the de-

mands of the production chain and the machinery used. Gradually though, production 

concepts used in manufacturing have been extended into both the public and private 

parts of the service sector. Furthermore, as we concluded in Chapter 2, that sector as a 

whole is now dominant in terms of employment. Thus, in the 1950s and 1960s a first 

round of automation, mass production and fragmentation of tasks entered the services 

sector followed, more recently, by outsourcing, downsizing, lean production, and the 

search for leaner and more agile organisations. In addition to these organisational 

changes, digital technologies have played a key role offering new opportunities for 

employees whilst at the same time providing the means to exert new controls on them. 

We can see a paradox here whereby employees have seemingly gained increased au-

tonomy notably through the likes of telework, but have at the same time been subject 

to new and pervasive forms of control through digitalized surveillance systems, rat-

ing-by-customers algorithms, et cetera. Recently a leading author neatly characterized 

the digital era as ‘the age of surveillance capitalism’ (Zuboff 2019).  

As the service sector has moved from product- to customer-oriented approaches, the 

pace of work in many service jobs has increasingly been connected to customer behav-

iour. The dynamic interaction between service provider and customer has added spe-

cific conditions to the work environment and work organisation, conditions that have 

not necessarily benefitted the employees involved as we detail below. Moreover, the 

speed of change in corporate governance and competitive conditions in services has 

become an important factor in the intensification of work. 

In this chapter, we analyse the way technological and organisational changes, mostly 

mutually connected, are altering work in the service sector. The experience of the au-

thors as labour consultants in this sector has indicated that the intensification of work 

has given rise to a major set of psychosocial risks, in particular to higher risks for work-

related stress -- a major concern for workers and their representatives. It has also be-

come clear that the conditions for change are frequently more decisive in potentially un-

dermining established levels of well-being at work than the changes themselves. We 

have already referred in Chapter 1 to widely felt changes in economic and institutional 

conditions, in particular decreasing trade union density and collective bargaining cov-

erage. These trends along with the digital transition have paved the way for the online 

platforms of the ‘gig economy’ as well as a range of new types of jobs. The challenge 

for trade unions, employee representatives and labour consultants alike is to regain 
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some control over ‘the damages of progress’ (‘Les Dégâts du Progrès’: CFDT 1977), and 

from there to strive for improvements.  

We first take stock of the levels of work intensity in the five countries scrutinized com-

paring developments across these countries and across industries in the decade be-

tween 2005 and 2015. Though less of influence on work intensification, we also take 

the development of physical working conditions in the same decade into account. On 

this basis we examine how a re-intensification of work became visible during the re-

covery from the economic crisis and offer a multi-factorial explanation for this. Next, 

we delve into developments in the organisation of work in the service sector: 

• the adoption of Business Process Re-engineering (BPR); 

• lean management; 

• the drive towards Agile-type organisations;  

• the rise of sophisticated work control exemplified by call centres, and 

• Internet advances that increasingly blur the distinctions between private and 

professional life.  

Our special focus is on developments that tend to cause a rupture in the unity between 

time and location: the rise of ‘open space’ or ‘flex’ offices; telework to which that is 

partly related and, as a possible next step in a race to the bottom on wages and condi-

tions, the growth of the gig economy. Finally, under the heading of change manage-

ment, we highlight two weak spots in management approaches to the implementation 

of IT systems namely understaffing and the poorly planned introduction of IT tools. 

6.2 The intensification of work: taking stock 

6.2.1 Our main source: the European Working Conditions Survey 

The detailed statistics on work intensity produced by Eurofound’s European Working 

Conditions Survey (EWCS) 2015, enable us to review the intensification of work in the 

five countries highlighted in this book. The outcomes can to some extent be compared 

with those for 2005 and 2010. The reader should be aware that the set of indices for 

work intensity are just one of seven sets of indices the EWCS uses to capture job qual-

ity. The other six cover: physical working conditions; working time quality; social en-

vironment; skills and discretion at work; prospects, and earnings. It should also be 

noted that all seven indices have three features in common (Eurofound 2017: 36), 

namely: 

• they are developed and measured at the level of the job; 

• they are constructed with indicators of positive and negative job features; 

• they cover job features that have been proven through epidemiological studies 

to have a positive or negative causal effect on the health and well-being of work-

ers. 

It is worth noting at the outset the warning the EWCS 2015 offers about the concept of 

work intensity: “While work intensity can be presented as a way to maintain and de-
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velop workers’ interest in their activity, high work intensity is associated with a nega-

tive impact on health and well-being. Moreover, work intensity is not necessarily 

linked to better performance for companies: indeed, in many cases, working too fast 

does not correspond to working in an effective way. Work intensity can lead to poor 

planning and preparation of tasks at hand, and to delays and defects in quality. High 

work intensity can be therefore considered to make a negative contribution to job qual-

ity” (Eurofound 2017: 47). While this conclusion is important, we would go further and 

assert that the combination of high job demands with limited room for decision-mak-

ing (included under ‘skills and discretion’), limited job support (included under ‘social 

environment’) and low rewards (financial, esteem, career opportunities and job secu-

rity) has proven to be the most negative combination insofar as effects on workers’ 

health are concerned. We return to this relationship in Chapter 7.  

It should be added that in the end a person’s ability to cope with risk factors at work 

is an individual process. Individual characteristics such as age, gender, personality, 

attitudes and values, level of education and family situation may influence one’s abil-

ity to cope. These characteristics can either aggravate or alleviate the effects of risk 

factors. Physical and psychological characteristics, such as physical fitness or a high 

level of optimism, may not only act as precursors or buffers in the development of 

stress reactions and mental health problems, but they may also be changed by stress. 

For example, in case workers in certain situations are able to cope with risk factors, 

they will be more experienced and self-confident in overcoming similar situations the 

next time they have to face them. By contrast, stress reactions like fatigue and long-

term health problems will often reduce one’s ability to cope and may aggravate the 

experience of stress, which will ultimately result in exhaustion and breakdown 

(Broughton 2010). In Case A4, the extended version of case study 6.1, the French col-

leagues have elaborated this issue. 

6.2.2 Work intensity by country and gender 

For our cross-country comparisons we have used eight out of the 13 indicators in-

cluded in Eurofound’s Work intensity index. 4 Table 6.1 (next page) presents the 2015 

outcomes for the five countries and the EU28 as a whole. We included both the high 

and low thresholds (‘3/4 of time or more’ and ‘1/4 of time or more’) for five indicators: 

‘working at very high speed’; ‘working to tight deadlines’; ‘(not) enough time to get 

job done’; ‘handling angry clients’, and ‘emotionally disturbing situations’. We also 

shaded those cells with scores that were above the EU28 averages.  

The table indicates that in 2015 work intensity was a common issue across Europe, 

though the outcomes varied considerably for most of the indicators. It can be seen that 

 

4  We left out the five indicators that made up the indicator ‘work pace determinants’: 
work pace dependent on: the work done by colleagues; - direct demands from people 
such as customers, passengers, pupils, patients, etc.; - numerical production targets or 
performance target; - automatic speed of a machine or movement of a product; - the 
direct control of your supervisor.  
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France had the dubious honour to be in the lead here, posting outcomes that were 

above the EU28 average on ten occasions. The UK came second, with six shaded cells 

for five indicators, followed by Sweden with six above-average cells for four indicators 

and Germany with five and four respectively. The Netherlands gets the credit for being 

at the bottom of the list with five above-average cells for three indicators. Outcomes 

that were 10%points or more above the EU averages were particularly disquieting. 

And could be seen in France for ‘frequent disruptive interruptions’ and ‘hiding feel-

ings at work’, in Sweden for ‘working at very high speed (1/4 of time or more)’, and 

in the UK for ‘frequent disruptive interruptions’. 

Table 6.1 Incidence of eight indicators for work intensity by country, 2015, five 

countries and EU28 

  FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU28 

working at very high speed 

 

1/4 of time or more 54 63 64 77 55 63 60 

3/4 of time or more 24 20 24 32 23 25 23 

working to tight deadlines 

 

1/4 of time or more 59 67 57 69 64 63 64 

3/4 of time or more 29 22 21 28 29 26 27 

enough time to get job 

done 

 

sometimes + rarely or 

never 

26 

 

30 

 

28 32 34 30 27 

rarely or never 12 12 11 13 12 12 10 

frequent disruptive 

interruptions 

yes 

 

27 

 

15 

 

19 23 26 22 16 

work pace determinants three or more 42 27 23 26 36 31 33 

hiding feelings at work always/most of the time 45 28 18 25 33 30 31 

handling angry clients 

 

1/4 of time or more 42 30 24 31 37 33 37 

3/4 of time or more 21 4 3 7 7 8 11 

emotionally disturbing sit-

uations 

 

1/4 of time or more 

 

35 

 

32 

 

22 28 23 28 30 

3/4 of time or more 8 4 3 4 5 5 5 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

xx = higher than EU28 average per cell 

On the next page Figure 6.1 presents the data from Table 6.1 in a somewhat simplified 

form. We left out ‘enough time to get job done’ and, where relevant, opted for the ‘3/4 

of time or more’ thresholds.  
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Figure 6.1 Incidence of seven indicators for work intensity by country, 2015, five 

countries 

 
Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

Table 6.2 (next page) covers the incidence of work intensity by gender in 2015. Gender 

differences are presented by subtracting the outcomes for women from those of men. 

Thus, if (m – f) ends up with a minus sign, work intensity for that indicator and coun-

try was higher for females. The table shows this was markedly the case for three indi-

cators, ‘emotionally disturbing situations’ (which averaged 12% points measured ac-

cording to the lowest threshold for the five countries), ‘handling angry clients’ (10% 

points using the lowest threshold), and ‘hiding feelings at work’ (7% points). The out-

comes for ‘frequent disruptive interruptions’, for ‘working at very high speed’ and for 

the stronger ‘rarely or never’ threshold of ‘enough time to get job done’ were, on av-

erage, also negative for women albeit this was less pronounced.  

The high proportion of women in health and education combined with the relatively 

high work intensity recorded in these activities together (see below, Table 6.3) provide 

a major explanation for the gender differences in these six indicators. Male work in-

tensity was only higher when measured on the two ‘working to tight deadlines’ 

thresholds, and men also scored more often on the three or more work pace determi-

nants (see footnote 4). These latter outcomes can largely be explained by the high pro-

portion of males in the manufacturing industry and in construction and transport 

combined with the relatively high scores in these industries on these particular indi-

cators (see again Table 6.3). Finally, it should be noted that the outcomes in the two 

most right-hand columns of Table 6.2, for the five countries and for the EU28 as a 

whole respectively, ran largely in tandem. 
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Table 6.2 Gender differences (m - f) in incidence of eight indicators for work intensity 

by country, 2015, five countries and EU28 

  FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU28 

working at very high speed 

 

1/4 of time or more -1 4 3 -8 -3 -1 2 

3/4 of time or more 0 1 -1 -6 -2 -2 0 

working to tight deadlines 

 

1/4 of time or more 10 9 6 1 9 7 9 

3/4 of time or more 5 5 4 2 7 5 5 

enough time to get job 

done 

 

sometimes + rarely or 

never 

-5 

 

2 

 

-2 6 -2 0 1 

rarely or never -4 1 -2 -3 -3 -2 0 

frequent disruptive 

interruptions 

yes 

 

-8 

 

-2 

 

-2 0 4 -2 -4 

work pace determinants three or more 13 11 1 6 0 6 7 

hiding feelings at work always/most of the time -14 -9 -4 -5 -2 -7 -8 

handling angry clients 

 

1/4 of time or more -13 -5 -11 -16 -6 -10 -8 

3/4 of time or more -10 -1 -3 -2 0 -3 -4 

emotionally disturbing sit-

uations 

 

1/4 of time or more 

 

-12 

 

-13 

 

-16 -10 -8 -12 -10 

3/4 of time or more -3 -1 -2 1 1 -1 -2 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

The basic data for Table 6.2 (using the low threshold) shows exceptionally high French 

scores as regards female work intensity for three indicators in particular: 53% for ‘hid-

ing feelings at work’, 49% for ‘handling angry clients’, and 41% for ‘emotionally dis-

turbing situations.’ Although changes in the survey questions hamper comparability 

with older Eurofound figures, we cannot overlook the indications that French work-

ers, and French female workers in particular, have been experiencing significant and 

growing problems with customer contacts. For example, in the French banking sector 

insults, verbal and physical attacks on staff increased by 15% in 2017 according to the 

French Banking Association (AFB). Other sources have also pointed to a lack of im-

provement with regard to work intensity and work-related stress in France. For in-

stance, a French survey in 2018 confirmed that seven out of ten respondents assessed 

their work as mentally stressful which was the same outcome as had been reported a 

decade earlier. Of particular concern in this survey was the high share of respondents 

indicating they had to work in a concentrated mode over a longer time span (76% -- 

an issue not asked for in the EWCS; Malakoff Médéric 2018: 12). Interestingly, the out-

comes of a worldwide survey in 2016 indicated that, compared to their counterparts 

elsewhere, employees in France were more likely to have asked their employers for 

more proactive policies in the area of wellbeing at work (Edenred-Ipsos 2016). No 

doubt the high work speeds and tight deadlines not to mention the confrontations 

with angry clients and other disruptions seemingly experienced by many employees 

in France, were the driving forces here. 

6.2.3 Work intensity by industry 

The incidence of work intensity also differs considerably across industries. Table 6.3 

and Figure 6.2 (both next page) show such differences for 2015 for six industries and 
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the five countries as well as averaged for the EU28 as a whole. Manufacturing as rep-

resenting the secondary sector is contrasted with five industries from the service sec-

tor, namely: commerce and hospitality; finance and other services; construction and 

transport; public administration, and health and education. In the table we have again 

shaded the scores that were above the EU28 average; in the figure we once more left 

out ‘enough time to get job done’ and, where relevant, opted for the ‘3/4 of time or 

more’ values. 

Table 6.3 Incidence of eight indicators for work intensity by industry, 2015, five coun-

tries averaged and EU28 

  A B C D E F 5 c. EU 

working at very high speed 3/4 of time or more 22 32 22 28 19 24 25 23 

working to tight deadlines 3/4 of time or more 29 29 27 38 20 28 29 27 

enough time to get job done rarely or never 10 9 12 10 10 19 12 10 

frequent disruptive interruptions yes 22 19 21 15 22 31 22 16 

work pace determinants three or more 37 35 28 34 25 30 32 33 

hiding feelings at work 

 

always/most of the 

time 

19 

 

33 

 

29 25 33 43 30 31 

handling angry clients 3/4 of time or more 4 11 9 6 9 14 8 11 

emotionally disturbing situations 3/4 of time or more 2 3 3 4 8 9 5 5 

unweighted average (8 issues)  18 21 19 20 18 25 20 20 

Work intensity index (13 issues) 13 indicators 35 34 35 36 32 37 - 33 

Key: 

A: Manufacturing industry; B: Commerce and hospitality; C: Finance and other services; D: 

Construction and Transport; E: Public administration; F: Health and education 

Sources: website Eurofound / EWCS; Work intensity index: Eurofound 2017: 47 

xx = higher than EU28 average per cell 

Figure 6.2 Incidence of seven indicators for work intensity by industry, 2015, five 

countries  

 
Key: see Table 6.3 

Sources: website Eurofound / EWCS; Work intensity index: Eurofound 2017: 47 

Health and education clearly posted the most above-average scores (seven) followed 
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transport, and public administration all with three of such scores. Somewhat surpris-

ingly, finance and other services had only two above-average scores. The unweighted 

averages over the eight issues showed the highest outcome (25) posted by the health 

and education sector, with commerce and hospitality (21) in second place and con-

struction and transport (20) next. The ‘5 country‘-averages revealed that the incidence 

of the first four indicators in these particular countries was higher than for the EU as a 

whole though in the five countries on average less work pace determinants were in-

volved. 

The scores at country-industry level show interesting patterns, which to an extent are 

reflected in the case studies presented in this and the next chapter. Concerning ‘work-

ing at very high speed (3/4 of time or more)’, a score of over 40% could be seen for 

commerce and hospitality in Sweden. We found more scores at this level with regard 

to ‘working to tight deadlines (3/4 of time or more)’: in France this was the case for 

commerce and hospitality and construction and transport, and in the UK even for three 

industries: manufacturing, financial and other services, and again for construction and 

transport. As regards ‘enough time to get job done (rarely or never)’, the public ad-

ministration showed remarkable high scores, with the British (43%) on top followed 

by the Swedish public administration (40%) while German construction and transport 

also tipped the 40%-rate. With nearly 40% responding ‘yes’, French health and educa-

tion, British manufacturing and British health and education shared the highest scores 

on ‘frequent disruptive interruptions’. 

The French figures were the highest regarding ‘hiding feelings at work’ except for 

commerce and hospitality where again Germany and the UK topped the list. As could 

be expected given the findings reported in Table 6.1, the French scores were consist-

ently highest for ‘handling angry clients (3/4 of time or more)’ and ‘emotionally dis-

turbing situations’. The scores for ‘handling angry clients’ for commerce and hospital-

ity and health and education (both 27%) in France suggest a persistence of these wor-

risome conditions. 

Not surprisingly, taking the EU28 as a whole health and education also recorded the 

highest score in Eurofound’s Work intensity index comprising all 13 indicators (37 

points), followed by construction and transport (36), and both manufacturing industry 

and financial and other services (35): see the last row of Table 6.3. The Work intensity 

index score was far higher in bigger companies (250 and more employed, score 38), 

followed by SMEs (34) and micro companies (less than 10 employed, 29). With scores 

of 34 and 33 respectively, men and women seemingly had a very similar level of work 

intensity. Whereas men reported more quantitative demands, women reported more 

pressure linked to meeting customer requests (Eurofound 2017: 47). 

6.2.4 Work intensity through time 

Of course, it is important to provide more in-depth analysis of the changes in both the 

intensity and the intensification of work. However, we are constrained in providing 
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such insights due to the fact that the EWCS figures on work intensity only allow com-

parisons for the decade between 2005 and 2015. In Table 6.4 we present the available 

figures for the EU28 as a whole using Eurofound’s Work intensity index to the full 

with 10 indicators for quantitative demands and determinants of work pace (five of 

which were included in Tables 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3), and the three indicators for emotional 

demands that Eurofound integrated more recently in the EWCS.  

First of all, Table 6.4 shows that work intensity across Europe has remained at a rather 

high level. Between 2005 and 2010 the values of eight out of 10 indicators decreased 

somewhat followed by a re-intensification of work in the next five years. This move-

ment was reflected in the overall Work intensity index fluctuating from 34 to 32 and 

then back to 33. The crisis and the related slump in economic activity experienced by 

many companies appears to have had more of an impact on the decrease in the first 

period than the widespread restructuring we reported in earlier chapters which seem 

to have had a minor impact on these outcomes. Clearly, during the economic recovery 

work intensity increased over a broad front. Beyond the Work intensity index the two 

indicators for emotional demands that allowed comparison over time showed a strong 

upward movement between 2010 and 2015 – a rather disturbing development. 

Table 6.4 Incidence of indicators for work intensity, 2005/EU27, 2010/EU27, 2015/EU28 

(mean scores) 

  2005 2010 2015 

Quantitative 

demands 

working at very high speed 33 32 33 

working to tight deadlines 37 35 36 

enough time to get the job done 12 9 10 

frequent disruptive interruptions 13 14 16 

Pace 

determinants and 

interdependency: 

work pace 

dependent on.…. 

direct demands from customers etc. 68 67 68 

the work done by colleagues 42 39 39 

numerical production or performance targets 42 40 42 

automatic speed of a machine or movement of 

a product 

19 

 

18 

 

18 

the direct control of your boss 36 37 35 

three or more determinants of work pace 34 32 33 

 Trend score Work intensity index (10 indic.) 43 41 42 

Emotional 

demands 

hiding your feelings at work  23 31 

handling angry clients, customers, etc.  10 16 

emotionally disturbing situations   30 

Measure of incidence:  

Working at very high speed, working to tight deadlines, handling angry clients, customers, patients, 

pupils, etc.: three-quarters of the time or more 

Enough time to get the job done: rarely or never 

Frequent disruptive interruptions, work pace dependent on (): yes  

Hiding your feelings at work: no 

(Being in) emotionally disturbing situations: a quarter of the time or more 

Source: Eurofound 2017: 48 

Note: for unknown reasons the values for Working at very high speed, working to tight deadlines, 

and handling angry clients etc. in the last column differ from those found on the Eurofound website 

and included in Table 6.1 
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We now add another eight indicators used in the EWCS to assess job content. Table 6.5 

presents the incidence of the resulting 11 indicators for work intensity and job content 

for 2005 and 2015, based on frequency divisions. Except for the first two indicators 

(working at very high speed, to tight deadlines) the indicators can be regarded as in-

dicating the extent of autonomy at work (also named discretion or decision latitude, 

see Chapter 7) and the room for competence development. Of course, for the first two 

indicators lower numbers indicate positive developments between 2005 and 2015 

while for the other nine indicators higher numbers are associated with positive out-

comes. We have shaded all cells with positive outcomes.  

Table 6.5 Incidence of 11 indicators for work intensity and job content, five countries 

and EU, 2005 (EU27) and 2015 (EU28) 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU27/28 

working at very high speed 2005 50 72 61 85 47 63 60 

working at very high speed 2015 54 63 64 77 55 63 60 

working to tight deadlines 2005 54 71 61 72 64 64 62 

working to tight deadlines 2015 59 67 57 79 75 67 64 

enough time to get the job done 2005 73 61 65 68 70 67 69 

enough time to get the job done 2015 73 70 72 68 66 70 73 

work involves complex tasks 2005 57 72 65 67 56 63 59 

work involves complex tasks 2015 64 69 58 67 68 65 63 

work involves no monotonous tasks 2005 59 71 77 77 45 66 57 

work involves no monotonous tasks 2015 52 74 75 74 42 63 54 

work involves learning new things 2005 72 66 84 89 69 76 69 

work involves learning new things 2015 84 66 80 91 82 81 72 

able to apply own ideas in work 2005 65 50 71 73 59 64 58 

able to apply own ideas in work 2015 63 40 69 66 62 60 54 

choose/change order of tasks 2005 72 52 79 85 66 71 63 

choose/change order of tasks 2015 75 60 77 77 72 72 68 

choose/change speed / rate of work 2005 70 62 75 66 69 68 67 

choose/change speed or rate of work 2015 69 70 80 59 74 70 71 

choose/change methods of work 2005 68 71 74 79 63 71 69 

choose/change methods of work 2015 71 76 73 83 70 75 69 

can take a break when I wish 2005 52 58 57 60 51 56 45 

can take a break when I wish 2015 58 40 53 49 54 51 48 

Measure of incidence:  

working at very high speed; working to tight deadlines: 1/4 of time or more 

enough time to get the job done; able to apply own ideas in work; can take a break when I wish: 

always or most of the time 

work involves complex tasks, monotonous tasks, learning new things; choose/change order of tasks, - 

speed or rate of work, - methods of work: yes;  

Sources: 2005: Eurofound 2007: 103 (country data); 2015: website Eurofound / EWCS 

xx = positive developments 2005-2015 

Overall, Table 6.5 provided a mixed and slightly negative picture: 25 of the 55 country 

cells showed progress between 2005 and 2015, four kept the same value while 26 cells 

pointed to deteriorating conditions. With seven cells shaded Germany and the UK 

showed the most positive overall development, followed by France with five and the 

Netherlands and Sweden each with three cells shaded. Yet, for Germany and Sweden 
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strong decreases showed up in the shares of respondents stating they were able to ap-

ply their own ideas in work and could take a break when they wished. Equally re-

markable were the decreases in the shares of Swedish respondents stating they were 

able to choose or change the order of tasks and the speed or rate of work. By contrast 

and rather surprising, the Swedish net response regarding control over methods of 

work was positive. 

As the two most right-hand columns of Table 6.5 indicate, the averages for the five 

countries under scrutiny and those for the EU27/28 as a whole ran in tandem except 

for the last two indicators. Whereas in the five countries the strongest progress was 

visible for ‘(able to) choose/change methods of work‘, the European average of that 

indicator stayed the same. By contrast, ‘opportunities to take a break’ at will dimin-

ished in the five countries taken together whereas the EU average of that indicator 

indicated progress. 

Figure 6.3 simplifies the presentation by showing the net outcomes for the nine indi-

cators for autonomy and competence development over 2005-2015. 

Figure 6.3 Incidence of nine indicators for autonomy and competence development, 

net outcomes, 2005-2015, five countries  

 
Measure of incidence: see Table 6.4 

Sources: 2005: Eurofound 2007: 103 (country data); 2015: website Eurofound / EWCS 

Reliable data allowing comparisons of work intensity across EU countries for longer 

than a decade is scarce. Here the large heterogeneity in the national surveys measuring 

work-related stress is a major handicap (Broughton 2010: 8-9). For the six countries 

with more or less comparable data available for the earlier 1991-2005 period, four (Bel-

gium, Denmark, Germany, Spain) showed a continuous growth of work intensity 

(combining the shares ’working at very high speed’ and ‘working to tight deadlines’) 
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but in the Netherlands and the UK work intensity diminished after 2000 and 1995 re-

spectively (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2008: 173-175; Parent-Thirion et al. 2007: 60).  

6.2.5 Physical working conditions 

When exploring the intensification of work, physical working conditions plainly can-

not be omitted; they matter both negatively and positively. Working conditions can be 

particularly burdensome where physical hazards coincide with psychosocially stren-

uous factors at the workplace. On the other hand, a good physical work environment 

can help mitigate the negative effects of psychosocial stress (cf. Hassard and Cox 2013, 

regarding noise). It is no surprise then, that the links bad physical conditions might 

have with psychosocial stress have indeed been one of the first areas of OSH activity, 

and was very much to the fore when computers were first introduced for administra-

tive purposes.  

In the course of the 1970s, the spread of automation through a growing range of ad-

ministrative functions gave rise to trade union demands for ‘systems development by 

negotiations’ in order to ensure computers could be embedded into organisations in 

ways benefitting the employees involved. The absence of such negotiations had led to 

the emergence of rather dismal ‘working behind the screens’ conditions that had scant 

regard for the ergonomic characteristics of the computer screens used. Scandinavian 

unions, supported by researchers and consultants, were the first to point out these is-

sues (Sandberg 1979). They were swiftly followed by their colleagues in the UK, the 

Netherlands, Germany, and France (cf. Levie and Moore 1984; ARETE 1983). These 

early warnings were soon vindicated as a growing incidence of repetitive strain inju-

ries (RSIs) and musculoskeletal disorders that characterized the 1980s provided hard 

evidence of the consequences of poor ergonomic design. One positive outcome yet 

worthy of note was that workplace design and ergonomics grew into respected and 

much needed disciplines at a number of technical universities. 

Table 6.6 (next page) shows the incidence of nine indicators for physical working con-

ditions derived from the EWCS 2015, based on frequency divisions. We added three 

indicators to those already used in Table 5.9 in Chapter 5, namely: (are you exposed 

to) vibrations from tools or machinery; low temperatures, and chemical products / 

substances. The last row in the new table, based on unweighted averages, shows that 

construction and transport had the highest level of physical working conditions, fol-

lowed by manufacturing. As could be expected the other three industries displayed 

much lower averages. Nevertheless, for all five industries the average incidence of 

(work involving) repetitive hand or arm movements remained above 50% and for fi-

nancial and other services that incidence was even higher than the EU28 average. On 

average the frequency of (work involving) both tiring or painful positions and of car-

rying or moving heavy loads ended up rather high as well, with construction and 

transport posting outcomes again higher than 50%. Remarkable too, was the finding 

that public administration in the five countries showed higher scores on average than 

the EU28 averages for noise, high temperature and carrying or moving heavy loads. 
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Overall, the figures suggest that in all industries and for all five countries there is con-

siderable room for improvement in terms of reducing the burden of physical working 

conditions and curbing the dangers of RSI and musculoskeletal disorders.  

Table 6.6 Incidence of nine indicators for physical working conditions by industry, 

2015, five countries averaged and EU28 

  A B C D E 5 c.*) EU28 

are you exposed 

to 

vibrations from tools or machinery 35 12 7 44 7 17 20 

loud noise 45 23 14 45 22 27 28 

high temperatures 31 14 13 36 17 22 23 

low temperatures 25 24 13 25 14 20 21 

breathing in vapours 19 6 1 15 5 9 11 

chemical products / substances 23 15 10 21 16 15 17 

does your work 

involve 

tiring or painful positions 44 44 31 55 36 40 43 

carrying or moving heavy loads 39 35 15 54 23 31 32 

repetitive hand or arm movements 62 52 63 72 51 61 61 

unweight. average 9 indicators 36 25 19 41 21 27 28 

Measure of incidence: all items: 1/4 of time or more 

Key: 

A: Manufacturing Industry; B: Commerce and hospitality; C: Financial and other services; D: 

Construction and Transport; E: Public administration;  

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

xx = higher than EU28 average per cell 

*) industries A-E do not cover total economy 

Using the nine selected indicators, we can now examine the development of physical 

working conditions between 2005 and 2015 for the five countries that concern us most 

in this book. In this respect Table 6.7 and Figure 6.4 (both next page) show a mixed 

although on balance slightly positive picture: 23 of the 45 country cells indicated pro-

gress, six kept the same value while 16 cells pointed to deteriorating conditions. This 

picture was also somewhat better than that regarding the development of work inten-

sity and job content in the same period of time, their scores being respectively 25, four 

and 26. 

As regards physical working conditions, Germany with all nine seven cells shaded and 

some considerable decreases clearly experienced the most positive development in the 

decade preceding 2015. Following on at quite some distance, were France and the 

Netherlands with four cells shaded and Sweden and the UK each with three. As re-

gards the indicators in the five countries the strongest progress was visible for reduc-

tions in vibrations from tools or machinery, loud noise, and carrying or moving heavy 

loads: three issues where the EU28 average showed similar or even stronger progress. 

EU-wide progress could also be noted for four indicators where the 5-country average 

remained the same: high and low temperatures, tiring or painful positions, and repet-

itive hand or arm movements. EU member states other than the five we have singled 

out showed a varied pattern, albeit that for three countries, Italy, Hungary and Roma-

nia, between 2005 and 2015 decreases for all of these four indicators between 2005 and 
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2015 could be traced. It is disquieting though to see the broadly dispersed increase of 

the scores on (exposed to) chemical products / substances. 

Table 6.7 Incidence of nine indicators for physical working conditions, five countries 

and EU, 2005 (EU27) and 2015 (EU28) 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU27/28 

vibrations from tools or machinery 2005 22 29 16 15 15 19 24 

vibrations from tools or machinery 2015 19 23 13 16 13 17 20 

loud noise 2005 32 33 20 34 24 29 30 

loud noise 2015 33 27 18 31 25 27 28 

high temperatures 2005 27 24 24 18 16 22 25 

high temperatures 2015 24 20 22 24 20 22 23 

low temperatures 2005 24 18 17 19 20 20 22 

low temperatures 2015 27 14 17 20 24 20 21 

breathing in vapours 2005 14 14 7 6 6 9 11 

breathing in vapours 2015 14 9 7 5 9 9 11 

chemical products / substances 2005 17 16 9 16 12 14 15 

chemical products / substances 2015 19 12 9 16 19 15 17 

tiring or painful positions 2005 53 46 25 44 31 40 46 

tiring or painful positions 2015 48 42 31 46 31 40 43 

carrying or moving heavy loads 2005 39 32 22 37 34 33 35 

carrying or moving heavy loads 2015 36 28 25 36 32 31 32 

repetitive hand or arm movements 2005 61 57 61 64 60 61 62 

repetitive hand or arm movements 2015 69 53 60 65 59 61 61 

Measure of incidence: all items: 1/4 of time or more 

Sources: Eurofound 2007: 103 (country data); website Eurofound / EWCS 

xx = positive developments 2005-2015 

Figure 6.4 Incidence of nine indicators for physical working conditions, net outcomes, 

2005-2015, five countries  

 
Measure of incidence: all items: 1/4 of time or more 

Sources: Eurofound 2007: 103 (country data); website Eurofound / EWCS 
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6.2.6 Job (in)security revisited 

We already came across the issue of job (in)security, in section 4.2.5 where we dis-

cussed the connection with digitalization, and in section 5.3.1. The EWCS 2015 data 

allows to clarify some relationships in this respect more generally, notably between 

workers’ experiences and their perceptions of a possible loss of employment versus 

those of their labour market prospects.  

Table 6.8, below, shows that on average nearly one-third of the EWCS respondents 

had experienced a restructuring or reorganisation at the workplace during the last 

three years. A remarkably high share was posted by respondents in Sweden whilst 

respondents in France, the Netherlands and the UK all experienced an incidence of 

workplace reorganization that was above the overall EU average. However, this did 

not appear to have undermined their confidence either in keeping their present job, 

or, of being able to find a new one should the need arise. For example, correlating the 

statement ‘I might lose my job in the next 6 months’ with respondents’ experience of 

reorganisation yielded a rather modest correlation (R=.45) at country level. More sur-

prising though, was the finding at country level that the ‘I might lose…’ statement 

showed a higher correlation with the positive statement on perceived ‘good prospects 

for career advancement’ (R=.64). This was not at all the case when comparing the ‘I 

might lose…’ statement with the other positive statement, ‘If I were to lose or quit my 

current job, it would be easy for me to find a job of similar salary’ (R=.06). The Neth-

erlands produced the clearest example of outcomes that are far from easy to interpret. 

With high scores in all three response categories, ‘I might lose…’, ‘good prospects….’, 

and ‘easy to find job…’, Dutch respondents were perhaps reflecting the laid-back atti-

tudes for which the country has some notoriety. In this respect the picture in Sweden 

was more coherent, though even here the high share that experienced a reorganisation 

seemed at odds with the low share confirming ‘‘I might lose…’. 

Table 6.8 Incidence of four indicators for labour market prospects, 2015, five countries 

and EU27/28 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU27/28 

restructuring / reorganisation workplace 

during last 3 years  

30 

 

18 

 

33 42 30 31 23 

might lose my job in next 6 months 14 10 25 15 13 15 16 

good prospects career advancement 37 32 43 35 43 38 39 

easy to find job with similar salary 40 39 43 52 49 45 37 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

On the next page, Table 6.9 takes the statement ‘I might lose my job in next 6 months’ 

as the clearest indicator of job insecurity and breaks the responses down by gender, 

employment (contractual) status, skill level and sector.  
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Table 6.9 Incidence of positive responses on statement ‘I might lose my job in next 6 

months’, by gender, employment status, occupation, and sector, 2015, five 

countries and EU27/28 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU27/28 

gender 

 

male 14 9 24 16 12 15 16 

female 14 10 25 13 13 15 16 

empl. status 

 

 

employee, permanent  8 7 16 9 10 10 11 

employee, other contract 41 28 46 44 27 37 39 

self-employed 12 6 23 13 15 14 13 

occupation 

 

 

 

high-skilled, clerical 11 10 22 10 11 13 14 

high-skilled, manual 13 9 25 14 11 14 18 

low-skilled, clerical 14 8 26 18 13 16 15 

low-skilled, manual 15 13 27 15 16 18 20 

sector 

 

 

 

 

agric., manufacturing 13 10 15 14 15 13 17 

commerce, hospitality 19 10 24 11 8 14 17 

construction, transport 18 8 23 18 12 16 18 

finance, other services 17 9 32 19 15 19 19 

public adm., educ., health 8 10 25 12 13 14 13 

Source: website Eurofound / EWCS   xx = higher than EU28 average 

It should be noted that the consistently high scores posted for the Netherlands may 

have been unduly influenced by the questioning in Dutch language. Leaving this 

aside, the results remain to be of interest. Clearly, men and women experienced job 

insecurity at virtually the same level. As could be expected, employees with other than 

permanent contracts showed by far the highest scores. Many of them would anyway 

have to leave their jobs in the next six months. As for occupational categories, the dif-

ferences can be seen to be rather small. Although with the exception of Sweden, the 

highest scores were for low-skilled manual workers, confirming the dominant view 

from both the literature and trade union circles that this category is most hurt by both 

automation in manufacturing and by offshoring. Finally, turning to sectors, the highest 

shares can be seen in finance and other services, followed at some distance by con-

struction and transport. Remarkable is the relatively high French score for the com-

merce and hospitality sector. For workers in the retail (sub)sector older French re-

search showed a rather close relationship between work-related stress, high labour 

turnover and absenteeism, and high job insecurity (Askenazy et al. 2008). Without fur-

ther recent research, we can do no more than flag up the possibility that this relation-

ship has actual and also, in France, wider relevance. 

6.2.7 Intensification of work: a multi-factorial explanation 

In recent years it is plain that a number of socio-economic changes have significantly 

transformed working life and contributed to the intensification of work in the service 

sector. Even without a complete analysis, we can identify the influence of a multitude 

of factors, listed here in no particular order: 

• the pressure arising from the widespread corporate compunction to maximise 

shareholder value through restructuring and downsizing of companies in 
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which fewer employees are expected to carry out the same (amount of) work in 

less time but with no loss of output quality; 

• the expansion of global value chains into previously untouched parts of the ser-

vice sector, resulting in growing competition for customers and resources bring-

ing increasing pressure on management and employees to attain higher effi-

ciency levels;  

• the refinement of rationalization models similar to ‘re-taylorisation’ in manu-

facturing that tend to subdivide and specialize work while automating or out-

sourcing the most routine activities, such practices have led to banks being 

dubbed ‘credit factories’; 

• the penetration of lean management methods that focus on eliminating ‘waste’ 

in work organisations and on ‘efficiency battles’ aiming to maximise profits in 

dedicated consumer segments; 

• the perceived need for management to introduce auditing and control mecha-

nisms thereby adding to the administrative burden of professional service pro-

viders; 

• the availability of information technology (IT) and related tools, including the 

Internet, smartphones and tablets that speed up the circulation of information 

as well as facilitating continuous monitoring -- placing pressures on employees 

to respond quickly to questions and issues arising that blur the boundaries be-

tween work and private life; 

• the spread of target-oriented management in many companies, leading to in-

creasing individualization at work and undermining the social compensations 

of the workplace; 

• continuous customer pressure to buy at the lowest prices possible while increas-

ing the demand for high quality services creating a tension and increasing emo-

tional demands on front-line employees with a growing incidence of stressful 

and confrontational situations. 

In the rest of this chapter we will return to most of these factors, albeit sometimes un-
der different headings. 

6.3 Developments in the organisation of work 

6.3.1 Information technology and job quality 

When analyzing the impact of IT on job quality, we have to recognize both the positive 

and negative outcomes that arise from the way IT is used to support management’s 

technical and organisational choices in both private and public organisations. There 

are many ambivalent and even contradictory forces at play here for the individual 

worker to cope with. For instance, increasing access to data and more autonomy can 

exist alongside more management control and a greater risk of intrusion into private 

life. This is all highly dynamic and IT continues to influence both the transformation 

of existing jobs and the creation of new types of jobs.  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/routine
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Combining our experience as labour consultants with assessments from the relevant 

literature enabled us to shed some light on the possible advantages and constraints IT 

has brought to the service sector as regards job quality. Most obvious here is the ten-

dency for managers of companies and public organisations to pursue dual and possi-

bly conflicting objectives: on the one hand seeking more automation and streamlining 

of processes, whilst on the other hand aiming at flexible and agile organisations that 

allow greater responsiveness and individualization of services.  

Tensions between these objectives often generate contradictory outcomes that prove 

difficult to reconcile in practice. This is frequently apparent in larger organisations 

where options are simultaneously applied effectively reducing the autonomy of em-

ployees on one hand whilst attempting to enlarge it with the other. It is no wonder 

under such conditions that employees can become confused, disenchanted and demo-

tivated which of course is diametrically opposite to what management have set out to 

achieve. From a management viewpoint the financial justification may also be ques-

tionable. For example, in a study by the major Swedish white-collar union in the pri-

vate sector the constraints just mentioned, defined as an ‘IT muddle’, were estimated 

to have an annual cost to Swedish companies of about Euro 4.5 billion (Unionen 2017). 

Scheme 6.1  Consequences of information technology for job quality 

Possible advantages Possible constraints 

Access to more information (cloud, big 

data) 

Information overload, ‘proceduralisa-

tion’ 

Fluid circulation of information Process interruptions 

Automation of worker-unfriendly tasks Work intensification 

Information storage Excessive control 

Procedural standardization Isolated workplaces 

Activity quantification and modification Loss of job content 

Telework: less commuting Infringement on private life 

Identification of training needs 

 

Worker-unfriendly surveillance, tools, 

bugs, malfunctions 

6.3.2 Re-engineering: division in sub-processes 

In our introductory chapter we referred to the Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) 

approach, promulgated by Michael Hammer and James Champy in their influential 

1993 bestseller. Significant numbers of managers appear to have taken their cue from 

the BPR concept. At its most extreme, the concept implies the complete and top-down 

overhaul and rebuilding of processes. Only then, the argument goes, can an organisa-

tion achieve its full potential. BPR has definitely boosted the outsourcing of ‘non-core’ 

activities. As noted in Chapter 2, these outsourcing processes have in turn developed 

into one of the main drivers of change at least in companies of a certain size. The pat-

tern typically manifest in BPR entails activities, conceived in terms of processes, being 

divided up among different actors. The most routine activities are usually automated, 

subcontracted or even relocated, while the remaining activities, such as control and 

error correction, are handled by specialized employees. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_A._Champy
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/routine
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However, the knock-on effects of re-engineering, with its strong division into sub-pro-

cesses, are often far from positive from a business viewpoint. In particular when out-

sourcing develops into offshoring, the different links in the manufacturing and admin-

istrative chains often lose sight of the overall process, leading to a loss of versatility 

and delays in the value chain affecting the other links. At the same time employees 

commonly experience feelings that they are losing control of tasks. As a result, the 

remaining activities are frequently freighted with more complexity that requires 

greater concentration while the pace of work may also be increasing. Quite a number 

of examples, notably from the finance sector, have made clear that the subdivision of 

processes has resulted in a rigid ‘proceduralisation’ of work organisation with nega-

tive effects on employees’ autonomy and workload. Case 6.1 (next page) provides an 

illustration in this respect. 

Case 6.1. The impact of relocating back-office activities in banking (France) 

For many years, an international banking group was involved in the gradual reloca-

tion of its back-office activities. According to the bank’s management, one of the ad-

vantages of this relocation would be to improve the working conditions of French 

operators. They would be freed from the constraints of volume variability, since large 

volumes would be handled offshore which would allow French staff to develop skills 

related to higher added-value tasks. 

Some years later, labour consultants from ARETE assessed the impact this relocation 

had had on the concerned operators. It transpired that the remaining activities were 

not necessarily those with high added value, but rather were the most difficult to re-

locate because of local regulatory requirements and the difficulties of standardizing 

documents. In the meantime, operators had commonly lost the broad understanding 

of their job and had become confined to scattered and meaningless tasks. Moreover, 

the continuous offshore relocation of client relationship activities, which had origi-

nally been entrusted to the French employees, resulted in those employees no longer 

having any identification with the banking profession. This situation led directly to a 

significant deterioration in job satisfaction. To make matters worse, the processes 

were not always as fluid as initially planned, resulting in an increased workload. 

Topping this off was the fact that because they were employees of a subsidiary of a 

large international group the possibilities for staff to mount any meaningful re-

sistance to these changes were limited. 

6.3.3 Lean management: continuous improvement? 

As globalisation has cranked up competitive pressures, more and more companies 

have followed continuous change philosophies in pursuit of productivity growth and 

constant improvements to their cost base. Most notable here, at least in the last thirty 

years or so, has been the application of ‘lean management.’ This practice was initially 

developed in the Japanese automobile industry, in particular by the Toyota Motor 

Corp. (known as Toyota Production System or Lean Production), before becoming a 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/loss
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/of
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/versatility
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worldwide phenomenon with applications in a growing range of industries and ser-

vices. Despite the existence of extensive literature on the subject, the concept of lean 

management is not easy to define. Its key components seemingly include:  

• promoting continuous improvement and zero-defect production; eliminating 

unnecessary tasks; 

• involving employees in immediate problem solving;  

• becoming a learning enterprise through systematic thinking;  

• standardizing tasks, and setting up ‘just-in-time’ delivery structures and pro-

cesses. 

Across Europe, and notably in the service sector, lean management has been deployed 

differently. To some extent the concept obviously had to be adapted to national corpo-

rate governance and industrial relations practices. In France, for example, trade unions 

have pointed out that in everyday practice lean management was often far away from 

the original Japanese approach. They have argued that the ‘lean’ philosophy has fre-

quently been reduced to a search for short-term performance enhancement and ration-

alisation measures, with a consequent risk of work intensification and job losses. In 

FNV, the largest union federation in the Netherlands, similar assessments have circu-

lated. FNV officials have emphasized that practices involving employees in problem 

solving in particular seem to have largely disappeared under lean management re-

gimes. By contrast, Scandinavian unions have taken a more favourable attitude to-

wards lean management. In 2009 the Norwegian union confederation LO, for instance, 

even participated in the creation of a Forum to promote the lean approach. According 

to LO Norge, such an approach could be a means to restore the competitiveness of the 

Norwegian economy after being weakened by the financial crisis. Their idea was to 

adapt the lean approach to national conditions and have it practised in accordance 

with the norms of the country’s industrial relations system. To this end, LO developed 

standards for leading consulting firms that advocated the use of lean methods in Nor-

wegian companies.  

6.3.4 The agile organisation  

Whilst the optimization of processes, re-engineering and continuous change are 

widely considered to be necessary to cope with the vagaries of modern capitalism, they 

are not seen as being sufficient to ensure the long-term viability of any organisation. 

Large organisations too often suffer from bureaucracy and slow decision-making and 

it is to these diseconomies of scale that management innovators have returned their 

attention. As far back as the 1970s and 1980s we could observe companies attempting 

to reduce the number of hierarchical levels in their management structures. A so-called 

‘flat organisation’ was said to offer several advantages including better information 

flows, more flexibility in work organisation and an easier distribution of workloads. 

At the same time though, it also required employees to be more self-reliant and in 

many cases this was where the big gaps between theory and practice began to emerge. 

For example, some companies attempted the creation of a flat organisation by simply 
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stripping out layers of middle management. They evidently assumed these manage-

ment functions could either be redistributed, without any attribution, to employees 

lower down the organisation or, that the functions would continue to be performed by 

the former middle managers despite having lost the title (and status) of manager. Ei-

ther practice was certain to demotivate the latter and intensify the work of the former. 

More recently, finding ways to shorten the ’time to market’, has becoming another 

managerial holy grail and is commonly cited as a critical competitive factor. It was first 

observed within the IT sector where companies innovated by implementing a new 

method for software development called Agile. This promised to combine the ad-

vantages of flat organisation with greater flexibility and strong customer orientation 

based on teamworking with strong autonomy for front-line employees. The Agile 

method advocates setting short-term goals with projects accordingly divided into sev-

eral sub-projects. Once the immediate goal has been reached, the next step is com-

pleted until the final goal is achieved. This approach is advertised as being more flex-

ible than earlier change approaches as it builds in room for tackling unforeseen events 

and changes. In addition, it claims to allow adaptation to customer demands through-

out the process.  

Many companies beyond the IT sector are now looking to develop an Agile-type or-

ganisation. Early adopters of the Agile methodology include the Dutch ING bank and 

Spotify, the Swedish music streaming start-up. Bart Schlatmann, the former Chief Or-

ganisational Officer (COO) of ING observed that: “Agility is about flexibility and the abil-

ity of an organisation to rapidly adapt and steer itself in a new direction”. Interestingly 

enough, Schlatmann emphasized that according to the Agile methodology ING’s di-

rect competitors (other banks) were no longer regarded as the main benchmarks. He 

referred in this regard to Amazon, as “the behaviour of clients is actually set by digital 

innovators” (website INSEAD Knowledge). The dangers inherent in following this Ag-

ile road, despite the potential for increased job quality of some front-line workers, is 

the equal likelihood that other banking staff will be plunged into a race to the bottom 

in terms of wages and job quality as exemplified by the gig economy: see below, for 

our section on that subject. 

6.3.5 Sophisticated work control 

Whilst the monitoring of employee activity has always existed, current IT tools allow 

management to control not only the quantity an employee produces but also how he 

or she does it. The employee is thereby bound not only to produce but also to follow 

the work procedures prescribed by management. The results of such activity control 

can be remotely accessed in real time and at any organisational level. For those within 

the managerial hierarchy, it is plainly an effective way to see what is happening ‘on 

the ground’ – which, in view of the complexity of many large organisations, has not 

always been easy. However, for employees this type of remote monitoring has given 
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rise to the perception that they are constantly being spied upon. For organisations try-

ing to build and sustain better trust relationships with their employees this is not a 

good outcome. 

The counter-arguments management put to employee representatives frequently em-

phasize that monitoring data can be used in a positive way, for example, to better iden-

tify employees in difficulty or those in need of additional training or support. Detailed 

activity statistics are also said to allow local management to create a more equitable 

distribution of work. Having said that, it is also clear that quantitative data are often 

used to justify cuts to activities seen to be ‘non-profitable’ in order to increase work 

efficiency. Such practices frequently result in the decrease of recovery and collabora-

tive time, ending up in the intensification of work. After all, the fact remains that many 

employees suffer from a feeling of excessive supervision that pressurizes them to in-

crease their work pace and focus more intensely on the way work is handled. 

The development of remote workplace monitoring can also reduce the autonomy of 

local managers who find themselves increasingly having to justify themselves to 

higher management levels. These factors to a considerable extent can undermine ap-

proaches using Agile methodology. Moreover, organisational policies which empha-

size the continuous monitoring of individual tasks tend to erode the sense of collective 

effort. As far as job quality and employment relations are concerned, this is not a trivial 

issue since it is at the collective level where social support and interactions between 

workers are at their most effective and may be at the basis of collective interest repre-

sentation.  

Case 6.2. Salespersons, agenda and work control (France) 

The company has long been a leader in the business of selling advertising space, ini-

tially in the telephone directory and currently (mainly) on the Internet. It operates 

throughout France. For a long time, the company flourished and its employees en-

joyed an elevated status. However, management were slow to anticipate the advent 

of digital technology which subsequently weakened the company’s position. It also 

more or less lost its monopoly position and was close to filing for bankruptcy. Man-

agement took refuge in several reorganisation and restructuring projects, which were 

accompanied by 1,000 dismissals. Finally, a major modernization project was pre-

sented aimed at introducing a CRM (Customer Relationship Management) system. 

This involved a complete overhaul of the IT system, the organisation of work and 

work methods as well as the status of employees. All employees were affected but 

salespersons in particular were required to make a major change. Up to this point 

sales staff had enjoyed a decent measure of autonomy and to a large extent had been 

in control of their own work organisation. 

This was the context in which all the CHSCTs of the group’s branches throughout 

France requested ARETE to analyze the effects of the proposed IT system in terms of 

organisation and working conditions. Among the sales staff the debate quickly fo-

cused on the impact the CRM project would have on their work planning. It became 
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a symbol of their loss of autonomy. Until then, their agendas or schedules were per-

sonal tools which went largely unseen by those higher up in the managerial hierar-

chy. However, the project put an end to all this with the introduction of a shared 

electronic agenda, which was, by definition, visible to all. The expert’s report high-

lighted the sales staffs’ fears and questions, notably: would the use of CRM be man-

datory or not? To what extent would sales people retain control over their agenda in 

the future? What risks might be associated with the use of CRM, the concern here 

was about the questionable use of individual statistics? Sales staff were not only re-

luctant to accept the introduction of the shared electronic agenda because of the 

feared loss of autonomy but also because they felt that the tool was incompatible 

with the nature of their activity. Given their frequent car journeys for work, the paper 

agenda was important: “To make an appointment on the phone, nothing is more convenient 

than a paper agenda. I immediately have an overall view of my schedule and I can quickly 

write down information,“ one mobile salesperson observed. 

Though significant for the salespersons, the agenda itself was only a limited issue in 

the strategic IT project, as the ARETE consultant’s report acknowledged. Faced with 

the opposition of the salespersons though and given the importance of the introduc-

tion of the project as a whole, management decided to remove the mandatory use of 

a shared schedule. This was a small victory for the salespeople though it was uncer-

tain how long this situation could hold particularly as the viability of the company 

itself had been the subject of much speculation. 

6.3.6 Call centres 

Call centres are examples par excellence of the adoption of sophisticated IT-based con-

trols of work flows and tasks. Since their first appearance in the mid-1980s, they have 

been recognized as workplaces where advances in digitalization have allowed em-

ployers to deploy algorithms to rationalize and control workers’ interaction with cus-

tomers. This holds true for both inbound (customer services) and outbound (telemar-

keting) calls. The deregulation of national markets for utilities, telecoms and financial 

services in the EU has been a major impetus for the expansion of call centres. Their 

development as an important source of employment in the 1990s serving an even 

wider variety of industries (including transport and tourism and public services), has 

thoroughly transformed administrative and front-line sales jobs. As call centre work is 

rather ‘footloose’ it also prompted relocation, outsourcing and offshoring. 

Relocation was initially pushed by governments like those of Sweden and Germany 

who regarded call centres as assets for regional development. Offshoring usually in-

volved ‘nearshoring’ to CEE countries and Ireland. Such spatial decentralisation was 

also related to contractual and numerical flexibility, linked to the fact that most call 

centres were ‘24/7’ businesses operating year-round. Thus, a considerable amount of 

call centre workers operates in shifts with part-time working and temporary contracts, 

notably in Germany, the Netherlands and the UK accounting for between 25 to 50% of 
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their workforce. It should also be noted that call centre employment in the five coun-

tries we are particularly concerned with, was skewed towards young women aged 

under 30 who made up between 60 and 70 % of all call centre employees. 

Already by the turn of the century, the integration of telephone, software, and data 

retrieval in CRM applications meant the call centre ‘industry’ had reached technical 

maturity. By then, it had become a focus of interest for EESUN embracing the indi-

vidual assignments of EESUN members as well as the four joint seminars and other 

forms of knowledge exchange EESUN facilitated. In the course of the 2000s EESUN 

members took part in a number of related research projects such as a multi-country 

project including Sweden, in which customer service was one of the selected business 

functions (Meil et al. 2009), and a five-country project on low-wage work covering four 

of ‘our’ five countries (Denmark replacing Sweden) with call centres as one of the five 

industries studied (Van Klaveren and Sprenger 2008; Lloyd et al. 2010). The authors 

have drawn on these projects as well as on the experience they gathered as labour 

consultants. 

Research outcomes and consultancy experience confirmed that the new forms of cus-

tomer interaction focussed on high-volume, lost-cost solutions inevitably put wages 

under pressure, particularly where tasks were outsourced to subcontractors’ call cen-

tres. Across countries the percentages of call centre workers employed by the latter 

varied widely, from about 50% in Germany in 2004-05 to about 10% in the UK. In the 

five countries that concern us the most, subcontractors paid hourly wages 7 to 25% 

lower than the in-house centres did and call centre wages were already mostly below 

the national median wage.  

Two explanations for these differences can be adduced. First, as a rule the ‘independ-

ents’ were less embedded in national industrial relations structures and hence less cov-

ered by collective labour agreements (CLAs) that specified decent pay scales. Second, 

because parent companies outsourced the most routine activities, in-house centres 

tended to offer more jobs with higher levels of discretion, less use of scripted texts and 

less IT monitoring. Examples of the latter, even involving efforts to redesign and enrich 

jobs, could be seen in France and Germany but less so in the Netherlands and the UK. 

It seemed that the majority of Dutch and British call centres adhered more slavishly to 

a Taylorist form of work organisation where the segmentation of work flows was split 

into low-discretion tasks. Nevertheless, even here managers and employee represent-

atives were frequently tasked with the need to find sustainable solutions to ameliorate 

the tension between low-cost servicing and customized approaches that characterised 

much of call centre activity (See Case 6.3 below). 

It remains to be seen whether the differences across countries will survive in the 2020s. 

In the course of the 2010s the advance of Internet sites presenting ‘FAQ’s’ to customers, 

the increasingly multi-channel approaches of CRM and stricter official (and since 2016 

through the GDPR Europe-wide) privacy rules have all changed the composition of 

traffic, reducing the share of outbound calls to some 10 to 20%. By contrast, customer 

complaints seem to account for an ever-growing share of inbound calls. These trends 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/routine
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may coincide with higher levels of work-related stress and an overall deterioration in 

job quality. Recent information on labour turnover rates and perceived work-related 

stress levels derived from trade union contacts suggests that in all five countries a clear 

majority of call centre employees are currently inclined to leave their jobs after one to 

two years of duty, often citing the mental strain involved.  

Case 6.3. A mortgage bank going its own way (Netherlands) 

The board of a large international bank decided that the mortgage bank it had ac-

quired some years earlier had to be integrated into the greater whole. This meant in-

tegration of the mortgage banks’ call centre into the large overall call centre. This was 

easier said than done, in particular as parts of the administrative processing of mort-

gages proved to be not well documented. In the mortgage bank a working group was 

installed to improve documentation and to re-design mortgage processing where 

needed. 

The Works Council of the mortgage bank, supported by an STZ labour consultant, 

succeeded in having the activities of the working party included under its duty to 

provide advice while one councillor was appointed as a working party member in 

his own right. Discussions focused on the composition of the new input and assess-

ment teams and the resources needed by three groups, namely: all-rounders, the 

lower skilled and higher-level specialised employees. Management representatives in 

the working group were less optimistic than the rank-and-file representatives about 

the potential of the incumbent workforce to contribute enough all-rounders and spe-

cialists. According to the rank-and-file representatives this followed from manage-

ment underestimating the tacit knowledge of large parts of the staff. They argued 

convincingly that dismissing some existing staff and hiring highly-educated-but-not-

yet-trained individuals such as students, would be both costly (severance payments) 

and risky (too many initial faults). 

Finally, the proposal from the working party for a new organisational structure in-

cluding training programmes for incumbent staff, was accepted by the mortgage 

bank’s management and got the consent of the Works Council. However, the man-

agement of the parent bank’s call centre at that point came up with objections. They 

argued that the newly designed structure and process were too specific and would 

frustrate the future integration into the central call centre. They obviously preferred a 

stronger division of labour and more specialist teams which fitted in with their rather 

Taylorist call centre concept. The mortgage bank management reacted by emphasiz-

ing the bank’s strong market position and high client ratings. They also pointed to a 

number of misunderstandings in the parent bank’s reaction. It was agreed to discuss 

the points of contention in a one-day joint seminar of the two management teams. 

This seminar, jointly chaired by the STZ consultant and a management consultant, 

together with some follow-up talks cleared the air. Basically, the structure and pro-
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cess designed in the mortgage bank were accepted and that bank got the room to op-

erate relatively independently. This was to last for another 13 years until, in the after-

math of the banking crisis, the mortgage bank was dissolved.  

6.3.7 Always connected? 

One fairly recent consequence of the advance of IT has been the blurring of the distinc-

tion between private and professional time as work has increasingly spilled over into 

private life. The increased penetration of IT through Internet advances, the smart 

phone, laptop and tablet have all speeded up the circulation of information and inten-

sified administrative processes in large parts of the service sector. As a result, employ-

ees’ workloads have tended to increase in line with expectations they will use these 

technologies to the utmost, in particular to provide answers to all possible questions 

and issues as and when they arise. Clearly, the concept of a good work-life balance has 

come under pressure from such developments. Just one survey result may suffice to 

illustrate these worries. The EWCS 2015 outcomes showed that working in one’s free 

time was associated with a poor work–life balance. While in the EU28 only 14% of the 

group not working in their free time reported difficulties with that balance, the com-

parable figure for those who worked in their free time on a daily basis came out at 39% 

(Eurofound 2017: 61).  

A French survey as of 2018 presented further proof that a growing number of employ-

ees found it difficult to reconcile work and private life ‘because work always infringes 

in the private sphere’. By then, 35% of the employees questioned answered in this way 

against 27% in 2009. According to the same 2018 survey, 51% of higher staff said they 

regularly checked their work emails when away from work, some 10% more than in-

dicated in the 2013 survey edition. Nearly half of respondents in the most recent sur-

vey agreed with the statement that ‘even during their holidays, one remains reacha-

ble’. However, 32% of all (20% in 2013) answered they were worried about the ‘poros-

ity’ between the world of work and private life (Malakoff Médéric 2018: 11). Obvi-

ously, out-of-hours emails and checking phones and tablets for these and messages 

from Whatsapp and other messaging applications has become a compulsive act for 

many employees -- not just the higher ranks of managers. Moreover, this is definitely 

not only to be found in France. For example, according to the 2018 National Survey on 

Working Conditions in the Netherlands 47% of all employees were ‘always’ or ‘mostly’ 

reachable outside working hours; for managers this share was 76% and for those with 

a pedagogical occupation 61%. Remarkable also was the fact that lower educated re-

spondents, with 26% posted a higher score in this survey than did the higher educated 

(20%) to the question of whether they were ‘always’ reachable (website CBS). Ulti-

mately, the obvious work-life question arises: should one always be connected? 

In France, the right to disconnect, that is to say, not to answer professional emails out-

side office hours, was included in the Labour Code in January 2017. The article in ques-

tion in the so-called El Khomri law left the responsibility to the social partners to ne-

gotiate the application of this principle at company level. In organisations with more 
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than 50 workers employers must ensure their employees have the possibility of dis-

connecting from communication tools and should implement work and rest-time 

tracking tools. In turn, employees need to be fully disconnected from work during 

their rest periods and employers must forego any reproach over this disconnection 

time. As a result, several agreements or charters of good conduct have been concluded. 

It remains to be seen whether such arrangements can reduce employee concerns such 

as those cited above. 

Across Europe, firms have initiated their own ‘disconnection policies’. For example, 

the French tyre manufacturer Michelin has installed a tool for monitoring electronic 

behaviour. Employees who send mails late at night or during the weekend are re-

minded of their right to disconnect. In 2011 the German car manufacturer Volkswagen 

went one step further. Following complaints that the work and home lives of their staff 

were becoming blurred, the Volkswagen management agreed to stop its servers send-

ing emails to most employees (not senior management) when they were off-work. The 

agreement was concluded with VW’s Works Council. Under the arrangement servers 

stopped routing emails 30 minutes after the end of employees’ shifts, and then started 

again 30 minutes before the return to work. In Germany other ‘disconnection’ regula-

tions have been arranged at BMW, Daimler, Puma and the federal Ministry of Labour. 

Throughout Europe similar ideas were raised in other companies but measures were 

often considered to be too drastic. A main counter-argument has been that higher 

placed managerial staff should be left free to manage their own working hours.  

6.4 A rupture in the unity between time and location  

In the last three decades a number of developments have revealed a rupture in the 

unity between the temporal and physical location of work, with potentially adverse 

consequences for job quality for those working in and outside of classical organisa-

tional settings. In the course of the 1990s telework, partly driven by the trend for ‘open 

(space)’ or ‘flex’ offices attempted to replace personal with communal (‘hot desking’) 

office space. This was perhaps the first sign of this rupture. The recent rise of the ‘gig’ 

or ‘platform’ economy building on advanced IT infrastructures is a second-stage man-

ifestation of this change, the effects of which on job quality, wages and employment 

relations are still to be fully recognized. 

6.4.1 ‘Open space’ or ‘flex’ offices 

From the 1970s on, the advance of information technology (IT) has played a key role 

in the development of forms of flexible work organisation using ‘open (space or plan)’ 

or ‘flex’ offices. In all five countries we came across these innovations in banking and 

insurance companies and more recently also in government organisations. They have 

all implemented flex office concepts in attempts to optimise the occupation rate of of-

fices. In the absence of personalized office spaces or workstations, employees are ex-

pected to move around ‘hot desks’. A combination of factors has driven this develop-

ment, namely:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tire
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/have
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/flexible
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais-francais/work
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• economic challenges deriving from the rising cost of real estate in most cities. 

Thus, reducing and optimizing work spaces and rethinking office layouts has 

become a pressing issue for many managers; 

• organisational policies that seek to ensure that new workspace designs create 

and facilitate exchanges of views between divisions and departments and, more 

broadly, between employees; 

• ‘image goals’ that aim to use new workspace design to boost the organisation’s 

attractiveness as an employer. 

Several studies have confirmed our experience as labour consultants that ‘open space’ 

and ‘flex’ workplaces carry with them a range of health risks arising from ambient 

noise, weariness, concentration difficulties, and the feeling of being overheard or ob-

served. In particular medium-sized and large ‘open space’ offices, containing 10 or 

more employees, scored high on these risk factors – outcomes that were rather inde-

pendent of age, gender, hierarchical level and sector (for example Bodin Danielsson 

and Bodin 2009). Working in these offices was also associated with relatively high sick 

leave rates (Pejtersen et al. 2011; Bodin Danielsson et al. 2014). In the ‘hype’ accompa-

nying the creation of these new offices, the functional requirements for ‘good jobs’ 

have been seriously neglected. After summarizing a large number of studies in this 

field, prominent US authors characterized the ‘open office’ trend as the ‘the open-office 

trap’ (Konnikova 2014) and emphasized “that the benefits of open office design for 

collaboration are typically offset by myriad distractions and possibly even health con-

cerns” (Burkus 2016). The Swedish case below indicates practical problems and possi-

ble solutions regarding working in ‘open spaces’. 

Case 6.4. ‘Free seating’ in an open space environment (Sweden) 

In a large IT company office where employees undertook development work, mar-

keting and customer support, corporate facility management had initiated a cost-sav-

ing strategy that included the introduction of ‘free seating’. This was done simultane-

ously with the closure of an adjacent office and moving some employees. The consid-

erable union opposition to this highlighted the negative consequences for the result-

ing work environment such as hearing difficulties, lack of concentration, and not 

enough ‘silent rooms’. Development work which needed concentration and close co-

operation in teams (agile work) was seen to be an especially problematic area where 

free seating would be counter-productive. Time study consultants came in as to 

measure the frequency of ‘empty seats‘. This led to a union initiative where union 

members were encouraged to hang their coats and jackets over their chairs in order 

to imply the seat was taken and could not be counted as empty. A test with free seat-

ing in one department was carried out. Whilst the evaluation did not offer any direc-

tion for future development it was clear that the pressure from corporate headquar-

ters was not going away.  
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The unions called upon ATK as a labour consultant, who undertook research on the 

matter and interviewed workers and occupational safety and health (OSH) repre-

sentatives involved. ATK’s report suggested a more diversified strategy with 

measures to improve the acoustic environment, increasing the amount of quiet rooms 

close to the open space, and the avoidance of free seating for agile teams. After nego-

tiations most suggestions were taken up by management. The labour consultant’s 

recommendation to create a joint steering committee to monitor and decide on lay-

outs and OSH measures was accepted as well. ATK also called into question how a 

worsening work environment might influence the need for employees to work from 

home. However, both unions and management were reluctant to discuss this issue 

and there was no agreement on how and when telework would be implemented. In 

part this appeared to be a reluctance to discuss how the responsibility for occupa-

tional safety and health and linked insurances for work from home could be ar-

ranged. By default this was considered a matter between the line manager and the in-

dividual employee. 

6.4.2 Telework 

After a first appearance in the 1990s, the incidence of telework has evolved considera-

bly, as Table 6.10 and Figure 6.5 (both next page) indicate. If we start by looking at the 

incidence of ‘persons usually working from home’ as a reasonable proxy for telework-

ers, we can see that by 2010 France and the Netherlands became the forerunners with 

proportions in this grouping reaching 11% of the total employed in 2010 -- though 

thereafter the French figures decreased while the Dutch continued to increase. This 

form of telework remained less widespread in the other three countries with 2018 

shares oscillating around 5%. However, the picture changes if we include occasional 

teleworkers, in statistical terms ‘persons sometimes working from home’. This cate-

gory accounted for the majority of all teleworkers. The UK appeared as the early leader 

here, only recently surpassed by Sweden and the Netherlands. In the latter country, 

around 2000 the example of an insurance company combining an open office architec-

ture and ‘hot desking’ with policies of actively stimulating teleworking gained signif-

icant public attention (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2003: 10-13). 
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Table 6.10 Teleworkers (persons working from home) as a percentage of total 

employment, 15 years and older, 2000-2018, five countries and EU28 

  2000 2005 2010 2015 2018 

frequency TOT TOT TOT TOT TOT M F 

France usually 4.0 10.4 11.0 7.2 6.8 5.5 8.3 

 sometimes x 7.3 8.7 12.2 14.1 15.3 12.8 

Germany usually 4.4 4.2 3.5 3.2 5.3 5.2 5.3 

 sometimes 7.6 9.3 9.8 8.0 6.3 7.7 5.3 

Netherlands usually 6.0 7.1 11.2 13.8 14.3 16.0 12.5 

 sometimes x 14.5 15.6 20.7 21.4 20.6 22.4 

Sweden usually 4.8 3.5 4.8 5.1 5.6 6.1 5.1 

 sometimes 8.1 9.0 18.9 25.9 29.0 29.9 26.7 

United Kingdom usually 2.7 3.0 3.2 4.3 4.9 4.2 5.6 

 sometimes 22.7 21.9 20.6 20.3 18.8 19.1 18.5 

EU28 usually x 4.6 4.9 5.0 5.2 5.1 5.4 

 sometimes x 8.4 8.0 9.8 9.8 10.2 9.3 

x = no data available 

Source: Eurostat lfsa_ehomp 

Figure 6.5 Teleworkers (usually & sometimes) as a percentage of total employment, 15 

years and older, 2000-2018, five countries  

 
Source: Eurostat lfsa_ehomp 

In 2018 in the Netherlands and Sweden around one-third of all employed could be 

categorized as teleworkers in one form or another. They were followed by the UK with 

nearly one quarter and France with over one-fifth of all employed. Germany lagged 

behind with just 12% teleworking and hardly any recent growth in this category. The 

gender composition shown by the two most right-hand columns of the table reveals a 

diversity of experience. Both categories of telework were more marked among male 

Swedish employees. In France and the UK, females were more inclined to usual tele-

work and men to occasional telework while the opposite was the case in the Nether-

lands. In Germany a larger share of men could be found in occasional telework 

whereas the gender shares in usual telework were about equal.  
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• potential teleworkers wanting to avoid commuting and to reconcile work with 

domestic chores;  

• European and national authorities aiming to bring down traffic congestion but 

also supporting employment in remote areas, and 

• IT suppliers and telecom providers.  

With many telework applicants, discussions in organisations concentrated on the ‘tel-

eworkability’ of functions. ‘Trust’ and ‘control’ proved to be the key issues here, with 

employees wanting to work from home (and HR officers allowing this) repeatedly 

meeting resistance from top and line management. Research showed that the greater 

the hierarchical distance between management and potential teleworkers, the less 

likely were management to agree to telework practices. In the end, building trust and 

getting rid of ‘control reflexes’ proved crucial for the expansion of telework (Van 

Klaveren and Tijdens 2003).  

Job quality problems have not been reduced by the growth in occasional teleworkers, 

nor have concerns with work-life balance. In fact, the EWCS 2015 showed that in the 

EU28 23% of survey respondents in this category reported having a poor work–life 

balance, as against only 18% of the rest of the workforce. Overall, according to the 

Eurofound survey, both categories of teleworkers jointly experienced greater work in-

tensity but more autonomy at work and better career prospects (Eurofound 2017: 87). 

It remains to be seen whether the ‘greater work intensity’ result would persist if ‘usual 

teleworkers’ were isolated here. Quite a lot of research has indicated that such workers 

showed rather high scores on job quality, notably recording less fatigue and work-

related stress while attaining relatively high productivity levels. A caveat should be 

added here that teleworkers deploying more than half of their working hours at home 

often experience problems, in particular through a deterioration in their relationship 

with colleagues at the formal workplace and in connecting with employee representa-

tives (Eurofound / ILO 2017). 

6.4.3 The gig economy 

The recent growth of the ‘gig’ economy can, in large part, be regarded as a next step in 

the development of telework albeit that this ‘new digital economy’ has some features 

that deserve special attention. In our view its development fuels the broader shift to-

wards more precarious labour and may also lead to a further intensification of work. 

The business model that underpins the gig economy has emerged as a result of the 

conjunction of several IT developments, namely:  

• the increasing availability of high-speed Internet access including the growing 

power and accessibility of cloud and big data computing;  

• the related decrease in the connection costs of digital technologies;  

• the development of authentication systems, and  

• the proliferation of online payment systems.  

All of this has enabled digital platforms to deploy complex interactions between the 

provider or client and the consumer or worker.  
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In the late 2000s the leading online platforms reached technical maturity. Digital la-

bour platforms5 allowed organisations or individuals (‘requesters’ or ‘clients’) to gain 

access through the Internet to other organisations or individuals to solve problems 

with the supply of services or products in exchange for payment. Such platforms 

started to outsource tasks either to an undefined crowd or directly to individuals. Em-

blematic in this respect are Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT or MTurk), Clickworker, 

Upwork and Testbird, all of whom break down jobs into tasks to be performed in ‘mi-

crotasking crowdwork’ in areas such as web development, software testing, data rep-

lication, translating, data-based research, design and other creative tasks. In the course 

of the 2010s these crucial technologies trickled down and helped create a second cate-

gory, providing tasks to selected individuals. These platforms strengthened the trend 

to outsource tasks to self-employed workers that could be observed in an ever-increas-

ing range of industries, occupations and tasks, including ‘real-life’ tasks such as elderly 

care, childcare, household tasks, and maintenance work. 

Algorithmic management of the workforce is a defining feature of not only of digital 

labour platforms, but also of ‘location-based’ platforms directing workers to deliver 

local services. Examples of the latter can be found in taxi transport where Uber has 

established strong market positions in a number of European countries. Similarly, in 

food delivery Deliveroo, Just Eat and Uber Eats have all come to the fore, and in house-

keeping services Helpling and care.com have emerged as significant players. In the 

case of Uber the most transformative innovation is the automation of the taxi dispatch 

role through algorithms. Another common feature of digital labour platforms is the 

use of trust-building mechanisms. For this, they mostly deploy reputation-rating 

mechanisms whereby customers rate individual workers. Higher ratings are associ-

ated with higher prices and more transactions. Equally, a low customer rating, for ex-

ample, of an Uber taxi driver, may well reduce that driver’s chances of picking up 

customers. The negative consequences for workers of these instant and unregulated 

feedback mechanisms are hardly mitigated by the low entry barriers to many gig econ-

omy jobs. Overall, the gig economy relies less on formal qualifications and formal re-

cruitment but much more on control through the use of algorithms (for characteristics 

of the gig economy: Valenduc and Vendramin 2016; Wobbe et al. 2016; Berg et al. 2018; 

Eurofound 2018). 

6.4.4 The gig workforce 

It is not easy to assess the size and characteristics of the gig workforce. Not all registered 

workers are regularly active whilst an individual worker may be simultaneously reg-

istered on several platforms. It is no surprise then that estimates of the share of the 

wage-dependent workforce performing ‘weekly’ or ‘regularly’ tasks on web-based la-

bour platforms vary. For the five countries highlighted in this book, estimates ranged 

 

5  We have left out platforms where the main traded ‘good’ is not labour, such as eBay 
and Airbnb; work mediated by agencies, and activities in the social-oriented 
collaborative economy such as crowdfunding and all kinds of lending activities. 
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from 1 to 4.5% of the total workforce of 107 million in 2018. Currently a magnitude 

between 5 and 6 million people seems most likely. Recent research indicates consider-

able variation in age, educational background, personal situation and motives for tak-

ing on platform work. Young people, below the age of 35, remain overrepresented but 

the share of workers over 50 seems to have increased to between 15 and 20%. Most 

figures on gender indicate that on web- and location-based platforms men accounted 

for 60 to 80% of all jobs. It is also significant that in 2017, 54% of 200 platforms opera-

tional in the EU28 required low skills, 20% low to medium skills, and 10% medium to 

high skills. Two types of motives to perform platform work were most prominent in 

surveys: on the one hand flexibility required for personal reasons and on the other, the 

wish to earn money in order to supplement one’s income (data overall: Eurofound 

2018 and OECD 2019; on skills: Fabo et al. 2017; on income: Spencer et al. 2018). 

The development of the gig economy has been seen by some commentators as herald-

ing potentially positive effects for employment whilst providing opportunities to inte-

grate people existing beyond even the periphery of the labour market. However, closer 

scrutiny reveals that the effects are mixed in terms of labour market segmentation and 

job quality. The risk that vulnerable parts of the workforce --in particular young, low-

skilled and migrant workers-- could be confined to precarious jobs with reduced social 

protection is an increasing reality for many in the gig economy. In a sample of platform 

workers covering four of our five countries (not France), just over a half in Sweden and 

a third in the Netherlands were located in the lowest one-third bracket of the income 

distribution. Moreover, various surveys and reviews have confirmed that the hourly 

earnings of considerable shares of these workers remain very low forcing them to work 

long hours to gain a decent income from platform work.  

In addition, nearly all of those working either for web-based or for location-based plat-

forms have to accept a self-employed status, meaning that they alone are responsible 

for pension contributions and premiums for sickness and disability insurance. Because 

platform workers are often in arrangements that can be discontinued without notice 

or explanation and offer no guaranteed volumes of work, overall earnings tend to be 

low even when the tasks themselves are relatively well paid. It should come as no great 

surprise that recent research has linked the insecurities that characterize work and 

payment in the gig economy with high stress levels among platform workers (Euro-

found 2018; Berg et al. 2018; Spencer et al. 2018; reviews on website Fair Crowd Work; 

on work stress: EU-OSHA 2017). 

As a trade union publication states, “‘Algorithmic management’ (….) allows these plat-

forms to increasingly track and discipline workers, in many cases circumventing or 

flouting existing labour and health and safety regulations, to the detriment of platform 

workers’ social protection” (Van Daele 2018: 5). It is clear that by working for web-

based platforms workers compete with thousands or even millions of low-paid work-

ers across the world. This, in effect, puts rewards for low-skilled tasks that range much 

wider than the current size of the gig economy under particular pressure. Such pres-
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sure can impact negatively on wage rates and job quality in ‘adjacent’ economic activ-

ities -- that is, in basically any activities where administrative, IT and creative jobs can 

be broken down into micro-tasks. Tasks requiring specialised skills appear to be less 

at risk in this global race to the bottom. The prospects for workers related to location-

based platforms also seem somewhat better but here developments over time need 

critical scrutiny. For example, Uber uses dynamic pricing when starting up in a city to 

attract a critical mass of both customers and taxi drivers but over time growing com-

petition among drivers is likely to put their fees under pressure (cf. Schwellnus et al. 

2019; also ETUC 2019).  

Overall, the conditions summarized here raise many questions about the employment 

status of workers in the gig economy and the rights they can exercise. A main line of 

defense platform operators is prone to repeat regarding their responsibility and ac-

countability is that they act simply as an intermediary. In so doing they avoid the role 

and responsibilities of an employer. This has been contested notably by Uber drivers 

in a growing number of court cases. The main legal issue here is the self-employment 

status of gig workers. Outside of litigation, the possibilities for collectively represent-

ing workers caught up in the gig economy seem limited although a number of inter-

esting workers’ initiatives have emerged such as ‘platform cooperatives’, grass-roots 

unions, and union-affiliated guilds (cf. Van Daele 2018). 

6.5 Shaping the consequences: change management 

6.5.1 Endangering change: understaffing 

Technological change has developed into a more or less constant feature within com-

panies, the pace and quantity of which creates fragile situations for many of the work-

force involved. As stated, our joint experience as labour consultants shows to a con-

siderable extent that the way the change process is implemented frequently deter-

mines its success. Thus, in shaping the consequences of the advance of IT in work or-

ganisations, socially responsible change management is absolutely essential. Hereaf-

ter, we highlight two recurrent problem areas associated with IT and change, namely: 

understaffing and the poorly planned introduction of technical tools. 

Currently, understaffing is one of the main challenges facing employees in both the 

private and public sectors. It is more than likely that the high scores we encountered 

in section 6.2 for outcomes such as ‘working at very high speed’, ‘working to tight 

deadlines’ and ‘not enough time to get job done’ can in large part be ascribed to the 

mismatch between staffing levels and workloads. It is the common experience of the 

authors that poorly managed reorganization processes are often rooted in the wide-

spread managerial misapprehension that reorganization and related change processes 

especially combined with greater digitalization will result in rapid productivity gains. 

In section 3.4.2 we already questioned the evidence underpinning this assumption for 

the public sector. Indeed, by contrast we have learned in general that even well-man-

aged and rather modest change processes generally only begin to yield productivity 

gains and labour savings after some three or four years.  
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Related experience also suggests that attempts at reversing any imbalances between 

staffing levels and workloads once they have been established, often meets considera-

ble resistance from middle management in particular. The resulting long periods of 

understaffing clearly have a negative effect on job quality. Such elements are often 

connected with regular and long hours of overtime working which in itself has nega-

tive effects on job quality, work stress and a worsening work-life balance. Across the 

five countries studied for this book, we can see that structural understaffing has re-

cently occurred in many parts of the service sector, for instance in health and social 

care, retail, and in fast food restaurants.  

The analysis of workloads and the construction of appropriate staffing levels are com-

plex exercises, and a number of factors need to be taken into account as shown below 

in the French banking case. In the service sector a mismatch between staffing levels 

and workloads often emerges as a double-edged sword. It brings not only the risk of 

fatigue, work stress and demotivation among employees but can also create a ‘cascade’ 

of negative organisational effects damaging the quality of customer service, including: 

• increased waiting times (on counters, in waiting rooms, on the phone); 

• risks of creating customer discontent and incivility related to long waiting 

times; 

• risks concerning the speed and care with which customer requests are pro-

cessed; 

• stricter management of working time including limiting breaks for the employ-

ees. 

Case 6.5. A problematic workload assessment within a bank network (France) 

For several years employee representatives at branches of a large bank had been 

drawing management’s attention to increased work stress and high sickness rates 

caused by problems reaching prescribed work targets. The debate focused on the 

number of appointments to be carried out each week. Opinions on this matter di-

verged strongly between management and employee representatives. For the Sales 

Manager at the national level, the workload for network employees was deemed to 

be both acceptable and manageable despite the complexity of commercial activity in 

the branch office. According to employee representatives, management did not take 

into account the conditions that made day-to-day tasks more cumbersome. The rep-

resentatives argued that work-related stress was resulting from a gap between the 

theoretically calculated time to fulfill a particular task and the time actually required. 

No results emerged from these discussions. Faced with this stalemate, the Works 

Council (CE) unanimously mandated the Health, Security and Working Conditions 

Committee (CHSCT) to commission an assignment, and subsequently called on the 

ARETE labour consultancy to do the job. 

The ARETE consultant produced the following findings. First, salespeople did in-

deed have a heavy workload. The working hours of a branch manager varied be-
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tween 45 and 60 hours, with an average of around 50 hours per week. Branch manag-

ers were under a lot of pressure and had only limited powers. It tended to be a soli-

tary position, and seemed to suffer from a loss of prestige and attractiveness. For cli-

ent managers and advisors, working times fluctuated between 8 and 11 hours per 

day. A second set of findings concerned the weakened position of some employees. 

The assignment identified a small minority who were in real difficulty. Contrary to a 

preconceived idea, these were not necessarily employees with strong seniority. This, 

in effect, showed that the employer’s ability to detect vulnerable employees and then 

deal with their problems was the real challenge.  

ARETE’s findings and recommendations were discussed within the CHSCT and their 

analysis managed to bring the disparate points of view closer together. As a result, 

management made several commitments including: improving the HR system; 

promising additional resources from experts on administrative matters to relieve the 

agencies’ sales teams; better replacement in case of absence, and additional support 

for employees in difficulty. On other points though, commitments remained very 

limited as the bank was part of a large international group and targets and ratios 

were defined at group level. Similarly, the group’s information system prevailed. 

Nevertheless, the fact that a shared diagnosis of the situation had been agreed could 

at least be viewed as a positive result. 

(See for an extensive case description Appendix 1, Case A4) 

6.5.2 Endangering change: poorly planned introduction of IT tools  

A second recurrent problem that often bedevils IT-driven change arises when IT tools 

are introduced before their proper finalisation and testing have taken place. This inev-

itably forces users to overcome initial development glitches as well as the malfunctions 

and irregularities that are all too common with new IT systems. The following case 

study is a good illustration of this type of problem and reminds us that such systems 

are not beyond the reach of the law of unintended consequences. We can add that it is 

fairly common for employees experiencing difficulties with IT ‘tools’ to hide their 

problems which of course makes them even more vulnerable. Moreover, work invari-

ably becomes more intensive where work tools are not completely mastered. It seems 

that management circles often overestimate the ease with which ‘their’ workforce will 

attain this mastery. Recent survey outcomes may act as a wake-up call here. For exam-

ple, according to a survey conducted in France in 2018, only 28% of employees sur-

veyed indicated that they were ‘at ease with the computer tools and software’ in their 

work; this was 7% less than recorded in 2013. Even among young employees, digital 

skills appeared to be at a relatively low level, with 34% of the respondents aged below 

30 endorsing the ‘at ease’ option. Overall, in this survey two out of 10 responded they 

were even overwhelmed by digital tools (Malakoff Médéric 2018: 15). 

Another aspect of the timing problem concerns the frequently over-optimistic assump-

tions made by managers and management consultants regarding the time it takes for 



190 

information systems to be implemented with full effect. This often coincides with sim-

ilarly over-optimistic estimations regarding savings (ie. staff reductions), once again 

leading to an intensification of work as a reduced workforce has to train on and work 

with the new IT systems or tools. 

Case 6.6. Inappropriate and incomplete work tools (France)  

An insurance company decided to replace the laptops of its mobile salespeople with 

a digital tablet fitted with new sales software and an electronic signature. For sales-

people, the tactile tablet seemingly represented a significant advance in their ability 

to make real-time, customer facing sales as well as facilitating, better collection of 

customer data. However, the salespeople soon encountered technical problems, rang-

ing from crashes to slowdowns and repeated data loss. In addition, the electronic sig-

nature proved to be unreliable and the new sales software was more restrictive than 

in the past. Apart from these bugs and malfunctions, the salespersons were left with 

less autonomy.  

What had not been foreseen was that their new software required the salesperson to 

put an undue focus on the smooth running of the sales interview because each step 

in the process had to be carried out to the letter of the software algorithm before ac-

cess to the next step was allowed. The compulsory use of tablets clearly generated 

stress for salespeople, many of whom were left with the feeling of not having the 

means to do their job correctly, or were concerned at wasting time and losing wages. 

On top of this came the intensification of work arising from the more precise tracking 

of their appointments, which added to their loss of autonomy. Overall, the situation 

entailed a loss of credibility with customers and consequently a loss of earnings. Un-

ions and employee representatives repeatedly alerted management to the sharp dete-

rioration in salespeople’s working conditions. They were critical of management for 

minimizing the situation and failing to take action.  

It was in this context of high tension that the CHSCT voted to call on an ARETE la-

bour consultant paid for by the company. The expert’s task was to carry out an audit 

of the conduct of change, to assess the adequacy of the technical tools to meet sales-

people’s needs, and to suggest improvements. Management disputed the merits of 

this request but nevertheless authorized the commissioning of the assignment. 

ARETE conducted interviews with a sample of salespeople backed up by a survey 

and finally by observing a number of workstations. In addition, interviews were con-

ducted with management representatives and technical teams. 

Against expectation, management largely shared ARETE’s observations and recom-

mendations. It acknowledged that the new tools were deployed without being suffi-

ciently tested beforehand and that the accompanying measures could be improved. 

The expert’s analysis showed that some salespeople had become very vulnerable, 

partly because the deployment of the new tool had emphasized pre-existing prob-

lems and partly because the pace and magnitude of the changes were difficult to 

keep up with. In addition, the mass of information to be assimilated imposed a heavy 
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mental burden on most salespeople, already confronted by simultaneous changes in 

technical tools, sales targets, regulation, products and pricing policy. The available 

training and support measures were clearly not adequate and the fact that training 

took place when the software was not properly developed seriously compromised 

learning. For instance, in the event of a technical problem the user was often unable 

to know if the bug had been caused by their own inexperience or by malfunctioning 

software. Either way, here was an obvious source of stress and uncertainty that af-

fected some people more than others. It also went someway to explaining the wide 

disparity in the use of the tablets. 

The expert’s findings and recommendations led to a debate within the CHSCT be-

tween elected officials and management which ultimately allowed them to share a 

diagnosis. The majority of these recommendations were approved by management, 

identifying as priorities: 

• the populations at risk; 

• adapting training and support measures;  

• developing the sales tool to make data collection more meaningful while 

providing users with flexibility; 

• staying alert to the conduct of change (stabilizing the work tool, limiting the 

frequency of delivery of new versions and testing them further); 

• strengthening the support capacity of local management.  

6.6 Good practice 

We now present good practice suggestions aimed at involving employee representa-

tives and achieving a meaningful social dialogue concerning the intensification of 

work.  

In our view it is vital  

where work organisation is an issue, that  

GP26 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should ques-

tion all management decisions aligned with Business Process Re-engineering 

(BPR), lean management, target-oriented management or methods aiming at 

flexible and agile organisations. They should raise in particular the implica-

tions for wages, job quality (autonomy, workload and work–life balance) and 

employment levels; 

GP27 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should en-

courage the design of office space that optimises the occupation rate of offices 

and enhances job quality and should explore psychosocial risks connected 

with the design issues just noted; 

GP28 employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants should ques-

tion the need for workers to be connected continuously with work through 
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smart phones, laptops and tablets have and consider the viability of arrange-

ments to be disconnected during holidays and rest periods, 

and widening to focus on connected institutions and policies:  

GP40 trade unions should invest in building the capacity of their officers and em-

ployee representatives to assess and negotiate socially and economically ac-

ceptable alternatives to the introduction of Business Process Re-engineering 

(BPR), lean management, target-oriented management or methods aiming at 

flexible and agile organisations; 

GP41 trade unions should consider opportunities and work actively to build sup-

port mechanisms and collective interest representation for so-called ‘gig work-

ers’, including as a priority securing legal clarity with regard to their contrac-

tual status; 

GP42 trade unions must strive to ensure that appropriate arrangements in sectoral 

collective labour agreements (CLAs) are in place to mitigate any occupational 

safety and health (OSH) consequences flowing from changes in the use of 

control mechanisms. 
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CHAPTER 7. NEW CHALLENGES FOR HEALTHY WORK: WORK-
RELATED STRESS AND RISK ASSESSMENT 

7.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we broaden out from our analysis in Chapter 6 to take a more general 

look at psychosocial risks and the challenges posed when assessing these risks. The 

need to assess both the incidence and severity of work-related stress is compelling. 

Quite apart from the obligations imposed by European Directives and national laws, 

the massive costs of work-related illness, for employers and society as a whole, means 

that achieving and maintaining ‘healthy work’ is a rational demand for all concerned. 

It is though essential to first of all discuss the methodological foundation upon which 

the assessment of work-related stress can be built. The primary requirement here is to 

ensure that the surveying of psychosocial risks is logically linked with the prevention 

of these risks and, one step further, with the redesign of tasks associated with stress. 

Therefore, section 7.2.1 is devoted to a brief history of the methods used by European 

and American researchers to assess psychosocial risks. We highlight the inspirational 

contributions from Karasek and Siegrist and other key researchers from the United 

States, Sweden and Germany who developed survey questionnaires that continue to 

prove their value day-to-day in risk assessments. We follow this with a brief descrip-

tion of the development of the Socio-Technical Systems Design (STSD) paradigm that 

we as authors contend has been essential for ensuring that organisational changes 

stimulate competitiveness and technological innovation as well as enable to improve 

job quality. Section 7.2.2 goes into the ISO 10075-1 standard that reflects the minimum 

consensus existing concerning the concepts ‘mental strain’ and ‘mental stress’. Section 

7.2.3 is dedicated to the international legal framework that emerged in the 1980s, in 

particular the European Commission’s Framework Directive 89/391 on occupational 

safety and health (OSH).  

In section 7.3 we review the practice of psychosocial risk management in the five coun-

tries scrutinized, drawing on the 2014 ESENER-2 survey of EU-OSHA. We go on to 

evaluate the incidence of workplace risk assessments and discuss in particular the pos-

itive (drivers) and negative (barriers) factors involved in risk assessment. The next sec-

tions outline the practice of risk assessment in the five countries on which we concen-

trate. In spite of the European Framework (Directive), these countries showed quite 

divergent patterns. Obviously, differences in industrial relations legislation and prac-

tices have played a role here but so have the national academic traditions that have 

influenced the risk assessment and intervention options researchers, (labour) consult-

ants and employee representatives have sought to implement.  

7.2 Psychosocial risks: backgrounds 
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7.2.1 A brief history of methods 

To a considerable extent the methodology used by European researchers to assess psy-

chosocial risks at work has been inspired by analyses of organisational or occupational 

stress developed in the United States, Sweden and Germany. In the US, following stud-

ies of leadership at Michigan University, Robert Kahn and colleagues launched a social 

research project in the late 1950s that focused on the links between the workplace en-

vironment and mental health. The resulting pathbreaking book: Organizational Stress 

(Kahn et al. 1964) set out four key components leading to work stress, namely: organi-

sational characteristics and their subjective translation into role conflict, role overload 

and role ambiguity; stress reactions, and long-term health effects. Personal character-

istics and social support were, by contrast, seen as mediating factors. In later publica-

tions Kahn emphasized the importance of objective job demands as stressors (cf. Katz 

and Kahn 1978). 

In the 1960s, Lennart Levi and colleagues at the Karolinska Institute, the renowned 

medical university near Stockholm, also carried out research on psychosocial factors 

and health. The originality of their research lies in the way they utilized biomedical 

research, such as physiological studies measuring stress hormones levels in urine, 

combined with inputs from social medicine and social research, in particular from oc-

cupational psychology. In Sweden this line of research clearly underpinned the idea 

of a reformist social policy and prompted political and trade union debates. The re-

searchers involved stimulated legislation, notably the Swedish 1976 Co-determination 

at Work Act (MBL) and the 1978 Work Environment Act: both at the time unique in 

Europe in pioneering the codification of labour rights, working conditions and partic-

ipatory management practices. Kagan and Levi (1974) paved the way for further re-

search by systematically mapping the psychosocial stimuli working at the interface 

between the work environment and health. They divided illness-generating stimuli 

into four categories: cognitive, emotional, behavioural, and physiological. However, 

in their model job demands were central whereas the relationship between these de-

mands and the level of control the worker could exert in his/her job remained rather 

unspecified. 

Instead, the American sociologist Robert Karasek, in his seminal 1979 article Job de-

mands, job decision latitude, and mental strain: implications for job redesign, developed a 

more comprehensive approach that considered the level of control a worker has over 

his or her work situation (a psychosocial dimension) to be crucial as opposed to simply 

considering job demands. Based on empirical studies undertaken in Sweden in the 

1970s, Karasek suggested job strain resulted from a combination of high psychological 

job demands with little room for personal decision-making (little control, discretion, 

autonomy or decision latitude), thereby increasing the risk of a range of safety and 

health consequences for the individual workers concerned. By contrast, if high job de-

mands could be combined with a high level of decision latitude, stress could emerge 

as a more positive and stimulatory force for personal development. Crucial in what 

gained fame as the ‘Job Demand-Control’ or JDC model, was Karasek’s assumption 
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that the dimensions of demand and control might reflect different mechanisms of 

physiological activation. 

Karasek went on collaborating with his Swedish colleague Töres Theorell at the Ka-

rolinska Institute to apply the JDC model to predict cardiovascular disease. At the 

same time they extend the model to consider the issue of support at work and created 

the ‘Job Demand-Control-Support’ or JDCS model (Karasek and Theorell, 1990; Theo-

rell and Karasek 1996). Figure 7.1 presents the Karasek – Theorell model in stylized 

form. In fact, a few years earlier the American researchers Jeffrey Johnson and Ellen 

Hall (1988) had elaborated the importance of social support by incorporating social 

isolation, which improved the predictive ability of the model. At a later stage, Theorell 

and Karasek (1996: 14) agreed with Johnson and Hall’s conclusion that the social di-

mension might be gender differentiated. For instance, for women the ‘high demand -- 

low social support’ combination seems to work out more negatively than for men. Un-

til the turn of the century at least, the JDC and JDCS models dominated research on 

occupational stress (cf. Van der Doef and Maes 1999).  

Figure 7.1  The Karasek – Theorell model  

 

 
 

In the 1990s Johannes Siegrist, a German professor of medical sociology, observed that 

Karasek’s approach to control was overly focused on objective task characteristics 

(Siegrist 1996). He pointed out that this seemed to neglect personal coping and reward 

that were both key factors identified by the American psychologist Richard Lazarus in 

his masterpiece Psychological Stress and the Coping Process (1966). Subsequent studies 

also showed that variations in personal responses to ostensibly similar situations were 

important. It was no surprise then that Siegrist et al. (1990; 2004) proposed and tested 

a model of Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) that included these psychological catego-

ries. Their model identified effort and social reward as crucial dimensions. According 

to their tests high effort without concomitant social reward would spark strong nega-
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tive emotions and strain with long-term negative health consequences. In a work con-

text, reward can be transmitted through three categories: financial; social-emotional 

(esteem), and through prospects (career opportunities and job security). The ‘social 

reward’ concept seemed to merge the ideas of decision latitude and social support 

though the Siegrist model focuses mainly on the cost-benefit features of the job, rather 

than the more diverse approach of the JDCS model. Nevertheless, Theorell and Ka-

rasek (1996: 14), in a journal article preceding Siegrist’s, regarded his approach as a 

valuable addition to their model and suggested the ERI model be used as a supplement 

to theirs. 

Along with their colleagues, Karasek and Siegrist were also active in developing sur-

vey questionnaires. Karasek’s Job Content Questionnaire (JCQ), for example, is well-

known with its sub-scales covering physical and psychological job demands, decision 

latitude, personal insecurity and social support in the work place. Though amended, 

the EWCS questionnaire used in Chapters 5 and 6 derived many of its questions from 

the JCQ. Recently for psychosocial risk assessment a number of tested methods, ques-

tionnaires and E-tools have become available on the Internet. These are mostly in Eng-

lish although some other languages are also catered for and are either for sale or, to a 

limited extent, are free. As far as can be ascertained, these instruments appear basically 

to go back to the foundations laid by Karasek and Siegrist and their predecessors. In 

the last two decades the pressure of legal obligations has created a substantial market 

for risk assessment procedures and practices. At country level, commercial publishers, 

government departments or agencies, employers’ associations, and trade unions have 

all been involved in such activity. 

Efforts to connect psychosocial risk assessment with the prevention of a stressful work 

environment have, to a considerable extent, coincided with the development of the 

Socio-Technical Systems Design (ST or STSD) paradigm. STSD combines analytical 

and process tools. The paradigm can be regarded as a reaction to the earlier schools of 

thought that either emphasized the technical (scientific management: Taylor) or the 

social aspects (human relations: Mayo) of work organisation. The progenitors of STSD 

tried to integrate these two approaches into a single ‘joint optimization’ paradigm 

aimed at bringing about sustainable change at work, innovative work organisations 

and good job quality. For over seven decades the theoretical foundations of STSD have 

continued to evolve along the pathways that emerged in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. 

The findings from a wide array of change and action projects (Hackman and Oldham 

1980: 62) enabled a continuous dialogue to refine and consolidate both the theory and 

practice of STSD -- even through the harsher economic and political conditions that 

unfolded in the 1980s and 1990s (cf. Mumford 2006). By the turn of the century under-

standing the effects of new developments like artificial intelligence (AI) on the organ-

isation of work had become crucial in terms of maintaining the relevance of STSD to 

the challenges posed by the rapid organizational shifts apparent in many contempo-

rary workplaces (cf. Hesketh and Graco 2015). 
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Thus, current STSD approaches can claim to have had various ‘fathers’. First in line 

are the British coal mine studies and experiments with (semi-) autonomous groups the 

Tavistock Institute undertook from 1946 on. Following on from this, we can locate the 

Norwegian Industrial Democracy Programme (1962-1969) and its diffusion into the 

Swedish car industry and Swedish legislation. Thereafter, in the course of the 1960s 

and 1970s, various forward-looking entrepreneurs, researchers and consultants 

throughout Europe and North America recognised that strengthening competitive-

ness, facilitating technological innovation and improving job quality were all posi-

tively connected. Some of these individuals may have had only the sketchiest 

knowledge of STSD but obviously had witnessed the mounting limitations of Taylorist 

organisation concepts. As a result, in Northwestern Europe, at least, the search for 

new, sustainable forms of work organisation rose up the societal agenda whilst the 

frameworks of organisational learning and change were widened to cope with this 

task. In this search the central message became apparent that though the assessment 

of psychosocial risks is a logical first step in their prevention unless there is a clear 

follow through in terms of the (re)design of jobs and organisations, work-related stress 

often is likely to persist. 

Three modern STSD variants are worth a mention here, namely (for overviews: Van 

Eijnatten 1993; Fricke and Totterdill 2004): 

• Participative (or Participatory) Design (PD) developed from 1969 onwards in 

Australia and broadly applied in Denmark, the UK, the US and Canada;  

• the Collective Design Approach, a trade union-oriented action and training 

strategy developed in both Norway and Sweden from the 1970s onwards to 

stimulate the involvement of end-users in the (re)design of computing systems 

(Ehn and Kyng 1987; Bjerknes and Bratteteig 1995); 

• Integral Organisational Renewal (IOR) developed and applied since the early 

1970s in the Netherlands by Ulbo de Sitter and colleagues. 

The essence of IOR theory combines explanatory, design and organisational develop-

ment functions within participative (re)design processes. Notwithstanding its robust 

theoretical underpinning, STSD as a practice had up to the beginning of the 1980s suf-

fered from an ‘implementation deficit’ (Gustavsen 2004: 21). This changed in the fol-

lowing decade to some extent. For example, in the Netherlands from around 1984 on-

wards thousands of managers and workers were trained in IOR to enable them to turn 

complex organisations with simple jobs into simple organisations with complex jobs. 

These training courses and a growing number of interventions at company level also 

clarified the weaknesses of the then mainstream ‘classical’ STSD approaches such as 

the lack of integration of technical production and IT systems in organisational and 

workplace design; the rather exclusive expert-based approach; the neglect of the often 

subtle power relations at workplace level, and the disregard for (changes in) competi-

tive conditions (cf. Van Klaveren 1989).  
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On the other hand, prominent adherents of STSD in Europe learned from interventions 

about the need to build trust relations in the early stages of change projects in particu-

lar where the Collingridge dilemma (section 2.4.1) was likely to arise. A number of the 

case studies presented in this book draw attention to this dilemma and the ‘twilight 

zone’ that often characterizes the early stages of change processes. Here, a tangle of 

various kinds of knowledge (general, local, technical, social), interests and roles has to 

be untwisted before members of the organisation can even start searching for a ‘com-

mon language’ to communicate and build trust relations (De Sitter et al. 1997; Gus-

tavsen 1996). Fortunately, the terminology of STSD has proved to be a quite appropri-

ate language of communication throughout trajectories of change. Interestingly, in 

spite of all practical complications the crucial instruments to assess job quality, even 

the newer approaches such as the Dutch IOR toolboxes, have remained close to Ka-

rasek’s 1979 model creating ‘active work with learning opportunities’ as a major un-

derpinning theme (Van Eijnatten 1993: 94; Van Klaveren 1994). 

Clearly, one of the strengths of STSD has been its development of a dialogue within 

research and action projects aimed at bringing about sustainable and human-centred 

work organisations. Authors of this book and their colleagues have been involved in 

research contributing to this dialogue, for instance in the German INQA and the Dutch 

TAO initiatives and, in international cooperation, in SALTSA projects (cf. Huzzard et 

al. 2004; Gregory and Nilsson 2004; Fricke and Totterdill 2004) and in the European 

ADAPT and IRENE frameworks. Based on this experience we would strongly urge a 

new generation of labour consultants and trade union-oriented researchers to continue 

(and even expand) this type of participation in European research programmes. 

7.2.2 ISO 10075 and the concepts of strain and stress 

There are no binding rules on how mental stress should be evaluated within psychoso-

cial risk assessments. As can be seen from the debates in occupational psychology, the 

models of Karasek and Siegrist in particular have emerged as leaders in the field. Both 

models separate the terms ‘mental strain’ and ‘mental stress’ reflecting the minimum 

consensus also to be found in ISO 10075-1, Ergonomic principles related to mental work-

load. This ISO standard embodies the dual concept of stress and strain and is supposed 

to have its origin in the technical and scientific descriptions of material properties. The 

concept can be elaborated as follows. A strain put on an object has an impact. How this 

object reacts depends mainly on the duration and the strength of the strain, the quality 

of the material and the surrounding environmental conditions. Plainly, material can 

react in different ways: it can bend or break, swing back elastically or change shape, or 

it might become progressively more fatigued. We should note here that occupational 

psychologists have rightly criticized this approach as being too mechanical and deter-

minist to be applied to human behaviour. Be that as it may, ISO 10075-1 persists as the 

basis for most ergonomic analyses of mental stress. 
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‘Mental stress’ has been defined in the ISO 10075-1/2000 version as ”The total of all 

assessable influences impinging upon a human being from external sources and affect-

ing it mentally”. The term is used in a neutral way here, whereas in the more recent 

standard ISO 6385 (2004), work stress is defined negatively (“The sum of those external 

conditions and demands in the work system which act to disturb a person´s physio-

logical and/or psychological state”). The first part of the standard differentiates be-

tween four groups of mental strains:  

• requirements set by the task, e.g. demands on concentration; 

• physical conditions like noise; 

• social and organisational factors, notably work organisation and leadership; 

• societal factors like unemployment. 

The definition (“The total of all assessable influences….”) recognizes that single stress 

factors have to be analyzed in this wider context. 

Next, the ISO 10075-1/2000 version describes and defines ‘mental strain’ in the follow-

ing way: “Mental stress has an impact on human beings, it strains them. The nature, 

strength and duration of strain are specified by individual and situational features. 

The strain (hence the effects of mental stress on human beings) is defined by the stand-

ard as the immediate effect of mental stress within the individual (not the long-term 

effect) depending on his/her individual habitual and actual preconditions, including 

individual coping styles”. Thus, the stress-strain model can be expanded by individual 

factors with positive or negative effects on the relation between the two components. 

According to ISO 10075-1, the short-term consequences of stress can be divided into 

positive (stimulating) and negative (impairing) effects. Stimulating effects include: 

• the warming up effect: whereby an activity can be carried out with decreased ef-

fort soon after the beginning; 

• the training effect: whereby learning processes improve the individual’s perfor-

mance and ability to cope with repeated mental stress. 

By contrast, ISO 10075-1 sets out impairing effects as follows:  

• mental fatigue: temporary impairment of mental and physical functioning that 

may lead to tiredness, adverse relations between performance and effort, and 

frequent errors; 

• monotony: the possibility that monotonous, repetitive activities may lead to 

sleepiness, decreases in and fluctuations of performance, reduced ability to 

adapt and react, and unsteady heart rate; additionally, monotonous monitoring 

activities may lead to reduced vigilance; 

• mental satiation: a state of nervous-restlessness, strongly influencing the activity 

or situation, that may lead to a feeling of stalling and being stuck, in turn pro-

voking irritation, drops in performance, fatigue, and a tendency towards with-

drawal. 

Characteristically such strains disappear after the triggering stress has ended. If this 

does not occur because a stressor (for example excessive demands) is permanently pre-

sent or decision-making leads to persistent feelings of powerlessness or irritation, a 
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higher risk of work-related illnesses becomes probable. The nature, duration and in-

tensity of the consequences of stress depend on the interaction of specific stressors with 

other influential factors such as workload and supportive conditions as well as the 

characteristics of the individual worker, such as gender; age; contractual position; 

competence and experience; health; confidence, motivation and individual attitudes to 

life. The fact that stress may have different effects on individual workers does not ob-

scure the fundamental harmfulness of monotonous, tiring, mentally exhausting or bur-

densome working conditions or the fact that they basically need to be avoided. 

As emphasized by Karasek and Siegrist, ‘stress’ and ‘strain’ should be related to re-

sources. The availability of resources, whether physical, psychological, social or organ-

isational, and their effective use may reduce the adverse consequences of work-related 

stress and may even stimulate personal learning and competence development. From 

the stress-strain models various strategies to tackle mental stress can be derived, 

namely: 

• situational prevention: the evaluation and optimization of working conditions 

and work organisation; 

• behavioural prevention: the strengthening of individual individual resources, 

for example through measures of health promotion. 

7.2.3 The international framework 

A 1984 report of a joint ILO (International Labour Organization) / WHO (World 

Health Organization) committee mapped ‘psychosocial risk factors at work’ and 

brought the notion to the attention of a wider audience. The report concluded with 

recommendations that currently still look up-to-date and highly relevant. For example, 

its final remarks read as follows: “In reviewing the various recommendations made at 

the national and international level, the Committee finds that particular attention 

should be given to the following main areas: (a) the survey and collection of data to 

indicate the types and magnitude of occupational psychosocial factors and their effect 

on health in various parts of the world; (b) the transfer and exchange of information 

on psychosocial factors at work and their effect on health; (c) the development of edu-

cational material on the recognition of problems and on the implementation and eval-

uation of control and preventive measures” (ILO/WHO 1984: 77).  

Lennart Levi, vice-chair of the committee just mentioned, was among the researchers 

and practitioners boosting dissemination of the awareness of (methods of tackling) 

work-related stress at the European level. Levi co-authored the European Commis-

sion’s 1999 Guidance on work-related stress, and was involved in preparing the Commis-

sion’s Green Paper Improving the mental health of the population (2005) and the European 

Social Partners Framework Agreement on Work-Related Stress (2004). The later emergence 

of a Framework Agreement on Harassment and Violence at Work (2007), and the signing 

of both these agreements showed that the European social partners, at least formally, 

recognized the importance of assessing and preventing psychosocial risks at work. 
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Prior to these developments the European Commission had, in 1989, launched the 

Framework Directive 89/391 on Occupational Safety and Health. This Directive sets out the 

principles concerning the prevention of risks, the protection of safety and health, the 

assessment of risks, the elimination of risks and accident factors, as well as the inform-

ing, consultation and balanced participation and training of workers and their repre-

sentatives. It laid down basic obligations for employers and workers, with the general 

provision “The employer shall have a duty to ensure the safety and health of workers 

in every aspect related to the work” while “The workers’ obligations in the field of 

safety and health at work shall not affect the principle of the responsibility of the em-

ployer” (Art. 5: 1,3). Measures to be implemented by the employer based on the gen-

eral principles of prevention included (Art. 6: 2) “(a) avoiding risks; (b) evaluating the 

risks which cannot be avoided; (c) combating the risks at source; (d) adapting the work 

to the individual, especially as regards the design of work places, the choice of work 

equipment and the choice of working and production methods, with a view, in partic-

ular, to alleviating monotonous work and work at a predetermined work-rate and to 

reducing their effect on health (…..).”  

Concerning the obligatory protective and preventive services, the Directive (Art. 7: 

1,3,5) refers to “designated workers in the undertaking and/or establishment”; how-

ever: “If such protective and preventive measures cannot be organized for lack of com-

petent personnel (….), the employer shall enlist competent external services or per-

sons.” The latter ”(….) must have the necessary aptitudes and the necessary personal 

and professional means.” Clearly, the formal foundation for a practice of workplace 

risk assessments across Europe was articulated here. Its guidance lasted seven years 

until the Commission published Guidance on risk assessment at work (EC 1996). This set 

out the basics of how to carry out a risk assessment. It also included a chapter on “Se-

lection, involvement and use of external services as consultant health and safety spe-

cialists to make risk assessments”. In 2012, EU-OSHA, the European Agency for Safety 

and Health at Work based in Bilbao launched a useful Internet tool in this respect, the 

E-guide Managing stress and psychosocial risks. 

As is obligatory for EU member states, the Framework Directive 89/391 has gradually 

been transposed into national OSH legislation. In common with other Directives, this 

has been a gradual process (see website Eurlex). We summarize here the progress of 

this transposition in the five countries we have focused on in writing this book, before 

taking stock of the general situation of psychosocial risk assessment in these countries. 

Between 1989 and 2009 the French government enacted 20 laws and decrees related to 

the Directive. Up to 2002, eight German laws were adopted or changed as a conse-

quence of the Directive. In October 2013 the German Occupational Safety and Health 

Act was changed clarifying that psychosocial strains have to be included in risk assess-

ments. In 1994, the Dutch Working Conditions Act of 1980 was subject to a major over-

haul in order to become in line with the Framework Directive. In Sweden prior to 2006, 
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eight decrees or ministerial decisions had been adopted related to the Directive. Fi-

nally, in the UK, between 1989 and 2013, 26 often quite detailed regulations for indus-

tries or occupations were changed or adopted in the OSH field. 

The transposition across countries varied considerably, with significant differences 

arising on legal aspects related to the nature of the employer’s liability and whether 

the process was mandatory or not. In most EU countries employers can be fined in 

cases of occupational risk assessment failure. In France the legislation is notably strict. 

If an accident (or a suicide) happens in or related to the workplace and the employer 

has not taken the necessary preventive measures as defined by law, the employer can 

be held legally responsible because ‘inexcusable negligence’ is considered to be the 

cause (see Case 3.4 in Chapter 3). Differences in academic traditions and industrial 

relations have also influenced the divergence in national rule-setting. For example, in 

French academic circles psycho-sociological oriented approaches to occupational risks 

have received a much warmer welcome than the approaches aimed at (re)designing 

organisations that prevailed in Sweden and the Netherlands and to some extent also 

in Germany and the UK. In these four countries STSD-based approaches were much 

more in evidence. It seems likely that the predominantly adversarial industrial rela-

tions in France have pushed the application of psychosocial risk assessments into a 

more legalistic framework, possibly to the detriment of developing tangible improve-

ment tools. 

7.3 Psychosocial risk assessment: taking stock 

7.3.1 Our main source: the ESENER-2 Survey 

Similar to Chapter 6 where we largely relied on Eurofound’s EWCS, we use one main 

source to capture the practice of psychosocial risk management in the five countries 

scrutinized, namely, the Second European Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerg-

ing Risks (ESENER-2). ESENER-2 was undertaken in 2014 by EU-OSHA. The results 

were reported in 2016 (Irastorza et al.) and analysed in-depth by, among others, Wal-

ters and Wadsworth and in 2018 by Van den Heuvel et al. Recently in 2019, the 

ESENER-3 survey has been carried out but its results are not yet ready for publication. 

It should be noted that a number of issues included in the ESENER surveys, notably 

those on policy barriers and drivers, are related to general occupational safety and 

health (OSH) management and not specifically to psychosocial risk management. How-

ever, there is a close connection. Management commitment to OSH in general has been 

identified as the strongest driver of psychosocial risk management. Moreover, the 

drivers of psychosocial risk management were to a large extent similar to the drivers 

of general OSH management (Van den Heuvel et al. 2018: 5-6). 

Two observations on comparability are relevant here. First, due to the different phras-

ing of questions together with a changed definition of ‘target respondents’ and a lower 

boundary for establishment size (five instead of 10 employees), direct comparisons 

cannot be made of the results of ESENER-2 with those of ESENER-1, held in 2009 (Iras-
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torza et al. 2016: 13). Instead of addressing managers only as in 2009, ‘target respond-

ents’, though mostly managers, could in 2014 also include employee representatives 

or, in small establishments, just employees. Therefore, we could not properly analyse 

developments in risk management. Second, a number of questions on safety and health 

risks overlap with those of the EWCS. However, due to the frequently different phras-

ing of these questions a comparison of the outcomes of the ‘Dublin’ and ‘Bilbao’ sur-

veys was similarly beyond our power. In the next sections, we present outcomes of 

ESENER-2 on risk assessment and management broken down by country, industry 

and establishment size. 

7.3.2 Risk assessment by country: drivers 

First though, we devote two sections to presenting four tables, for 2014 for the five 

countries and averages for the EU28 that set out the incidence of workplace risk as-

sessments (WRAs) at establishment level, and the drivers and barriers for addressing 

OSH risks. In all tables we have shaded cells where the scores per were higher than 

the EU28 averages. 

Table 7.1 and Figure 7.2 (both next page) show that the incidence of WRAs –a first 

indication of the extent to which management have taken up psychosocial risk man-

agement – was rather high. In the EU28 around three quarters of establishments indi-

cated they regularly carried out such assessments. This outcome suggests most enter-

prises addressing OSH tend to do so in line with the EU Framework Directive 89/391 

(Irastorza et al. 2016: 15). Further analysis shows that with 92% of enterprises appar-

ently fulfilling their WRA monitoring obligations, the UK was by some distance the 

most conscientious of the five countries we have studied closely in this book. By con-

trast, the table shows relatively low WRA percentages for France and Germany, and 

also to a lesser extent for the Netherlands – all of whom were lower than the EU28 

average. It is noteworthy that for the five countries low WRA rates were to quite some 

extent correlated with a relatively heavy reliance on external WRA providers, suggest-

ing that internal management’s efforts remained rather limited (R=.55; although we 

found a lower correlation (R=.17) if all 28 EU countries were included in the equation). 

Sweden and the UK clearly had the highest shares of WRAs mainly conducted by in-

ternal staff, Germany and the Netherlands the lowest though in this respect all five 

country averages were considerably above the EU28 average. 

We should also warn against painting too much of a rosy picture here particularly 

insofar as of the involvement of rank-and-file employees in workplace risk assess-

ments is concerned. In various countries trade union surveys have suggested that this 

type of involvement remains problematic. In the section below on the UK approach 

(7.4.4) we cite a union survey providing evidence in this respect. 
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Table 7.1 Incidence of workplace risk assessments at establishment level, 2014, five 

countries and EU28 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU28 

Regular WRAs  56 66 73 80 92 73 77 

of 

which 

 

WRAs mainly conducted by internal staff 74 57 57 83 75 69 47 

WRAs mainly contracted to external providers 17 30 27 4 9 18 40 

WRAs conducted by both about equally 9 13 16 13 16 13 13 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

Figure 7.2 Division of workplace risk assessments at establishment level according to 

conducting service providers, 2014, five countries and EU28 

 
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

Next, we focus on the major reasons (drivers) for addressing OSH at establishment 

level. Table 7.2 and Figure 7.3 (next page) depict the outcomes regarding the five 

drivers ESENER-2 respondents could choose from here.  

Table 7.2 Major reasons for addressing safety and health at establishment level by 

country, 2014, five countries and EU28 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU28 

Fulfilling a legal obligation 83 86 80 90 89 87 86 

Meeting expectations from employees (-reps) 81 79 86 85 81 82 80 

Avoiding fines from Labour Inspectorate 65 74 72 82 83 75 79 

Maintaining the organisation’s reputation 61 80 78 86 84 78 77 

Maintaining or increasing productivity 42 73 78 70 53 60 65 

Unweighted average 66 78 79 83 78 77 77 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

  

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

FR GE NL SE UK EU28

conducted by both about equally

mainly contracted to external providers

mainly conducted by internal staff



207 

Figure 7.3 Major reasons for addressing safety and health at establishment level by 

country, 2014, five countries 

 
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

With the exception of the Netherlands, ‘fulfilling a legal obligation’, scored highest, 

followed by ‘meeting expectations from employees or their representatives’ and 

‘avoiding fines from the Labour Inspectorate’. ‘Reputation management’ was an issue 

across Europe and nearly four out of five respondents considered ‘maintaining the 

organisation’s reputation’ a major reason to act on OSH. ‘Maintaining or increasing 

productivity’ closed the ranks but remained a driver for about two in three respond-

ents. However, the French scores on the last three reasons were out of line generally 

and were remarkably low on the productivity issue. Based on the country averages, 

the intensity of arguments in favour of addressing OSH seemed to be considerably 

weaker in French establishments than elsewhere, and for three issues were also below 

the EU averages. At the other extreme Sweden stood out with scores that persistently 

came in above the EU average.  

Additional statistical analyses linking the reasons mentioned in the table with funda-

mental drivers, produced interesting results. Clearly, management commitment came 

out as the strongest driver of psychosocial risk management. Among the five reasons, 

three (‘meeting employee expectations’, ‘the organisation’s reputation’ and ‘increasing 

productivity’) were the most positively associated with risk management. Employee 

involvement also appeared to be a rather strong driver, both through formal represen-

tation channels (Works Council, OSH committee, trade union or safety representa-

tives) and through what the researchers called informal employee involvement, de-

fined as being involved in the design and implementation of measures after a risk as-

sessment. The ESENER-2 results appeared to confirm those of ESENER-1, emphasiz-

ing the important role of worker participation in defining and implementing measures 

for managing OSH in general and psychosocial risks in particular (Irastorza et al. 2016: 

9; Van den Heuvel et al. 2018: 25-26, 32).  
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7.3.3 Risk assessment by country: barriers 

Table 7.3 and Figure 7.4 (next page) depict the eight major difficulties (barriers) that 

can constrain OSH being addressed at establishment level. Clearly, the complexity of 

legal obligations in this field across the EU was the most frequently reported barrier 

with a related issue, ‘the paperwork’, ranked third. Both scores may point at the fact 

that bureaucratic procedures may often stand in the way of effective workplace assess-

ments. Here, France and the Netherlands showed the highest scores, thus confirming 

the main characterization of the official OSH approaches as well as workplace experi-

ence aired out by practitioners in both countries (see sections 7.4.2 and 7.4.3). 

Second was the ‘reluctance to talk openly about these issues’. Beyond these the other 

specific barriers to action all scored lower. However, at individual country level one 

or two turned out to be substantial hurdles for effective OSH management. Respond-

ents from France and the Netherlands notably reported above-average difficulties. In 

France, this included the lack of time or staff, of money and expertise or specialist sup-

port, whereas in the Netherlands the lack of awareness of OSH both among staff and 

management showed up as the problematic areas. Respondents from Germany, Swe-

den and the UK reported less barriers except for a ‘reluctance to talk openly about 

these issues’. Between Germany and the Netherlands, in spite of the similarities in the 

system of industrial relations (see Chapter 8), remarkable differences of over 10% 

points can be seen for no less than five issues. 

Table 7.3 Major difficulties in addressing safety and health at establishment level by 

country, 2014, five countries and EU28 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU28 

The complexity of legal obligations 54 39 48 19 27 37 40 

Reluctance to talk openly about these issues 36 32 29 32 35 33 30 

The paperwork 36 24 35 14 17 25 29 

A lack of time or staff 40 24 29 21 19 27 26 

A lack of money 35 9 28 19 15 21 23 

A lack of awareness among staff 8 14 35 11 9 17 18 

A lack of expertise or specialist support 24 6 18 10 10 14 13 

A lack of awareness among management 17 5 24 10 7 13 12 

Unweighted average 31 19 31 17 17 23 24 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 
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Figure 7.4 Major difficulties in addressing safety and health at establishment level by 

country, 2014, five countries  

  
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

Table 7.4 and Figure 7.5 (both next page) chart the use of OSH services at establishment 

level, including the different professions involved in OSH activities. Across countries, 

a wide variety showed up. The only question resulting in a large majority answering 

in the affirmative asked whether ‘A document explaining responsibilities on health 

and safety was available to workers’. This is not a particularly surprising result given 

the responsibilities and the risks of non-compliance, laid down in European directives 

and in national law on this requirement. The two other questions related to organisa-

tional conditions resulted in widely diverging scores. The response to the question 

about a specific annual OSH budget showed, rather surprisingly, the German score to 

be about half that posted by the Dutch. Also, the Swedish and British scores on 

whether the establishment had a plan of action to prevent work-related stress were 

about double those of France, Germany and the Netherlands. In the latter three coun-

tries the incidence of such plans appeared to be less than one third – a disquieting 

outcome.  

The use of specific OSH professionals diverged even more across countries, showing 

that in France the use of occupational health doctors was near-universal whilst in Swe-

den a majority of establishments used psychologists. The very low scores for most of 

these professional groupings recorded by UK respondents provided a sharp and wor-

rying contrast. With the exception of France, establishments in the other four countries 

with varying degrees of intensity used ergonomic experts (‘dealing with the ergo-

nomic design and set-up of workplaces’), safety and health generalists, and experts on 

accident prevention. The low percentages posted in France for these professions sug-

gest a strong division of labour in the OSH field at a rather low level of intensity. Na-

tional averages calculated over the eight items revealed a similar pattern to those of 

Table 7.2 and Figure 7.3 with France clearly possessing the lowest average level of 

‘drivers’ and Sweden the highest. 
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Table 7.4 Use of safety and health services at establishment level, 2014, five countries 

and EU28 

 FR GE NL SE UK 5 c. EU28 

An occupational health doctor 95 54 77 72 30 66 68 

A psychologist 15 12 28 60 13 26 17 

An ergonomic workplace expert 22 43 45 56 45 42 34 

A generalist on safety and health 18 68 53 50 72 52 64 

An expert on accident prevention 26 58 50 45 50 46 53 

Document on responsibilities 83 85 79 84 98 89 91 

Specific OSH budget set each year 50 28 53 48 37 43 43 

Action plan to prevent work-related stress 30 20 27 53 60 38 34 

Unweighted average 42 46 52 59 51 50 51 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

Figure 7.5 Use of safety and health services at establishment level by country, 2014, 

five countries 

 
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

7.3.4 Risk assessment by industry 

Looking at industries and the EU as a whole, ESENER-2 showed that workplace risk 

assessments (WRAs) were most widespread in the manufacturing industry (86%), fol-

lowed by construction, waste treatment and utilities (83%) with the education and 

health sectors (80%) together just above IT and financial services who posted the low-

est incidence of WRAs (77%). With only a few exceptions this EU-wide order of the 

WRA incidence across industries could also be found in the five countries under scru-

tiny. In the EU, manufacturing establishments also had the highest share of WRAs 

contracted solely to external providers (47%), while education and health contracted 

out the least (32%). 

An ESENER-2 report pointed to the existence of a strong correlation between the inci-

dence of WRAs and other OSH activities at sector level on the one hand and the re-

ported prevalence of psychosocial risks on the other (Van den Heuvel et al. 2018: 4). 
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combined with a low sense of urgency measured by the incidence of drivers contrasted 

with the high levels of work intensity found in the EWCS 2015. The analytical report 

correctly observed the importance of sectoral organisations and the level of support 

they may offer in this area. However, it did not in any way detail the matter (Van den 

Heuvel et al. 2018: 25-26, 32). Neither did the main ESENER-2 report shine any light 

here; it only referred to national sectoral agreements agreed in France (Irastorza et al. 

2016: 40). This seems to have been a missed opportunity. 

It is important to recognise that collective labour agreements (CLAs) at industry level 

that refer to OSH, according to the AIAS-ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter, also 

have been concluded in Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. In the Netherlands, 

these CLAs were to a large extent built on the tripartite OSH covenants arranged be-

tween 2003 and 2010 in many (sub)sectors. Neither should we overlook the role played 

by sectoral employer organisations or business associations in this respect. Brandl and 

Lehr (2016) noted that many of these bodies after the turn of the century ‘rose from the 

dead’ throughout Europe to help reach binding agreements on such non-wage issues. 

The same authors identified both a growing need among employers for assistance in 

employment and work-related practices, and how employer organisations had devel-

oped supportive practices for their members regarding OSH issues. We have evidence 

from across Europe that this has been particularly the case in manufacturing industry, 

construction and transport. As the next section amplifies, there is considerable scope 

to provide further OSH support for small and medium-sized organisations, and em-

ployer organisations or business associations could well expand their offers here in the 

years to come. Similarly, trade unions might consider the need to ramp up their at-

tempts to have appropriate clauses or covenants included in more sectoral collective 

agreements. 

Table 7.5 and Figure 7.6 (both next page) depict the industry scores for the five major 

reasons (drivers) the ESENER-2 respondents gave for addressing OSH in their estab-

lishment. The ranking of these reasons showed rather limited differences across indus-

tries. ‘Fulfilling a legal obligation’ ranked highest in public administration and in ed-

ucation and health. ‘Maintaining the organisation’s reputation’ scored highest in con-

struction, waste treatment and utilities which are all activities where reputation is a 

significant factor in winning tenders and contracts. Again, we shaded the cells in the 

table where the averages for the five countries were higher than those for the EU28. In 

all six industries ‘meeting expectations from employees and their representatives’ 

reached higher scores than the EU average, indicating that employees’ pressure in the 

five countries had seemingly pushed management to invest more in addressing OSH 

than elsewhere in Europe. The higher average union density and collective bargaining 

rates in the five country-group may have contributed here (cf. Van Klaveren and Greg-

ory 2019). By contrast, the sense of urgency that can be assumed behind the ‘meeting 

expectations’ response seemed overall to be lacking when it came to ’avoiding fines 

from Labour Inspectorate’ and ‘maintaining or increasing productivity’. 
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Table 7.5 Major reasons for addressing safety and health at establishment level by 

industry, 2014, averages for five countries and EU28 

 A B C D E F 5 c. EU28 

Fulfilling a legal obligation 87 88 82 85 92 90 87 86 

Meeting expectations from employees (-reps) 82 81 81 83 81 85 82 80 

Avoiding fines from Labour Inspectorate 78 79 70 82 63 66 73 79 

Maintaining the organisation’s reputation 78 85 73 81 65 69 78 77 

Maintaining or increasing productivity 67 65 62 68 49 50 60 65 

Unweighted average 78 79 74 80 70 72 75 77 

Key: 

A: Manufacturing Industry; B: Construction, waste and utilities; C: IT, financial services; D: Trade, 

transport, food/accommodation and recreation services; E: Public administration; F: Education and 

health  

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

Figure 7.6 Major reasons for addressing safety and health at establishment level by 

industry, 2014, averages for five countries  

 
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2. 

The ranking of the reasons for addressing safety and health showed rather limited dif-

ferences across industries. ‘Fulfilling a legal obligation’ ranked highest in public ad-

ministration and in education and health. ‘Maintaining the organisation’s reputation’ 

scored highest in construction, waste treatment and utilities which are all activities 

where reputation is a significant factor in winning tenders and contracts. Again, we 

shaded the cells in the table where the averages for the five countries were higher than 

those for the EU28. In all six industries ‘meeting expectations from employees and 

their representatives’ reached higher scores than the EU average, indicating that em-

ployees’ pressure in the five countries had seemingly pushed management to invest 

more in addressing OSH than elsewhere in Europe. The higher average union density 

and collective bargaining rates in the five country-group may have contributed here 

(cf. Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019). By contrast, the sense of urgency that can be 

assumed behind the ‘meeting expectations’ response seemed overall to be lacking 
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when it came to ’avoiding fines from Labour Inspectorate’ and ‘maintaining or increas-

ing productivity’. 

Table 7.6 and Figure 7.7 show the use of OSH services by industry for the five countries 

in which we are primarily interested. Public administration ended up with the biggest 

overall average, showing the highest rates by far of the use of professionals; seven of 

eight public administration averages were higher than those for the EU28. Only the 

education and health sector made relatively more use of psychologists while this sector 

could also boast the highest share of action plans. Overall the largely private industries 

A-D performed less in this respect and their performance was less or (on average) not 

at all superior to that of their colleagues in the wider EU. 

Table 7.6 Use of safety and health services at establishment level by industry, 2014, 

averages for five countries and EU28 

 A B C D E F 5 c. EU28 

An occupational health doctor 69 67 63 60 91 75 71 68 

A psychologist 20 18 15 12 26 35 21 17 

An ergonomic workplace expert 39 29 39 33 71 50 44 34 

A generalist on safety and health 59 57 47 47 76 61 58 64 

An expert on accident prevention 47 52 38 44 65 53 50 53 

Document on responsibilities 89 90 80 84 84 92 87 91 

Specific OSH budget set each year 39 42 40 42 68 49 47 43 

Action plan to prevent work-related stress 38 28 39 33 43 49 38 34 

Unweighted average 50 48 45 44 67 58 52 51 

Key: see Table 7.5 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

Figure 7.7 Use of safety and health services at establishment level by industry, 2014, 

averages for five countries 

 
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

7.3.5 Risk assessment in small and large establishments 

As could be expected, ESENER-2 data showed a positive correlation between regular 
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82% of small enterprises (10-49 employees) in the EU28 regularly carried out WRAs, 

this share increased to 97% in the largest establishment category (250 and more em-

ployees). It could also be expected that most WRAs in the smaller firms would mainly 

be contracted out. It was a surprise then to find that across the EU nearly half of the 

small firms surveyed indicated they mainly conducted WRAs using internal staff. 

Questions though should be raised concerning the quality of part of these assessments.  

The fact remains that large organisations have more resources at their disposal to deal 

with psychosocial risks; ESENER-2 evidence confirms that this is both a matter of 

larger budgets and a higher level of knowledge and risk awareness (cf. Walters and 

Wadsworth 2016: 3). For example, whereas 36% of the micro enterprises surveyed in 

the five countries scrutinized indicated that they set an OSH budget each year, this 

percentage doubled for those establishments with 250 or more employees. The hiring 

or contracting out to professionals diverged widely as well – sometimes was even 

more extreme. As regards the use of an occupational health doctor, the shares were 

55% for micro enterprises and 99% for establishments with 250 or more employees, as 

regards a psychologist 17 and 58%, and for ergonomic workplace experts 28 and 85% 

respectively (EU-OSHA website/ESENER-2). 

Tables 7.7 and 7.8 and Figure 7.8 (all next page) together show that it was not so much 

a lack of drivers for micro and small enterprises but rather the intractability of the 

barriers they had to overcome that was the problem. Table 7.7 and Figure 7.8 indicate 

that the incidence of drivers did not, per se, constrain these smaller establishments; 

indeed, their scores on ‘avoiding fines’, ‘maintaining reputation’ and ‘maintaining or 

increasing productivity’ were higher or at least equal to those of the largest category. 

By contrast, looking at the barriers for OSH management, Table 7.8 shows that com-

plexity of legal obligations was the factor most frequently reported by the smallest size 

classes. This result was to be expected. Some outcomes though appear to be counter-

intuitive, notably the rather low scores micro enterprises posted for ‘lack of time or 

staff’, and for ‘expertise or specialist support’. This may well reflect the nature of small 

organisations where typically a great deal of knowledge resides, by definition, in very 

few hands. As we suggested in the preceding section, the inclusion of clauses on WRA 

in sectoral collective agreements or covenants pointing at (existing or new) support 

facilities at sectoral level may in particular strengthen OSH activities in small and me-

dium-sized organisations, and reduce the lack of awareness on available support in 

this regard among their management and staff. 
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Table 7.7 Major reasons for addressing safety and health by establishment size, 2014, 

averages for five countries and EU28 

 

5-9 

empl. 

10-49 

empl. 

50-249 

empl. 

>=250 

empl. 

5 c. EU28 

Fulfilling a legal obligation 82 88 93 92 87 86 

Meeting expectations from employees (-reps) 81 83 86 85 82 80 

Avoiding fines from Labour Inspectorate 77 75 72 68 73 79 

Maintaining the organisation’s reputation 78 77 78 75 78 77 

Maintaining or increasing productivity 63 64 58 60 60 65 

Unweighted average 76 77 77 76 75 77 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 

Figure 7.8 Major reasons for addressing safety and health by establishment size, 2014, 

averages for five countries 

 
Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

Table 7.8 Major difficulties in addressing safety and health in the establishment, 

2014, averages for five countries and EU28 

 

5-9 

empl. 

10-49 

empl. 

50-249 

empl. 

>=250 

empl. 

5 c. EU28 

The complexity of legal obligations 38 38 35 30 37 40 

Reluctance to talk openly about these issues 25 32 48 57 33 30 

The paperwork 27 24 19 18 25 29 

A lack of time or staff 24 29 29 33 27 26 

A lack of money 22 21 22 23 21 23 

A lack of awareness among staff 14 21 24 27 17 18 

A lack of expertise or specialist support 14 15 11 9 14 13 

A lack of awareness among management 12 13 12 17 13 12 

Unweighted average 22 24 25 27 24 24 

Source: website EU-OSHA / ESENER -2 

xx = higher than EU28 average 
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7.4 Country models of risk assessment 

7.4.1 The German model: a joint construction of risk assessment 

The need to tackle psychosocial risks and work-related stress remains urgent in Ger-

many. Chapter 6 showed that, in spite of decreases after 2005, the country’s EWCS 

scores on ‘working at very high speed’ and ‘working to tight deadlines’ remained sub-

stantial. Particularly disquieting here was the decrease in the share of German re-

spondents stating they are able to apply their own ideas in work. Some small comfort 

though can perhaps be drawn from the 2018 edition of the review of ‘Good Work’ 

(Gute Arbeit) carried out annually by the German Union Trade Confederation (DGB, 

Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund). This showed that since 2016 the average rating of job 

quality among a representative sample of the working population had been constant 

(DGB 2018: 15). 

On a similar positive note it should be acknowledged that a combination of German 

industrial relations and the country’s Works Constitution Act have stimulated a joint 

approach to the field of psychosocial risk prevention. German Work Councils can ini-

tiate risk assessments and enforce their co-determination rights on nearly every aspect 

of an assessment including its scope and methods. As explained in Chapter 8 (section 

8.2.), works councillors form the backbone of the German trade union movement. They 

have been particularly influential in large organisations where unions and Councils 

often cooperate closely. Therefore, it is important to recognize that the mainstream 

German trade unions have generally seized their opportunities to diminish work-re-

lated stress, both in policy making and in raising awareness on psychosocial risks. 

It has helped that the unions have a tradition of exerting influence on technological 

change, work organisation and the quality of work. For example, as early as 1973, IG 

Metall, the metal workers’ union, concluded a CLA in Baden-Württemberg that con-

tained minimum demands on the organisation and structure of work, including rest 

times for stressful jobs. In 1979 the same union in the same Land had been able to con-

clude CLAs with more comprehensive rules protecting workers against rationalization 

and loss of job quality (Evans 1982). Currently IG Metall, with around 2.3 million mem-

bers is Europe’s largest single union. The union regards fighting abundant stress and 

strain as a strategic field of action and has, for several years, run anti-stress-campaigns. 

In 2012 IG Metall launched a plea for an ‘anti-stress law’, arguing that many employers 

in the industries covered by the union either blocked broad assessments of psychoso-

cial risks or refused to live up to assessment outcomes (IG Metall 2012: 2). To date, this 

plea has not been successful. 

Over the years ver.di, the German united services union with some 2 million members, 

has also been active in this field. In 2018-19 ver.di organized membership seminars 

throughout Germany in order to discuss the health risks of tangible stress for example 

in health and elderly care and in emergency services to consider the options for a union 

response. Other unions affiliated with the DGB confederation have also undertaken 

activities concerning job quality and work-related stress. As already mentioned, the 
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DGB annually publishes the ‘Good Work Index’ in which psychosocial aspects like 

work intensification figure prominently. Even BDA, the Confederation of German Em-

ployers’ Associations, has recognized the relevance of combatting work-related stress 

in a common statement they signed along with the federal state and the trade unions. 

Furthermore, the official German Health & Safety Strategy has defined psychosocial 

strains as a main issue for their current work program.  

Useful lessons here can be drawn from BIT’s experience. In the mid-1990s BIT decided 

to have a closer look at work-related stress. Taking part in a European research project 

(1996-2000) within the ADAPT initiative framework, the consultancy developed a 

method that combined the use of a questionnaire, group discussions and a full con-

sulting process. The method’s acronym is BAAM, which in German stands for assess-

ment, job content, work organisation and leadership. The first issues to be assessed as 

potential risk factors through BAAM were job content, work organisation, leadership 

and social atmosphere within a company or department. This was in keeping with the 

findings of the research elaborated in section 7.2 that formed the basis for ISO 10075. 

The main features and steps of the BAAM method are set out in Cases 7.1 and Case 

7.2, below. From the start the method has been designed to be applicable to both man-

ufacturing and service companies, big or small. It also has had be flexible enough to 

address each profession and task. A publishing company (in 1998) and a local supplier 

of energy and water (in 1999) were the first companies in which work-related stress 

was assessed using the BAAM method. To date, BAAM has been applied in over 150 

companies and other organisations (schools, police, et cetera) (website BIT/BAAM). 

The issues assumed to be possible stress factors in jobs are always assessed, namely: 

task requirements, work equipment, work environment, work organisation, leader-

ship and social relationship as well as health. Depending on the jobs to be assessed, 

working with customers, software ergonomics, target agreements and role as superi-

ors can also be added as possible stress factors. In 2012 the module ‘corporate culture 

and change processes’ was added because BIT found that the permanent state of 

change in many companies or departments constituted a major stress factor for signif-

icant numbers of workers. The risk assessments undertaken aim to provide analyses 

differentiated by working area, occupation and (where relevant) age, gender or other 

characteristics such as working under permanent or fixed-term contracts. The expla-

nation in Case 7.1 shows that detailed assessment in groups is crucial in the BAAM 

method. However, for issues like software ergonomics, frequently regarded as too 

complicated to be solved through group discussions, expert-driven analyses may be 

called for. Similar solutions may be applicable for leadership problems where media-

tion attempts need the co-operation of managers. Case 7.2 demonstrates the BAAM 

methodology BIT use in their consultancy work. 

Case 7.1. BIT’s BAAM method (Germany)  

Project definition 
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The framework of a project that is, the scope of the analysis; the methodology used; 

rules of data protection; information management, and the role of the consultant are 

defined by a project organisation, consisting of management and Works Council 

members. 

Information 

From the beginning management and employees get face-to-face-information (em-

ployee meeting) about the project including the aims of the risk assessment and the 

content of the questionnaire.  

Rough analysis with questionnaires 

As a first step, every employee receives a questionnaire. The subsequent survey re-

sponse produces an overview that highlights the issues and the work areas or groups 

that are regarded as a problem and must be tackled. For an issue to be defined as a 

widespread or structural problem at least 40% of employees must specify it as being 

unfavourable. Such a threshold is used first, to ensure that the risk assessment tackles 

problems that a significant number of employees have recognized and second, to 

check that appropriate priorities are formulated. In the absence of this, a mass of sin-

gle problems and measures would very likely emerge and overload the project. The 

results of the survey form the basis for the following steps, that should lead to 

measures to enhance the quality of work, reduce stress or improve the availability of 

resources. 

Detailed assessment in groups 

External consultants lead focus groups of employees (without their superiors) from 

the problematic work areas through the following tasks: 

• defining exactly what the problem/ stressor is and what might be the causes 

(“45% of your colleagues suggested that they are often disrupted in their work 

– what are these disruptions?“); 

• describing the consequences of the stressor in question for work, well-being 

and health; 

• developing ideas and proposals as to how that stressor could be avoided or 

mitigated; 

• setting priorities for the issues that are most relevant for employees’ well-be-

ing. 

Where small work units are involved the whole team of employees may participate. 

In bigger units, however, employees will send delegates to these group discussions. 

On average four hours are needed to discuss the issues listed above. The results of 

the group discussion (definition, descriptions, ideas and priorities) are recorded. 

These minutes form the basis for discussion for management and Works Council 

when it comes to decide on appropriate measures. 

 

Case 7.2. Going further – Q&A interview with a labour consultant from BIT (Ger-

many) 
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Q: Who mostly takes the initiative when undertaking a risk assessment in German compa-

nies? Are there big differences between large and small companies?  

A: There is no consistent information on this. In our experience, in large companies it 

is mostly the Works Council that calls for a risk assessment. In smaller companies 

who often do not have a Works Council, the assessment of psychosocial risks is 

sometimes triggered by their occupational health advisor or, in some (quite rare) 

cases it is the management or, in a family business, the owner. The public authorities 

have the responsibility to evaluate the risk assessments – and they are beginning to 

ask companies for psychosocial risk assessments. That increases the pressure on com-

panies to provide such documents. 

Q: Work-related stress is often related to ‘bad’ management or inappropriate leadership. It is 

therefore important to have an independent assessment. Do German Works Councils have the 

possibility to ask for such an assessment (paid by the company) even where the employer does 

not agree?  

A: It is right that work-related stress is often related to poor leadership. Often this is 

not because the direct superiors are bad people, but rather that they are not properly 

trained for their job or, that the management structure itself pre-empts good leader-

ship. Management and leadership are in any case included in risk assessments.  

Q: In practice, what improvements to working conditions have you achieved through risk as-

sessment? What is the scope for action when it comes to job design or work processes?  

A: Sometimes the process of the risk assessments is a useful intervention in itself. 

Many improvements are linked to basic aspects of the working environment (such as 

reducing noise or improving lighting conditions for older workers) or the equipment. 

Often it is the co-operation within the team and between the team and their supervi-

sors where improvements can be achieved. Job design or shaping work processes are 

measures that usually cannot be changed in the short term, although sometimes it is 

possible. We often begin a) by assessing the problem, b) evaluating the capabilities 

and skills of the workers involved, c) comparing these with the capabilities and skills 

needed for the new work systems, in order to establish a sound basis for a new job 

design. 

Q: You refer to ISO 10075, is that important for your method? In France, models such as 

those of Karasek and Siegrist are more likely to be known and referred to.  

A: The Karasek and Siegrist models are certainly also important backgrounds for our 

risk assessments and our data support these models. The reference to ISO 10075 how-

ever is in our view a strong point, because the standard it uses requires the produc-

tion of so-called assured ergonomic findings, which have to be taken into account in 

risk assessments. 

The work-related stress evaluation used in the BAAM approach is inevitably qualita-

tive since –unlike noise for example -- stress cannot be measured objectively. All those 

involved, employees and managers alike, are asked to evaluate the effectiveness of 

measures using a ‘traffic light model’: ‘green’ means that the measure has been imple-

mented and is effective in reducing stress, whereas ‘yellow’ indicates the measure has 
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been implemented partially or is partially effective and ‘red’ that the measure was ei-

ther not implemented or was ineffective. The case below presents an example of the 

sort of processes inside organisations that stress evaluations commonly have to deal 

with.  

Case 7.3. Improvements following a stress assessment in metal processing (Ger-

many) 

In a metal-processing company a workshop was held with a group of supervisors af-

ter a stress assessment survey had showed some critical results. One crucial aspect 

was the time pressure which a majority of this group felt was a burden, accordingly 

they prioritized combating this problem. As a first step, the group explained the rea-

sons behind the time pressures: “Employees and managers assume that you always have to 

be there, have time, be available anytime - they don’t ask if you have time. In addition to eve-

ryday work, there are always additional projects that have to be worked on. There is pressure 

to justify yourself to colleagues and superiors when there is not enough time. If you make mis-

takes due to time pressure, bosses react with often strongly emotional criticism.” Obviously, 

highly individualized pressurizing tactics were being referred to here. 

As a second step, the group proposed a meeting at department level with all manag-

ers in order to discuss what they regarded as two main solutions, namely: a better 

distribution of tasks along with enhanced possibilities for mutual support in case of 

mistakes and problems. The decision-makers agreed with the proposals and the 

meeting was arranged at short notice. Similar meetings subsequently took place on a 

regular basis. About six months later, a workshop was held to review the effective-

ness of the approach taken. The main outcomes were assessed as positive and the ap-

proach was rated ’green’. 

It was also agreed to continue the regular meetings of supervisors and managers. In 

these meetings a number of improvements were agreed that were subsequently im-

plemented, leading to more time allocated for projects and fixed times for training. 

Also, mistakes were analyzed constructively and were regarded as learning opportu-

nities. As a result of these changes time pressure issues disappeared. However, 

measures in related fields received a more critical assessment. For example, although 

the IT equipment, which had received a very negative rating, could be partially im-

proved, problems with IT support remained and here the assessment rating was ‘yel-

low’. 

The major lesson to be learnt here is that stress assessment is not as complicated as 

often feared by practitioners. Ultimately, the aim is to identify work-related stressors 

and assess them in a participatory process that enables practical solutions for better 

work design to be developed and implemented. This requires pragmatic approaches. 

A further lesson can be taken from the fact that the participation of shop-floor workers, 

as the main source of workplace expertise, is a critical factor in bringing about success-

ful solutions. Their input in risk assessments has to be taken seriously when identify-
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ing what causes stress, anger, disturbances, fatigue, boredom, demotivation or con-

flicts associated with their work. Similarly, their ideas on how this can be avoided or 

at least reduced have to be given full consideration. Their involvement, through a con-

structive dialogue, is in itself a motivating factor.  

With regard to decision-making, we should remind ourselves that in Germany man-

agement and Works Councils have a procedural obligation to take all proposals into 

consideration. This offers strategic opportunities for the Councils to play important 

roles in designing a better organisation and improving job quality. At the same time, 

they can be instrumental in ensuring these results are cemented in to the decision-

making strategies and procedures of the organisations in question. Such pressures can 

be strengthened by information disclosure and including evaluation feedback to em-

ployees on survey results and measures. The central questions in the evaluation pro-

cess are whether the agreed measures have been implemented and if so, whether they 

effectively reduced stress. If they are answered negatively (‘red’), the pressure contin-

ues to develop for new, more effective measures to be implemented and evaluated. 

7.4.2 The French model: risk assessment regulated by law 

In recent years a strong awareness of psychosocial risks at work has, for good reasons, 

spread over France. Chapter 6 showed that in the EWCS 2015 the overall French scores 

on work intensity were high compared to the ratings in both the EU28 and the other 

four countries scrutinized. The country’s scores on ‘hiding feelings at work’, ‘handling 

angry clients’ and ‘emotionally disturbing situations‘ were quite disconcerting. For ex-

ample, in commerce and hospitality and in health and education the French 2015 per-

centages for ‘handling angry clients’ were as much as double or triple those of the other 

four countries. Earlier, in 2008 and 2009, the suicides of workers at two major French 

companies, France Télécom (rebranded Orange Group) and Renault, had provoked 

massive media and public attention. In 2012 a Court of Appeal found executives at 

Renault guilty of gross negligence with regard to suicides committed in 2006 and 2007 

whilst the France Télécom case ended in 2019 with the conviction of former directors 

(see Chapter 3, Case 3.4). By contrast, around 2010 social dialogue efforts at La Poste, 

which had also become a symbol of suffering at work, enabled the social partners to 

sign a framework agreement for the improvement of working life (see Case 3.5). 

In July 2008 a cluster of suicides prompted the French social partners to conclude a 

national (multi-industry) agreement on work-related stress at the workplace. In May 

2009 this agreement, by decree, was given the force of law. It compelled every com-

pany to have a stress protocol. The employer has a threefold obligation in this respect: 

to identify work-related stress factors by means of indicators and take actions to pre-

vent or avoid such factors, or, failing that, to reduce them by means of appropriate 

measures. The agreement / law acknowledges the roles here of work organisation, 

working conditions, environment and communication as well as subjective personal 

factors. In spite of governmental threats to publish the list of companies (naming and 

shaming) which did not comply with the obligations mentioned, the effects of this 

http://www.labourlawnetwork.eu/national_labour_law_latest_country_reports/national_court_rulings/court_decisions/prm/64/v__detail/id__3638/category__12/index.html
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agreement / law have proved to be limited. Table 7.1 showed that in 2014 with 56% 

France had the lowest incidence of workplace risk assessments (WRAs) of the five 

countries. More detailed figures proved that only half of all companies in France with 

less than 50 employees complied with the WRA obligation. 

In France, the ‘single document’ approach has become the universal tool for all types 

of occupational risks assessments, including psychosocial risks. The single document 

was put in place by decree on 5 November 2001 which at the same time transposed the 

EU Framework Directive 89/391 into French law. Each French employer, regardless of 

the size of the company, has to identify at least once a year any type of occupational 

risk employees face. These risks must be accounted for in one single document, hence 

the name given to this tool. Once they have been identified, occupational risks should 

be assessed using indicators (on severity, frequency, extent, et cetera) for rating pur-

poses. This step usually leads to a ranking of risks according to urgency and is useful 

for prioritizing actions to be taken. As far as psychosocial risks are concerned, a color 

code, as in Germany, is often used instead of numerical rankings. The single document 

tool derives its value in that it helps with tracking and monitoring risks over time. It is 

also the basic tool for piloting prevention processes. In this regard, it is worth noting 

that small companies seem to benefit more from the regulatory obligation to initiate a 

prevention process based solely on the use of the single document. Here, these docu-

ments are frequently better drafted and more specific than is the case in larger organ-

isations. The latter usually have multiple ‘in-house’ tools at their disposal which, on 

the face of it, might seem advantageous but evidently can also result in confusion and 

a lack of clarity. 

Following the report of a high-level expert committee (Gollac 2011), the assessment of 

psychosocial risks in France has been mostly based on the following six criteria: work-

ing time; emotional requirements; autonomy; quality of social relations at work; ethical 

suffering/value conflict; safety/insecurity of the work situation, and change manage-

ment. As main models for surveys this committee referred to Karasek and Siegrist 

while adding references to the organisational justice questioning of Moorman (1991). 

Nevertheless, it should also be recognised that many other tools and initiatives to as-

sess psychosocial risks have circulated in France and continue to do so. For example, 

ARETE has adapted BIT´s BAAM methodology to the French situation and has made 

that available to the country´s trade unions.  

Due to these different tools circulating and the variety of industrial relations within 

French work organisations the ways in which risk assessments are carried out can dif-

fer quite markedly. Whilst assessments can be conducted in a participatory way, they 

might equally take place against a much tenser set of social partner relations with less 

room for trust building. French employee representatives are often confronted with 

management’s lack of urgency and negative reactions when employees report stressful 

situations or deteriorating working conditions. Indeed, this is a main reason why rep-

resentatives frequently request an external organisation to carry out risk assessments. 
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Furthermore, until now CHSCTs have been entitled to call on external labour consult-

ants in cases where employees face serious health risks (see more elaborately Chapter 

8). Not surprisingly, the assessment of a risk’s severity is often a matter of debate 

among social partners. To help break the deadlock that can often ensue, an external 

assessor can be called for although this is appears to be a rather under-utilised option. 

Case 7.4. Limiting workload in the finance department of an international bank 

(France) 

The finance department of a major international bank, with approximately 150 em-

ployees, had recently experienced a number of changes, including: the offshoring of 

part of the activity; an internal reorganisation; changes in the information system; in-

creased regulatory complexity, and a heavier reporting workload. Employees came 

under pressure to achieve their targets within ever-shorter deadlines. The changes re-

sulted in a deterioration of working conditions, leading the members of the CHSCT 

to express serious concerns. Thus, the CHSCT commissioned an external expert to 

“analyse the resulting workload, working conditions and potential psychosocial 

risks. The aim was to recommend prevention measures and ways to improve work-

ing conditions.” The expert relied on interviews with management representatives 

and with a sample of employees as well as on a Karasek-type survey covering all em-

ployees. The participation rate in the survey was excellent, with 75% of employees 

responding. Workshops were organised to discuss improvement measures.  

The expert’s findings were presented to and discussed by the CHSCT. The findings 

confirmed the heavy workload and time pressures to which employees were sub-

jected. They also criticised the open space architecture and the resulting noisy work 

environment. Furthermore, the job increasingly asked for the use of the English lan-

guage but since this had only partially been mastered by employees, it caused time to 

be wasted and was a source of errors. Senior management only partly agreed with 

the expert’s diagnosis. Nevertheless, being aware of its responsibilities in terms of 

safety and working conditions and also of the risks of neglecting the outcomes, they 

adopted several measures to limit schedule overruns and better manage the work-

load. This involved better planning and prioritisation of tasks and activities; prohibit-

ing scheduling meetings after 6 PM, and requiring permission be sought from local 

management to stay at the office after 9 PM. Managers received specific instructions 

to limit and control workloads. Though not all problems that came to the surface 

were solved, the expert report raised the awareness of senior management to the 

challenges posed by developments in working conditions and working hours. 

7.4.3 The Dutch model: risk assessment and organisation (re)design 

In the Netherlands the risk assessment and prevention obligations embedded in the 

1989 Framework Directive were transposed in the 1994 Working Conditions Act (Ar-

bowet). This Act introduced four so-called system obligations for employers: a general 

duty of care; carrying out an annual assessment called Risk Inventory and Evaluation 
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also in Dutch (abbreviated RI&E, also in Dutch); support given by a certified Working 

Conditions Service (Arbodienst), and cooperation with the Works Council. The two lat-

ter obligations are specific to the Netherlands. In 1990 a joint revision of the Works 

Council Act (WOR, Wet op de Ondernemingsraad) and the Working Conditions Act fol-

lowed by a 1998 Explanatory Memorandum to the latter, gave Works Councils the 

right to approve the employer’s choice of a Working Conditions Service, together with 

the use of risk assessments and any consequent plan of action. However, unlike Ger-

man Works Councils their Dutch equivalents cannot, on their own, initiate risk assess-

ments that have the force of law. Trade unionists and government officials alike ascer-

tained another weakness in the new official control and compliance system. The obli-

gation for Working Conditions Services to be certified followed the government’s wish 

that assessments should be combined with deregulated control mechanisms. Certifi-

cation is carried out by a small number of private firms (only two in October 2019, 

Lloyds and DNV), supervised by a foundation made up of the Dutch social partners 

and the organisation of Working Conditions Services. This ‘self-regulating system’ op-

erates according to ministerial guidelines based on the Working Conditions Act. 

Under de-regulatory pressure, two more revisions of the Working Conditions Act took 

place in 1998 and 2007. Bearing a neo-liberal signature, they were designed to simplify 

the law, shift the burden of responsibilities from the authorities to employers and em-

ployees, and in so doing bring rule-setting down to the EU level thereby getting rid of 

‘the Dutch exception’. In this new set-up risk assessments were connected with collec-

tive bargaining. For example, in companies with up to 25 employed, the Working Con-

ditions Services no longer control the company´s RI&E if the sectoral CLA refers to an 

assessment instrument. In everyday practice this set-up has caused a deal of confusion 

and except for a few cases, has not strengthened the position of unions and Works 

Councils at all. Instead it has boosted power to the Working Conditions Services. By 

October 2019 260 external Services and 22 internal Services, the latter mostly in large 

organisations, could be accounted for (website SBCA).  

Already before the turn of the century there were clear indications that the Working 

Conditions Services mainly focused on bringing down absenteeism. Preventive poli-

cies, including interventions to change the design of organisation and jobs, were seem-

ingly of much less importance (cf. Popma et al. 2001: 45, 89). This situation seemed to 

have continued in the 2000s and beyond. Table 7.3 provides some evidence of this re-

gard with nearly all the data for the Netherlands concerning difficulties in addressing 

OSH at establishment level (‘A lack of.….’) in 2014 ending up above the average. As 

disquieting in particular showed up that over one-third of Dutch respondents indi-

cated ‘A lack of awareness among staff’, a share even doubling the EU28 outcome.  

As a result of union and parliamentary pressure, in 2017 the Working Conditions Act 

was changed once more to boost preventive and corrective employer policies. All em-

ployers were now obliged to enter into a basic contract with a Working Conditions 

Service or a company doctor. It remains to be seen whether these changes will prompt 
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more interventions by HR departments or HR officers. In spite of the successive revi-

sions aiming at simplifying the Working Conditions Act, many employers and trade 

unionists still regard the current law as highly bureaucratic and impracticable. More-

over, its enforcement through the Labour Inspectorate is widely recognized as a weak 

spot. Since the 1990s the Dutch Labour Inspectorate has suffered from drastic budget 

cuts, and in 2014 and 2016 the ILO took the unusual step of criticizing its small size 

and weak reporting (website VHV). Nevertheless, it must also be noted that many ex-

perts have characterized the approach of a majority of Works Councils as being too 

passive and have under-utilized their statutory rights in the OSH field. 

The above description by no means covers the full story of the efforts made in the 

Netherlands to reduce psychosocial risks at work. From the early 1960s until 1990 

Dutch employers had initiated some 40 STSD-inspired projects aimed at redesigning 

organisations (Van Eijnatten 1993), while 50 efforts by union groups and/or Works 

Council undertaken between 1975 and 1990 to influence technological and organisa-

tional change at company level could be documented. The latter efforts gained impetus 

when in 1985-86 six FNV-affiliated unions with government funding managed to get 

‘technology training’ programmes off the ground. These programmes triggered the 

joint development and application of STSD-inspired ‘social design demands’ by Works 

Councils, union officers and labour consultants. 

A statistical analysis of 67 documented efforts of Dutch union groups and Works 

Councils between 1975 and 1997 to influence technological and organisational change 

showed that where union density was lower than the sample average, employee rep-

resentatives tended to focus more obviously on joint problem solving (JPS) with man-

agement. The group of cases where representatives had relatively high JPS scores also 

scored above average on advances achieved in the quality of working life / work or-

ganisation (QWL). Conversely, this group scored low on achieving a better position 

vis-à-vis the own constituency or vis-à-vis management (POS) and on developing their 

own activities (OWN). By contrast, the high-density category scored relatively high on 

POS and OWN but, contrary to the expected pattern, besides low on JPS also low on 

QWL. One explanation, derived from internal union debates, was that high scores on 

POS might –in early project stages at least —have stood in the way of finding the com-

binations of ‘dancing and boxing’ most likely to be effective for improving QWL. Ra-

ther often Dutch works councillors have tended to use strong positions for highly pro-

cedural but not particularly effective approaches in terms of achieving win-win situa-

tions. This changed in cases of longer duration where trust relations could be built up 

and higher scores on JPS were indeed related to higher scores on QWL (Van Klaveren 

and Sprenger 2005). Most of the assumptions derived from two earlier and larger sur-

veys among Dutch Works Councils (Tijdens and Van Klaveren 1997) were confirmed. 

Case 7.6, below, combines descriptions of projects that took place at container termi-

nals in the port of Rotterdam in which some of the dynamics just described became 

visible. 
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In the Netherlands the methodological basis for STSD-oriented interventions started 

to be legitimized when in the mid-1980s the Department of Social Affairs and Employ-

ment expressed the need to underpin Article 3 of the Working Conditions Act with a 

definition of ‘well-being at work’ (in Dutch abbreviated WEBA). The departmental 

group preparing the revision of the law acknowledged the following key elements: 

• the employer is obliged to adapt work and tasks to the characteristics of the 

employee including his/her competences;  

• the employee is entitled to autonomy, room to maintain contacts with other em-

ployees, and  

• to be informed on the goals and results of his/her labour.  

In order to make these elements operational, the group sought to cooperate with three 

research institutes. Their in-depth report drew up a conditional approach to well-being 

at work which emphasized combining the creation of opportunities for individual 

learning and development with the avoidance of stress and strain. The WEBA method 

detailed prevention and intervention rules. These rules were held to be easily under-

stood and assimilated by all concerned (Projectgroep WEBA 1989). The report clearly 

drew on the achievements of Dutch proponents of STSD. 

After Article 3 became law in 1990, the three institutes continued to co-operate and 

helped produce guidelines for ‘improving jobs and integral design’ (1991) and ‘ana-

lysing and assessing job content’ (1992). These publications from the Department of 

Social Affairs and Employment found a wide audience as well as a ready application 

in training courses, including the courses initiated earlier by STSD enthusiasts. The 

WEBA guidance was followed by the NOVA-WEBA guide (Dhondt and Houtman 

1996) that focused on identifying the obstacles in the way of achieving well-being at 

work. Seen from a longer-term perspective, WEBA and NOVA-WEBA have left sub-

stantial markers behind that continue to raise awareness in broad circles in the Neth-

erlands about the possibilities of (re)designing and improving jobs and organisations. 

Yet, in hindsight the rather defensive approach of NOVA-WEBA seems to have antic-

ipated the deregulation pressure that eventually led to the weakening of Article 3 

which lawmakers gradually dismantled after the turn of the century. This rather in-

conspicuous activity was symptomatic of the fact that, in spite of the economic boom 

at the time, attention on quality of work as a policy field had faded away in the Neth-

erlands.  

Against this backdrop a group of disconcerted policy makers and researchers associ-

ated in a typically Dutch way, to set up the Dutch Centre for Social Innovation (NCSI) 

in 2006 as a temporary initiative involving employers’ associations, the three main un-

ion confederations and three ‘knowledge institutes’. The NCSI succeeded in bringing 

new initiatives to life, not least through pushing social partners in bargaining settings 

to produce innovative arrangements regarding teamwork and telework. In particular 

arrangements related to teleworking, labelled ‘Het Nieuwe Werken’ (The New Way of 

Working), became highly popular (Xavier and Pot 2012). However, a few years later, 

in 2012, the NCSI was true to its temporary status dissolved. The fact that the Dutch 
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Innovation Platform had also been disestablished two years earlier did not help mat-

ters. It soon became evident that the initiators of the NCSI had overestimated the sus-

tainability of quite some initiatives. Unlike in Germany, successive Dutch administra-

tions have not followed up with new programs. With this lack of institutional support 

and funding, the initiatives for workplace innovation that have survived have done so 

mainly for technical or labour market reasons, for instance the introduction of robotics 

and labour shortages in care and education. It has become also clear that the NCSI had 

not succeeded in bridging the gap between risk assessment and organisational (re)de-

sign. It seems that in the 2010s representatives of these approaches have tended to meet 

only occasionally and the consequent lack of exchange of experience between the two 

is something of a missed opportunity.  

For both the Netherlands and Germany it can be noted that, like their predecessors of 

the 1980s, the partly government-sponsored development programmes of the 2000s 

have had positive effects on the numbers of organisations deploying organisational 

renewal initiatives. Unfortunately, on the labour side of the equation, positive effects 

on collective bargaining --including a shift of bargaining emphasis towards work or-

ganisation and job quality issues—seems to have been rather weak. Our evidence sug-

gests this conclusion can be extended to the contents and patterns of collective bar-

gaining in the other three countries we are most interested in (cf. AIAS-ETUI Collective 

Bargaining Newsletter, 2013-2019, and Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019: 156-7).  

To some extent the current lack of active government involvement in the Netherlands 

is unhelpful but neither can we overlook the fact that both trade unions and employ-

ers’ associations have become increasingly passive on organisational renewal issues. 

Indeed, the employers associations’ policies seem to have been influenced by the neo-

liberal management models that have latterly come to prominence in the Netherlands 

not only in multinationals but also in domestic firms – a trend teams including two of 

the current authors already found in research based on WageIndicator data in 2004 and 

2006-2011 but that recently has come more to the surface (cf. Van Klaveren and Tijdens 

2019: 195-7). Dutch trade unions, in the meantime, have been embroiled in a struggle 

for survival and political recognition, with the FNV additionally having to overcome 

internal disputes. All of that left them with little room to prioritize the (re)design of 

jobs and organisations. Moreover, learning from earlier experience in this field seems 

far from optimal within the union movement and does not appear to have been sys-

tematically organized. With the exception of the documentation of collective negotia-

tions and agreements 6, a digital ‘collective memory’ through which such experience 

can be more in-depth stored, retrieved and evaluated is missing.  

Case 7.5. Assessing job quality at container terminals (Netherlands) 

 

6  See the AIAS-ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter and the WageIndicator CBA 

database. 
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In the 1980s, efforts by the social partners aimed at modernizing the port of Rotter-

dam tended to be mutually reinforcing. GHR, the Municipal Port Authority, took the 

lead proposing the optimalisation of logistic chains and the creation of advanced 

data networks. GHR was well aware that its ambitious programme had to involve 

the trade unions, who at the time organized around 80% of the Rotterdam dock 

workers. The leadership of FNV Transport, by far the largest union, decided for its 

part to democratize its structures and develop new policies. Works Councils spear-

headed the union’s new main goal, namely: improving the quality of work whilst 

maintaining employment levels through negotiating technological change – prefera-

bly supported by labour consultants proficient in applying STSD-based approaches.  

A first opportunity came when container terminal D of firm A, the largest port opera-

tor had become operational. A’s HR management had presented D as a showcase of 

‘human automation’. However, after two years in operation, A’s Works Council re-

ceived indications of worrisome job quality. Two rounds in focus groups organized 

by STZ labour consultants indeed revealed considerable problems associated with 

one-sided specialization, monotonous tasks, and lack of training and career possibili-

ties. Two years later, A’s Works Council and the unions were confronted with the 

firm’s plans to build the highly automated M terminal. The Works Council decided 

to try to influence the design of the M terminal, supported by STZ. The outcomes of 

renewed focus group work and in particular the social design demands the labour 

consultants derived from them left their mark on the successive phases of the design 

process. Thus, when the M terminal went into operation four years later, it could be 

seen to be a workplace where, among other achievements, workers were able to ad-

vance from operational to process-control tasks while the implementation of team-

work was also evident. An evaluation study and interviews conducted five years 

later, showed that workers and management still had a positive assessment of overall 

job quality at the M terminal.  

In between the two efforts in company A, the Works Council of the smaller Rotter-

dam competitor B also called on STZ. Its parent firm planned to invest in a new con-

tainer terminal but the Works Council questioned whether the existing organization, 

based on top-down commands and improvisation, could deal with this expansion. 

Management and Works Council agreed a joint development project in which the 

Council would be entitled to advise in each consecutive design phase using a ‘go/no 

go’ procedure. Whilst STZ supported the Works Council, B’s management hired a 

management consultancy group that adhered to STSD principles. The job quality as-

sessment STZ undertook delivered significant arguments to break with the old 

model and strive for structured decentralization.  

However, a coalition of managers showed themselves unwilling to take any steps in 

this direction. A clash followed when the management consultants seemed to give in 

to this resistance. In reaction the Works Council vetoed the start of the next design 

phase, a veto that the employer accepted. After lengthy deliberations it was agreed 

the project could be re-started based on a Council proposal. An STZ consultant came 
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to act as a project leader and, jointly with the firm’s HR manager, in the next two 

years pushed forward the implementation of teamwork with planning tasks at-

tached, the structured rotation of tasks, and improved training facilities. In the sec-

ond year, unions negotiated a pay and career scheme matched to the new structure 

and work practices.  

(Sources: Van Klaveren and Bouwman 1991, 1993; Bouwman 1998, and underlying 

reports; see for an extensive case description Appendix 1, Case A5) 

7.4.4 The UK model: the importance of safety reps and safety committees 

The legal basis for psychosocial risk assessment in the UK derives in the main from the 

Health and Safety at Work Act (HSWA) 1974, the Safety Representative Regulations of 

1977 and the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations of 1999. The 

HSWA imposed a general duty on all employers to provide and maintain safe and 

healthy systems of work at the workplace. The Safety Representatives Regulations that 

followed on from this provided wide-ranging rights for locally elected workplace rep-

resentatives to inspect and monitor risks and hazards at the workplace. This included 

the right to request and receive information relating to changes at the workplace where 

such changes might add to existing health and safety risks. It is generally recognized 

that the combination of the general rights imposed by the HSWA and the active devel-

opment of safety reps and joint safety committees ((in which TURU had an early in-

volvement) has had a positive impact on workplace safety and health trends in the UK. 

The incidence of fatalities at work as well as days lost through injury or work-related 

ill health have all declined to the point where recent EU-wide comparisons show the 

UK to be one of the best performers. For example, Eurostat data for 2016 posted the 

UK’s standardised incidence of fatalities (deadly accidents) at work at 0.53 per 100,000 

employees. This was lower than that of economies such as France (3.32 per 100,000 

employees), Germany (0.63 per 100,000 employees), Italy (0.91 per 100,000 employees) 

and Spain (1.53 per 100,000 employees). Moreover, the UK average of 0.52 fatalities per 

100,000 employees for 2013-2015 was the lowest of all EU member states (HSE 2019).  

As we have already noted, the high incidence of workplace risk assessments (WRAs) 

in the UK (92% of firms complying) shown in Table 7.1 might present a too rosy picture 

of the involvement of rank-and-file employees in these assessments. Indeed, a different 

picture can be seen from a survey carried out in 2017 by UNISON, the UK’s largest 

union and organizing the public services who surveyed 10,000 members on their ex-

perience of workplace stress. It was clear that stress amongst workers in public services 

in the UK was a severe and growing problem as the government’s austerity policy 

added further negative pressures onto services already squeezed by a decade of ex-

penditure cuts. Around 90% of respondents recorded that they felt more stressed some 

or all of the time compared to the previous year and around 30% had taken time off 

work for stress related illness in the previous five years. Remarkably, also given the 

requirements of the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations, 60% of 

respondents reported that their employer had never spoken to them about stress and 
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74% reported that they or their colleagues had never been surveyed by their employer 

about stress.  

The TUC, the UK’s central trade union body have, since the adoption of the safety reps 

regulations in 1977, played a proactive role in developing effective and wide-ranging 

training courses for safety reps. In the last couple of decades they have focused addi-

tionally on developing practical tools to enable workplace reps to assess psychosocial 

risks. With the insecurities in the labour market generated by the rise of various forms 

of precarious employment on the one hand and the impact of expenditure cuts on pub-

lic sector jobs on the other, it is clear that such interventions by the TUC and those of 

the other leading UK unions have been fully justified.  

Given the period of uncertainty that now faces the UK as it navigates its way through 

the post-Brexit economic tides, it seems likely that the union movement will, at least 

in the short to medium term, be in the frontline dealing the consequential increases in 

psychosocial stress likely to be found in many workplaces. In this regard, the extent to 

which current health and safety legislation, particularly the Management of Health 

and Safety at Work Regulations, manages to escape the attention of any post-Brexit 

deregulatory drive, will be an important factor for the future well-being of significant 

numbers of the British workforce. 

7.4.5 The Swedish model: national regulations addressing managerial 
responsibilities 

Work-related stress and repetitive strain injuries have become the major reasons for 

sick leave in Sweden. Since the beginning of the millenium psychosocial malfunction-

ing amounts to more than half of all sick leave days posted by Swedish employees and 

has been particularly marked in the public sector. Slimmed down (to the point of ano-

rexia) organisations forced to cope with changes at the workplace at increased speed 

along with a rise in intrusive management control strategies are some of the reasons 

behind this trend. Whatever the causal factors, risk assessments with a focus on stress 

have become a considerable focus of attention from both a public health and organisa-

tional efficiency perspective. 

As noted in section 5.4.4, the Swedish Work Environment Act has delegated the re-

sponsibility to issue regulations on occupational safety and health to the country’s 

Work Environment Authority. Risk assessments are regulated as part of the Systematic 

Work Environment Management provisions. Among other things, these state that 

”When changes in the organisation are planned, the employer should assess if the 

changes will cause risks for ill health or accidents which need to be dealt with.” The 

risk assessment should be written down and risks should be recorded irrespective of 

whether they are serious or not. 

Risk assessments are commonly carried out as projects involving HR, line managers 

and health officers culminating in a presentation to the organisation’s joint health com-

mittee. Risks are first of all listed and evaluated in terms of both their probability (from 

1 to 5) and the seriousness of their effects (from 1 to 5). To that is added a list of 
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measures to deal with each risk and responsibilities are assigned for carrying out these 

measures. In more advanced organisations this OSH risk assessment might be further 

integrated with a similar assessment for operations that will also evaluate customer 

reactions, profitability and time horizons. The most valuable feature of this type of risk 

analyses is that they are mandatory and can ensure that particular issues are brought 

to the table. As such they provide a good basis for taking proper actions to mitigate 

the negative effects of changes. However, they very seldom result in changing the pro-

posed decision in a more radical way, and are frequently seen as an instrument to 

’sweep up the problems’ generated by the change.  

In many cases the labour consultant takes part in or at least has access to the final 

report and can thereafter combine this analysis with any wider economic, market and 

organisational analysis that is being undertaken. In this way risk assessments can be 

used both as an instrument linked to a specific change or, on a more contingency basis, 

as a key component in a more comprehensive organisational analyses. Whilst risk as-

sessments are frequently a feature of the work carried out by HR departments, the 

general problem remains that they seldom support direct action and organisational 

change. An alternative risk assessment tool, developed by the Institute for Working 

Life and Development (IAU, website) is described below. This tool has a multiple use 

both as an organisational development tool and as a means of getting in-depth infor-

mation from respondents in specific change situations. It is especially useful for iden-

tifying organisational and social issues at the workplace. 

Case 7.6. The Human Power Map: developing organisational and social work 

environment in pre-schools (Sweden) 

The Human Power Map provides an open digital enquiry tool for (work, project or 

management) teams analysing the likely impact of proposed changes at the work-

place. The digital enquiry starts with an open question to respondents such as ”what 

characterizes your current work situation” or ”what are your thoughts about the up-

coming reorganisation”. The respondent is then asked to make judgements: 

• whether it is a positive or negative answer (on a scale); 

• whether the situation can be controlled or not, 

• and finally what aspects of the organisation might be most affected, for exam-

ple, management/leadership; communication; social relations at the work-

place; routines; competences; defined roles, et cetera. 

The result of this enquiry is then discussed in a workshop that normally would con-

sist of respondents to the enquiry; the project team; employee representatives (for in-

stance a safety and health committee), and appropriate department or divisional 

managers. The workshop uses the report to help the participants come up with a set 

of improvement actions. 

A local Swedish municipality chose to use the Human Power Map for its pre-school 

operations (350 employees in 24 single schools) that were suffering from high levels 
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of sick leave indicating an urgent need for systematic management of the work envi-

ronment. After completing the survey each single preschool carried out three sequen-

tial workshops. The first workshop identified activities over the working day rated 

red, yellow and green where the ’red’ denoted time spent unproductively (waiting 

time, administrative problems, conflicts etc.), ’green’ productive work time, while 

’yellow’ indicated time spent for development and skill formation. The following 

workshop came up with suggestions for improvements and activity plans to decrease 

‘red time’. Suggestions that were beyond the decision-making discretion of the work-

place were sent to management. The plans were documented digitally; developments 

were followed up at meetings held every four months. The management team had a 

special workshop organised to discuss the situation at their level and to consider the 

suggestions made by the teams. 

The overall process received a positive evaluation from the employees involved and 
the rate of sick leave decreased from 11 % to 9.5% over the year. The estimated sav-
ings were Euro 230,000 compared to the cost for the programme which was said to be 
Euro 30,000. 

7.5 Good practice 

We are now finally able to add good practice suggestions aimed at involving employee 

representatives and achieving a meaningful social dialogue, in particular based on dis-

cussing psychosocial risk assessments.  

In our view it is vital  

where work organisation is an issue, that  

GP29 employee representatives, trade unions and labour consultants should, wher-

ever possible together with management and HR staff, promote pilot projects 

in change processes to indicate and evaluate critical features of any future re-

organisation of work or proposed changes to job quality; 

GP30 psychosocial risk assessments can only be carried out properly if employees 

and their representatives are involved; wherever possible they should be 

linked with the prevention of psychosocial risks and the redesign of organisa-

tions and jobs associated with psychosocial stress; 

GP31 in accepting assignments for psychosocial risk assessment, employee repre-

sentatives and (labour) consultants should check whether management is 

committed to a system-based approach including the conversion of results 

into a plan of action, and exert pressure on management if these conditions 

are not met,  

and widening to focus on connected institutions and policies: 

GP43 trade unions must strive to ensure that sectoral collective labour agreements 

or sectoral covenants on occupational safety and health include an unequivo-

cal commitment to implement psychosocial risk assessments. 
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CHAPTER 8 LABOUR CONSULTANCY: A COUNTRY OVERVIEW 

8.1 Introduction  

The way in which labour consultants carry out their assignments differs substantially 

across the five countries scrutinized, partly due to differences across countries in their 

economic profiles, competitive structures and corporate governance, partly due to var-

ying national legal contexts, and partly due to different national traditions that sur-

round the use of experts in change processes. This chapter covers these three sets of 

causal factors, though we leave competitive structures and corporate governance 

largely aside. It is probably worth pointing out to interested readers that two of the 

current authors have recently explored a considerable part of this group of causes, that 

is, the relationship between industrial relations and competitive structures, for five 

sectors including the five countries under scrutiny here (Van Klaveren and Gregory 

2019). 

First of all, we present economic profiles of the five countries, followed by overviews 

of the national legal contexts covering legislation and practice concerning employee 

representation, and regulation concerning working conditions and occupational safety 

and health. As we will see, some countries have specific rules regarding the involve-

ment of labour consultants, either in one of these pieces of regulation or in both. The 

third part of this chapter offers overviews of the national markets for labour consul-

tancy. 

8.2 Country overviews: economic profiles 

8.2.1 An economic profile of France 

France has a population of 67.1 million (January 1, 2020) and with nearly 3.6 million 

enterprises in 2016, is home to a relatively large number of firms. Most of these (96%) 

are small firms with less than 10 employed. Nevertheless, about half of French wage-

earners in the private sector are employed by medium-sized and big companies. 

France is especially competitive in aircraft and spacecraft research and manufacture, 

car and train manufacture, and the production of pharmaceutical products, perfumes 

and cosmetics, wine, et cetera. With about 12% of the French wage-earners employed 

in foreign firms in the private sector, the impact of FDI has been relatively limited. 

France has a large public sector, accounting for 56% of the country’s GDP. 

Since the outbreak of the crisis in 2007-08 unemployment in France has remained rel-

atively high with a persistently high level of youth unemployment. In 2018 about one 

in four French 15-24 aged was unemployed, a particularly disquieting feature of the 

labour market. In international comparison, the French low-wage sector is not that ex-

tensive. According to Eurostat, in 2014 8.8% of employees in enterprises with 10 or 

more employees had earnings at or below the low-pay threshold, that is, earning less 

than two-thirds or less of the national median gross hourly earnings.  



238 

8.2.2 An economic profile of Germany 

Germany with 83.0 million inhabitants (March 31, 2019), is the EU’s most populous 

country. Of its 3.5 million enterprises (2016), 3.1 million or 86% employed less than 10 

persons. Germany still has a strong industrial base, particularly R & D-based, with car 

manufacturing, machinery, chemicals and pharmaceuticals as strongholds. At 24.1% 

in 2017, the industry’s share in total German employment is still relatively large while 

the service sector employed 74.5%. Inward FDI in Germany has been comparatively 

limited: in 2016 about 11% of the country’s private sector employees worked in for-

eign-owned firms. 

Supported by Germany’s continuous current-account surpluses and strong export per-

formance, the country´s economic recovery after 2007-08 was strong, and unemploy-

ment rates declined regularly. Indeed, in many regions and sectors companies and 

public organisations currently experience difficulties in finding qualified staff. On the 

other hand, a large low-wage sector has developed. In 2014, 22.5% of German employ-

ees in enterprises with 10 or more employees earned less than the low-pay threshold. 

8.2.3 An economic profile of the Netherlands 

The Netherlands is a small but densely populated country; in 2019 87% of its 17.3 mil-

lion inhabitants (by January 1, 2020) lived in urban areas. By 2017, 82.9 of Dutch wage-

earners (the second-highest share in the EU) were employed in services. Production 

and servicing for exports recently contributed nearly 40% of the country’s value 

added. Four clusters have developed into economic powerhouses: commercial ser-

vices; chemicals; food industry, and Rotterdam seaport and Schiphol airport. Around 

17% of private sector employees are working for foreign-owned firms and inward FDI 

is relatively important. 

The 2007-08 crisis hit the Dutch economy seriously, not least because of its export ori-

entation. Since 2010, exports have risen strongly again, but private consumption fell 

more than in adjacent countries which postponed the recovery. While unemployment 

fell to below 4%, in 2017-18 labour shortages in most industries and occupations have 

appeared. As in Germany, the incidence of low wages has increased in the Netherlands 

with up to 18.5% earning less than the low-pay threshold in 2014. 

8.2.4 An economic profile of Sweden 

Sweden is large in terms of land mass but a rather small country in terms of its 10.2 

million population (by January 1, 2020). As 45% of GDP has been derived from trade 

in goods and services, its economy to a considerable extent depends on exports, with 

mining and wood industries prominent alongside global manufacturing companies 

like Ericsson and Volvo Trucks and globally operating retail companies such as IKEA 

and H&M. The country also has an expansive IT industry and a large public sector 

(taking nearly half of its GDP). Given that approximately 23% of Swedish private sec-

tor employees work for foreign-owned firms, inward FDI is relatively important. 
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The 2007-08 crisis hit Sweden heavily but a record GDP growth in 2010 showed the 

initial recovery to be strong before a ‘second dip’ took hold of its economy. Since then, 

unemployment has stabilized albeit at a relatively high level, at least according to his-

toric Swedish standards. By contrast, the country has maintained a relatively equal 

income distribution and a very low level of wage inequality, as shown by a low pay 

incidence rate for 2014 of 2.6%. 

8.2.5 An economic profile of the United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom is a small, densely populated union embracing England, Scot-

land, Wales and Northern Ireland. Its population reached 67.8 million in January 2020. 

The first nation to industrialize, the UK has undergone a rapid process of de-industri-

alization since the early 1980s. As a result, 83.5% of its labour force are currently em-

ployed in services – the highest share in the EU28. The financial sector (banking and 

insurance) expanded massively after deregulation in the 1980s, and by 2010 was em-

ploying about one in six British wage-earners. The UK’s remaining industrial base ac-

counts for around 10% of economic output and contributes 15% to the country’s em-

ployment. Over the years, the UK labour force has seen considerable shares of low-

wage earners, and in 2014, 21.3% of British employees earned less than the low-pay 

threshold. 

The UK is the biggest recipient of inward FDI in the EU and around 18% of private 

sector employees work for foreign firms. By a relatively narrow margin in 2016 the UK 

voted to leave the EU. Currently the first stage (withdrawal agreement) of ‘Brexit’ was 

completed at the end of January 2020 with full separation (with or without EU-UK 

trade agreement) scheduled for December 31, 2020.  

8.3 Country overviews: the legal context 

8.3.1 The legal context: France 

Labour consultants have become an integral part of the French industrial relations sys-

tem, at least as far as large and medium-sized companies are concerned. The right of 

the employees’ representatives, the Works Council at the time (Comité d’enterprise, CE), 

to call on a labour consultant, paid for by the employer, goes back to 1947, when Works 

Councils were first created. At the beginning, this right was limited to reviewing an-

nual accounts, to allow councils to fulfill their control function by getting an independ-

ent analysis of the economic situation of their company. Since 1982, due to the so-called 

Auroux laws under the first term of President Mitterand, CE’s in companies with over 

300 employees have been entitled to request an expert to study the consequences for 

employment and working conditions of any important introduction of new technolo-

gies.  

From a purely accounting and economic standpoint, the scope for the intervention of 

labour consultants has been extended from the late 1970s to cover a large range of 

issues such as:  
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• the company’s strategic orientation; 

• social policy; 

• working conditions and employment; 

• dismissals for economic reasons; 

• the negotiation of a collective agreement in cases of restructuring; 

• the threat of the company going bankrupt;  

• employees’ profit sharing.  

Over the years, the employee representatives’ right to expertise has been reinforced by 

extending the field of interest and by the growing influence of the Health, Security and 

Working Conditions Committee (CHSCT, Comité d'hygiène, de sécurité et des conditions 

de travail). Since 1994 the CHSCTs, in all companies regardless of their size, have been 

entitled to request expertise (independent of the employer) in two cases: either an im-

portant project which modifies health and security conditions or working conditions 

(e.g. restructuring or reorganizing) or, where serious risks for instance work-related 

stress situations or other psychosocial risks, might be a consequence. However, neither 

the CE nor the CHSCT have specific rights in the evaluation process following a risk 

assessment. 

Some labour consultants’ assignments have attracted considerable attention in the me-

dia, such as those in France Télécom and Renault following suicides at the workplace 

(see Chapters 3 and 7). The involvement of experts may have had a leveraging effect 

on union actions at company level. Although in any case for the employer, the stakes 

were high when it came to CHSCT assessments since neglecting to take an expert’s 

conclusions into account was a serious risk for corporate leaders, particularly in cases 

involving employee suicide. Liability could be incurred and penal repercussions might 

well follow to say nothing of the reputational damage to the company. Against this 

backdrop, CHSCT assessments were sometimes a source of conflict. In the early 2010s 

the growth in the use of consultants by CHSCTs triggered a great deal of criticism from 

some employers and many legal disputes in this field have been brought to court.  

Since the mid-1990s several forms of staff representation have coexisted within com-

panies, often operating almost independent of each other. Until recently, alongside the 

CE and the CHSCT, a system of employee delegates (délégués du personnel) could be in 

place. Each ‘structure’ has its specific fields of intervention. However, one of President 

Macron’s first steps in May 2017 was to pass a new labour law that came into effect on 

1 January 2020. The new law embodies major changes for all businesses. The three 

bodies representing employees have been grouped into one Social and Economic Com-

mittee or CSE (Comité social and économique). Management will be under a legal obliga-

tion to negotiate annually with the representative unions at company level on wage 

development (NAO). In addition, management will continue to be obliged to inform 

and consult the CSE annually on the company’s economic/financial results, business 

strategy and employment requirements and skills development. The CHSCT, up till 

now mandatory in all companies with more than 50 employees, has been replaced by 

a Health, Safety and Working Conditions Committee (CSST) but only in companies 
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with more than 300 employees. This new Committee does not have a legal status, it 

just depends on the CSE; therefore, it cannot decide to call on an expert.  

The implementation of the CSE is negotiated company-by-company: a novelty in 

French industrial relations meaning that, although the functioning of the CSEs will be 

regulated by law, in this respect differences between companies will soon become vis-

ible. For the time being, assessments differ regarding the outcomes for employee rep-

resentatives and labour consultants. For some, particularly those on the employers’ 

side, the reform will allow employee representatives to get a broad view of the com-

pany’s situation. Indeed, the creation of the CSE as a single body may open up oppor-

tunities for a more comprehensive approach to labour consultancy assignments, con-

necting strategic and economic assessments with those on working conditions and 

other social issues. However, on the side of labour it is feared that the specific problems 

related to work organisation and working conditions may get ‘drowned’ in the mass 

of economic and social issues the CSE will have to deal with. Also, with the current 

tight deadlines of the legally prescribed procedures, it remains to be seen whether a 

growing remoteness from the shop-floor can be avoided. Time constraints may make 

it virtually impossible for employee representatives to explore organisational alterna-

tives for management restructuring plans. Moreover, following the abolition of the 

CHSCT and the employee delegates, it seems logical to expect the new law will lead 

to a sharp decrease in the number of employee representatives. In consequence, alt-

hough the CSE members will seemingly have more hours at their disposal many of 

them may be faced with problems of time and resources. That said, any assessment of 

the new system is clearly premature. The fact that room has been created for the social 

partners at enterprise level to negotiate the functioning of the new bodies means that 

corrections of malfunctions could happen later. 

In spite of the changes just discussed the practice of labour consultancy in France re-

mains tightly regulated by the Labour Code. The Code lays down precisely how, when 

and in what circumstances a labour consultant can be hired. For example, the time 

limits for expert assignments are limited by law. The new labour law confirms the right 

to expertise. The CSE will be able to call on an outside expert paid by the company to 

investigate both economic and social issues. In some cases, this is a full obligation im-

posed upon the employer. In other cases, the use of expertise paid for by the employer 

is subject to certain conditions. Finally, it should be noted that the CSE, at least in larger 

companies, has an operating budget of its own funded by the employer. The CSE can 

use this budget to call on an external labour consultant but in that case his/her inves-

tigative rights within the company will be limited. Also, for certain types of expertise 

the CSE will have to make a contribution of 20% of the costs involved from its own 

budget, the rest being paid by the employer. 

Since 2000, successive French governments have tried to strengthen negotiations be-

tween management and labour at company level. In this context, the advisory role of 

the labour consultant has grown in importance. Over time an increasing connection 
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between negotiation processes, which remain the prerogative of trade unions, and in-

formation and consultation processes involving employee representatives within com-

panies can be observed. This strong connection can in particular be seen in reorgani-

sation and restructuring projects that can result in redundancies. In case of planned 

dismissals, companies with at least 50 employees have to draw up and negotiate with 

the trade unions an Employment Protection Plan (PSE: Plan de Sauvegarde de l’Emploi). 

The Labour Code stipulates, among other things, that redeployment measures be in-

cluded in PSEs. 

By the 2013 Employment Security Act, the lawmakers tried to enlarge the efficiency of 

the social dialogue within companies by declaring a permanent company database 

containing compulsory economic and social data. This database replaced a vast num-

ber of periodically disclosed documents hitherto used for information and consulta-

tion. At the same time, the number of compulsory annual information and consulta-

tion rounds on economic and social matters has been drastically reduced. It should be 

emphasized that this does not call into question the obligation of the employer to in-

form and consult employee representatives on reorganisations or other change pro-

jects.  

8.3.2 The legal context: Germany 

At company level in Germany codetermination is well developed and the Works 

Council (Betriebsrat, or Personalrat in the public sector) is a considerable force. The 

Works Constitution Act (Betriebsverfassungsgesetz or BetrVG; adopted in 1989; promul-

gated in 2001, last amended in December 2018) specifies the co-determination rights of 

the Works Council, including the right to be informed or the right to be heard by the 

employer. In addition, the tasks of the Works Council are defined by other regulations 

such as the OSH legislation, collective agreements between unions and employer or-

ganisations at sector level and agreements between Works Council and employer at 

company level. In Germany, works councillors are the backbone of the trade unions. 

Over two-thirds of all councillors are members of a union affiliated to the German 

Trade Union Confederation (DGB), compared to a much lower overall union density 

(17% in 2018). Also, and unique in the EU, the Codetermination Act (Mitbes-

timmungsgesetz) of 1976 requires companies with over 2,000 employees (1,000 in coal 

and steel producers) to have half the supervisory board consisting of employee repre-

sentatives. 

According to the Works Constitution Act, the Works Council may call in an expert 

necessary to fulfill their tasks properly (Art. 80.3 BetrVG). The tasks, subjects and con-

tents on which the Council may call in an expert cover a wide field and are not limited 

by law. The most relevant topics when it comes to advice from experts are occupational 

health and safety issues, performance and behaviour control by electronic data sys-

tems, systems for data protection and security, working hour systems, and wage plans. 

It should be noted that several steps are compulsory before the Works Council may 

call in an expert (to be paid for by the employer):  
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• advice to be given by the expert has to be ‘necessary’ e.g. where an issue is too 

complex for the Works Council or specific knowledge is needed to tackle an 

issue. This necessity is not clearly defined by law and may differ from company 

to company. Before calling in an expert, the Works Council has to prove that it 

has done everything to get the necessary information or advice to tackle an issue 

without resorting to external advice. This is necessary in cases where the em-

ployer may disagree an expert is needed and may be reluctant to pay for such 

an expert. However, the question of whether the advice is necessary is itself a 

reason for the Works Council to call in an expert (in such cases usually a law-

yer); 

• a formal decision of the Works Council (as an institution, not just single coun-

cilors) to call in an expert is compulsory; 

• Works Council and employer have to agree about calling in an expert before he 

or she begins his/her work. If this agreement is not forthcoming, the Works 

Council may apply to the Labour Court or to the arbitration committee at com-

pany level to enforce a decision. 

There is one exception to these rules: an agreement with the employer is not compul-

sory in cases of planned changes that may have considerable negative consequences 

for substantial parts of the workforce. This covers developments such as a closure or 

relocation of important parts of the company, massive reductions of staff, and the in-

troduction of fundamentally new working or management methods, but it is limited 

to f firms with more than 300 employees (Art. 111 BetrVG). As explained in Chapter 7, 

in Germany the Works Council can initiate a psychosocial risk assessment and can 

exert its codetermination rights on virtually all aspects of that assessment, including 

its scope and methods. 

8.3.3 The legal context: Netherlands 

Except for a few periods in the country’s post-war history, industrial relations in the 

Netherlands can be characterized as consensual. In the early 20th century the Dutch 

union movement was ’born outside the factory gates’ and its mainstream has remained 

highly centralized. Dutch politics has denied union delegates a legal status at company 

level. Instead, under the 1950 Works Council Act or Codetermination Act (WOR, Wet 

op de Ondernemingsraad) employees were entitled to representation in joint Works 

Councils at company level, initially chaired by the employer. A 1979 revision of the 

WOR provided for mandatory councils, independent of the employer, to be elected 

three-yearly (some four-yearly) by and from the workforce in companies with at least 

50 employees (with a special arrangement for companies with 10-49 employed). The 

councils are endowed with information and consultation rights as well as co-determi-

nation rights on personnel policy and working conditions regulations, but –unlike in 

Germany—they do not have wage bargaining powers. Consultations between Works 

Council and employer take place in a separate consultation meeting (Overlegverga-

dering), and such meetings are obligatory before an employer can take a decision on 

any subject required by the law. 

http://dict.leo.org/german-english/arbitration
http://dict.leo.org/englisch-deutsch/committee
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The Works Councils and their committees may ask external and internal experts for 

information and advice, including advice in writing (WOR art. 16). Some 15 years ago 

research found that two in three experts involved were external to the organisation; it 

is unlikely that this share has changed substantially. All experts are subject to the same 

confidentiality rules regarding business and industrial secrets as are valid for works 

councillors, unless agreed otherwise by the employer or deemed to be unreasonable 

by the Administrative Court. Any costs incurred by the Works Council in consulting 

experts have to be paid by the employer provided that the latter has been notified in 

advance (WOR art. 22). The three WOR articles 16, 20 and 22 make up the legal frame-

work for the activities of labour consultants as external experts.  

Regarding working conditions and environmental issues, Works Councils often dele-

gate their advisory rights to their Safety, Health, Well-Being (and Environmental) 

Committee (VGW(M)). Like other articles related to occupational safety and health this 

Committee’s mandate is based on both the WOR (mainly articles 27 and 31) and the 

1990 revision of the Working Conditions Act (Arbowet). The experts’ advice may be 

underpinned by research, undertaken alone or jointly with other consultants and/or 

university or other researchers. If so, the confidentiality rules extend to all those in-

volved. Under the same legal framework, large firms may have a Central Works Coun-

cil (CWC) whilst their divisions may have a Group Works Council (GWC). Similar to 

Germany, an estimated two out of three Dutch councillors are unionized, a share 

nearly four times greater than the overall union density of 17% in 2016. 

Works Councils and their committees are not the only clients of Dutch labour consult-

ants; trade unions form a second group. We estimate that over the last decade, union 

assignments made up about one-fifth of the total income of labour consultants. A prob-

lem for consultants working solely for unions is that they lack legal protection when 

dealing with confidential company information. At work organisation level neither 

individual trade unionists nor union groups have a legal status. This is a major reason 

why union officers leave co-operation with labour consultants mostly to Works Coun-

cils. Employers who have occasion to disagree with the hiring of experts can appeal to 

the Administrative Court for Trade and Industry, a special branch of the Amsterdam 

Court of Appeal, functioning much as Labour Courts do in other countries. Such dis-

agreement, however, is rare. From the perspective of labour, court cases concentrate 

primarily on employers’ neglect of legal obligations on the disclosure of company in-

formation and on problems in consulting the Works Council in matters required by 

the law. 

8.3.4 The legal context: Sweden 

In Sweden, the trade unions have gathered strong codetermination rights at establish-

ment and company level and in addition, they administer the unemployment insur-

ance funds (the ‘Ghent system’). Both have proved to be strong incentives to become 

a union member, reflected in an overall union density of 67% (in 2015). The use of 
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labour consultants by employee representatives, that is, basically, by local trade un-

ions, is regulated by agreements between employers and unions. As such, legislation 

has only played facilitating and stimulating roles.  

The origin of labour consultancy in Sweden stems from a discussion in the 1970s be-

tween the social partners on how local unions might get more involved in company 

matters. This discussion ran alongside a more politically driven discussion on ways to 

develop economic democracy through new forms of ownership. This prompted a par-

allel discussion on co-determination and the right of workers to be informed, con-

sulted and empowered to negotiate on issues other than wages and working condi-

tions. In 1975, a first agreement on business committees and economic consultants was 

agreed in the private sector. As a next step, broader development agreements were 

realized based on the 1976 Co-determination at Work Act (MBL) and the 1978 Work 

Environment Act – as noted, pieces of legislation at the time that were unique in Eu-

rope. As part of these agreements, alongside issues on competence development, work 

organisations, and forms of information and consultation, the right for local unions to 

use labour consultants was defined in the state sector in 1978, in the private sector in 

1982. 

In various labour market agreements the involvement of labour consultants has been 

regulated in a similar way, except concerning financing. Generally, the local employer 

has to pay for the consultant’s assignment but in the state sector a complementary cen-

tral fund is in existence to which local unions can apply for funding. The basic right to 

use labour consultants is linked to the local union and to situations in which the em-

ployer is to make a decision that affects the economy of the company and the employ-

ment situation. It is also obligatory to negotiate with the unions before making deci-

sions; this rule is limited to organisations with over 50 employees. 

The local union representatives need to negotiate with management before deciding 

on the details of labour consultancy assignment – its purpose, content and volume. 

Thereafter, the employer is obliged to pay for the consultant, ‘open the books’ and be 

transparent concerning the basis for the decisions under review. The consultant is re-

quired to maintain confidentiality and may only disclose information that the union 

representatives are entitled to know. If parties at local level cannot reach agreement on 

the consultant’s assignment, negotiations in a central joint party have to follow, and if 

these cannot solve the issue, the Labour Court as a last resort will decide. On the other 

hand, local union representatives have the right to participate in decision-making if 

management decides to hire consultants or researchers in order to investigate the func-

tioning of the organisation, including undertaking psychosocial risk assessments.  

8.3.5 The legal context: United Kingdom 

In keeping with the UK’s long-established traditions of voluntarism in the regulation 

of industrial relations, there is no statutory basis for the use of labour consultants by 

either or both of the social partners when external advice and guidance is deemed to 
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be necessary. In consequence, consultants dedicated to working with trade union bod-

ies are a relatively rare breed amongst the ranks of management consultants who have 

otherwise proliferated in the last 30 or 40 years in the UK. Indeed, the number of spe-

cific labour consultancies that are orientated to working with trade unions can be 

counted on the fingers of one hand. This is not to say that advice and guidance from 

external experts is not sought by unions or employers when confronting particularly 

intractable problems. However, external advice from consultants and academics 

where and when it is sought tends to be privately commissioned and paid for usually, 

although not exclusively, by the employer. 

The fact that the UK has shied away from legally based systems of codetermination 

that have brought Works Councils to the fore in other EU states is another factor that 

has constrained the growth and use of labour consultants in the UK. Apart from a brief 

flirtation with the idea of codetermination in the 1970s, the UK has continued to root 

industrial relations in voluntary agreements that give priority to collective bargaining 

and (until recently) quite limited forms of joint consultation. In 1975 the then Labour 

government set up a committee of inquiry on industrial democracy in response to the 

European Commission’s draft 5th Company Law directive. Its report in 1977 recom-

mended a form of co-determination that would see elected worker representation on 

supervisory boards of companies with more than 2,000 employees. Although there ap-

peared to be broad support for the basic principle of worker representation at board 

level, the detail of what was proposed divided both the business community and the 

union movement. The election of Thatcher’s government in 1979 put an end to any 

prospect of the report’s recommendations being implemented.  

In the intervening years neither governments nor social partners in the UK have shown 

much real interest in returning to the notion of worker representation at board level. 

In consequence, the calls unions have tended to make for external assistance have most 

commonly been narrowly focused on either supporting their bargaining claims by way 

of a better understanding of company profitability, or, for arguments and alternative 

strategies to resist closures and heavy job losses. On top of this, in neither of these 

instances can it be said that existing legislation is particularly helpful.  

Information rights for union negotiators, although set out in legislation as long ago as 

1976 and supported by a seemingly helpful Code of Practice issued by the Advisory, 

Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS), have in practice been tightly restricted 

by legal rulings that have enabled employers to limit the disclosure of key financial 

information on the grounds of ‘commercial secrecy’. Disclosures to union negotiators 

in advance of major closures or restructuring that will lead to redundancies are limited 

to a statutory 90-day consultancy period. On the face of it, this provides some (albeit 

time limited) space for dialogue to take place. Here again though, what actually gets 

disclosed to union negotiators or their external advisers is very much at the discretion 

of the employer and is certainly not designed to assist any union-led resistance to the 

proposed change. Furthermore, 90 days is a very short time to formulate alternative 
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strategies to what are frequently complex restructuring proposals or highly emotive 

plant closure plans.  

The Health and Safety at Work Act (HSWA) of 1974 and the joint safety committees 

and safety representatives’ regulations of 1977, provide something of a contrast in that 

they confer informational and investigative rights on union representatives that are 

less constrained than those operating in the collective bargaining sphere. Whilst con-

fidentiality requirements are still in evidence, the rights to regular flows of information 

concerning existing and possible future health hazards captured by risk assessments 

has enabled a productive social dialogue to take place. This has certainly been the case 

in unionised workplaces and has resulted in steady improvements in UK health and 

safety metrics to a level currently achieved by very few of its EU neighbours. The de-

mand for health and safety training was significantly boosted by the passage of the 

HSWA and the subsequent Safety Committee and Safety Reps Regulations. The TUC 

responded with a highly regarded 10-day course for union safety reps that generated 

(and continues to support) a significant flow of work for union-approved tutors, some 

of whom fell into the labour consultant category. Moreover, networks of OSH exper-

tise devoted to such issues as hazardous chemicals and offshore safety have also from 

time to time been in evidence to serve the growing needs of safety reps and joint safety 

committees. 

8.4 Country overviews: the market for labour consultancy  

8.4.1 The market for labour consultancy: France 

The growing demand for expertise stemming from the activities of Works Councils 

and the CHSCT has led to an increase in the number of labour consultancy firms in 

France. Today, two types of firms coexist. A small number of larger firms dominate 

the ‘Works Council market’ with three or four large firms accounting for 70 to 80% of 

this market. In 2017 the two largest: Secafi, part of the Alpha group, and Syndex, each 

employed more than 1,000 consultants (including part-timers) and carried out more 

than 5,000 expert assignments. The founders of these consultancies were closely con-

nected to the trade unions. Although they have kept that affinity, they have pursued a 

policy of diversification and cooperation with Works Councils regardless of their un-

ion composition. A second group of labour consultancies tends to specialize in work-

ing conditions and occupational safety and health issues. Most firms in this group are 

small. In 2014, over 100 of such firms could be counted, all certified by the Ministry of 

Labour. This certification is obligatory for the offering expertise in the field of working 

conditions and safety and health issues. It is granted for one year to five years at the 

most and renewal is subject to specific criteria. As a result of the Macron administra-

tion’s labour reforms that will require economic and social issues at company level to 

be discussed in the same forum (CSE), the larger labour consultancies are seeking to 

develop more comprehensive sets of skills to widen their expertise. That said, the law 

will continue to require a specific mandate for expert assignments related to working 

conditions and safety and health. 
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The role of labour consultants is basically to review the economic aspect of projects 

submitted to the Works Councils for information and consultation. In addition, they 

may help and advise trade union officers during negotiations. Similarly, in the case of 

major restructuring, lawyers can assist employee representatives and union teams to 

detect procedural shortcomings that can be utilized to delay or modify the implemen-

tation of the project in question. Procedures concerning external expertise as laid down 

by the law are though very complex. Moreover, compliance with these procedures is 

tightly controlled by government bodies. In particular the deadlines laid down for 

achieving CHSCT assignments are strictly defined and enforced. 

The scope of information and consultation processes is broad in France and covers a 

large range of issues. Some, like economic analyses, are very commons. Other can be 

more ad hoc, but are still carried out within a strict legal frame depending on the needs 

labour have indicated in cases of reorganisation, restructuring and the introduction of 

new technologies. Currently, labour consultancies provide a range of consultancy ex-

pertise, but also offer services such as training, advice and coaching for employee rep-

resentatives as well as for the unions. Over the years, the activities and positioning of 

labour consultants have evolved greatly. In the past, the role of the expert was primar-

ily to explain company accounts, but latterly this narrow focus has widened consider-

ably to providing advice and guidance across the whole spectrum of issues featuring 

in contemporary social dialogue. In some situations, the division of work between 

trade union organisations and experts may arise as an issue. A challenge for the years 

to come is to see whether consultancy expertise can be delivered on a more permanent 

basis. 

8.4.2 The market for labour consultancy: Germany 

The term ‘labour consultant’ is not legally proscribed in Germany, so virtually anyone 

can use the label. In part this explains why there is no official overview of the number 

of consultants and consultancy firms that work specifically for Works Councils and/or 

trade unions or for management and Works Councils jointly. It is though estimated 

that several hundreds of people at least are employed in firms that provide these ser-

vices. Five groups can be distinguished. First, most labour consultants are individual 

freelancers, often co-operating in networks with other consultants. Second, consul-

tancy firms in this area are usually small businesses with up to 15 employees; very few 

are bigger. Third, a few university departments also offer consultancy and/or training 

for Works Councils. A fourth group of consultancy firms is linked to the DGB trade 

union confederation through participation in their network of Technology Advisory 

Bureaus created from the mid-1980s onwards (TBSs: Technologieberatungsstellen: see 

website DGB/TBSnetz) with offices in ten federal states. Some states subsidize the 

TBSs that are active on their territory. Finally, training centres --either belonging to 

trade unions or acting independently-- offer training and to a certain extent consul-

tancy to Works Councils. Union training centres often invite outside labour consult-

ants to participate in seminars, workshops, et cetera. 
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The range of labour consultancy assignments is wide in Germany and their duration 

also varies considerably, from short support or training on specific issues to the deliv-

ery of broad, long-term expertise that may last for decades (involving successive con-

tracts), giving the consultants involved a more or less complete overview of the com-

pany in question. Depending on the business model of the consultant or the consul-

tancy firm and their standing with the customer, their engagement might include dif-

ferent types of contracts. These can range from ‘pure’ labour consultancy for the Works 

Council to operating as the adviser of both the Works Council and the employer. In 

such latter cases labour consultants must tread a fine line to avoid becoming part and 

parcel of the ‘boxing and dancing’ scheme at company level. 

8.4.3 The market for labour consultancy: Netherlands 

As in Germany, (labour) consultancy activities in the Netherlands are not officially 

certified, centrally registered or otherwise protected. Thus, anyone can call him/her-

self ‘(labour) consultant’. Furthermore, the Dutch labour consultancy network is not 

easy to disentangle. Unfortunately, the surveys on compliance with the Works Council 

Act carried out by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, do not question the 

use of experts by Works Councils.  

Broadly speaking, four groups can be distinguished in the Netherlands that call them-

selves ‘labour consultants’. First, individual consultants and consultancy firms offer-

ing their expertise on a wide variety of issues exclusively to Works Councils and trade 

unions. Like STZ, most of these firms were founded in the 1980s. Following a decade 

of expansion, after the turn of the century most of them had to downsize while a num-

ber of consultants split off and continued to operate on their own account. Currently 

the number of labour consultants in this group may oscillate between 15 and 20. Sec-

ond, the currently 16 certified training centres for Works Councils employ a number 

of trainers some of whom also act as part-time labour consultants. It is difficult to esti-

mate the use of such trainers but a rough estimate suggests it is the equivalent of 20 to 

25 full-time equivalents (FTEs). A third group consists of consultancy firms, academic 

researchers and government-sponsored research institutes that accept assignments 

from both management and Works Councils and/or trade unions. A number of them 

specialize in using STSD for organisational renewal while others are specialized in oc-

cupational safety and health and ergonomics. Still others have specialized on legal ad-

vice with the Works Council Act as key reference. Altogether the size of this third cat-

egory can be estimated as equivalent to 30 to 40 FTEs. Finally, it may be noted that in 

the 2000s major accountancy firms with management consultant divisions tried to de-

velop labour consultancy activity in the Netherlands. Most of these efforts failed, ob-

viously because of mistrust shown by the labour side. Today, only smaller manage-

ment consultancies seem to be involved in labour consultancy activities. 

Like their German colleagues, Dutch labour consultants tend to have a wide range of 

assignments, varying from providing one-off advice to a Works Council, for example 

in cases of lay-offs, to long-term support in instances of major organisational and/or 
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technological change. In the 1990s and 2000s some labour consultants’ assignments 

lasted over five years, for example those concerning (re)designing container terminals 

in the Rotterdam port; mergers and IT projects in banking, and designing and building 

waste treatment facilities. In such assignments several advisory rounds have become 

common, with decision-making in each round becoming more specific. Latterly, due 

to the standardization of technologies on offer and related organisational solutions, 

such lengthy change projects have become rather rare. What had to be developed and 

tested has now to a large extent been built-in in software routines; hardware has been 

standardized as well and can currently often be bought ‘off the shelf’. 

In the Netherlands, Works Council elections mostly take place on a three-yearly, some-

times four-yearly, basis. As a result, labour consultants regularly outlast the terms of 

councilors. Thus, in case of longer-term changes, the labour consultant can be regarded 

as safeguarding continuity by labour representatives. The employer may also prefer 

to continue with certain labour consultants particularly where they have a good work-

ing relationship with line management and/or other management consultants. A la-

bour consultant can also gain (informal) ‘preferred’ status where he/she acts as the 

coordinator of the various employee representative inputs along with those of other, 

specialized labour consultants (ergonomists, IT or HR specialists, et cetera). Such a co-

ordinating role also evolves where more than one Works Council is involved, for ex-

ample in case of mergers or acquisitions.  

8.4.4 The market for labour consultancy: Sweden 

When the first co-determination agreement was put in place in 1978 the state-owned 

consultancy company Statskonsult decided to establish services in the area. Parallel to 

this development, various unions took on the recruitment of suitable consultants. Em-

ployees in the unions (policy departments), auditors (from accountancy firms) but also 

organisational consultants and IT-developers emerged as full- or part-time labour con-

sultants. Soon, many would define themselves as such. Statskonsult established a sub-

sidiary solely for the purpose of carrying out labour consultancy and after a few years 

this subsidiary was transferred to the employees to become ATK Arbetstagarkonsul-

tation AB. Over the next thirty years ATK developed into the leading Swedish labour 

consultancy. Early on, some ATK employees started their own companies giving rise 

to a small labour consultancy market. In Sweden, over the years most large manage-

ment consultancy firms have been reluctant to offer services on this particular market. 

Based on the development agreements, the social partners at sectoral level agreed 

when and under what conditions labour consultants could or should be used. Occa-

sionally this has led to lengthy discussions for instance on which changes could be 

defined as constituting ‘effects on the employment situation’. It has to be said though, 

that conflicts over such issues have only reached the Labour Court three or four times, 

and have mainly been confined to disagreements on when to hire labour consultants 

and on their relationship with management. 



251 

The volume of labour consultancy services in Sweden has never been investigated in 

detail. It may be estimated that in the mid-1980s at the height of the use of labour con-

sultants, the market consisted of 30 to 40 FTEs. Currently the volume is down to be-

tween 5 and 10 FTEs. This retreat may be seen as the combined results of management 

overall becoming more transparent and union representatives more competent on 

business issues. Also, changes in union policies have played a role here. Unions have 

moved away from emphasizing business and strategy issues to concentrate on basic 

wage and safety and health issues. Nevertheless, these overall trends should not be 

allowed to conceal different developments across sectors, and their varying exposure 

to union strategies dealing with structural change. For example, in the 1980s the debate 

on the labour-saving effects of new technologies on white-collar work generated as-

signments for labour consultants in many public and commercial services. Similarly, 

when in the early 2000s digitalization hit the media sector, it became an intense user 

of labour consultants. In sharp contrast, the more recent privatisations in the public 

sector, with a few exceptions, did not become an area for local unions to use labour 

consultants.  

8.4.5 The market for labour consultancy: United Kingdom 

Trade union demand for labour consultants in the UK derives in the main from four 

basic union needs: specific help and advice to help interprete and use financial data to 

support collective bargaining; similar assistance to challenge restructuring and work-

place closures sometimes extending as far as formulating alternative strategies to 

counter management proposals; help in the design of social dialogue structures and 

training to ensure effective social dialogue outcomes, and health and safety training 

for union safety reps. Management have had a wide range of management consultancy 

firms to choose from to supply their own particular needs in these fields -- although it 

would be extremely rare for a management team to use outside expertise to support 

their collective bargaining efforts.  

Unions on the other hand, have had a more limited choice. They are, for instance, un-

likely to use any of the consultancy arms of the major accountancy firms, partly be-

cause of the likely cost involved and partly because such firms are not perceived as 

being sympathetic to union aims and values. In the UK this leaves unions free to 

choose from a ‘mixed bag’ of small specialist consultancies sometimes run by former 

union officials, union-friendly academics and educational institutions, training and 

consultancy provisions offered by the TUC (for example the Partnership Institute and 

the Recruitment Academy) and a limited range of small research and training-based 

groups set up to support labour. The Labour Research Department (LRD), based in 

London, and the Trade Union Research Unit (TURU) that operated out of Ruskin Col-

lege, Oxford between 1970 and 2010, are two good examples of this latter provision. 

As in Germany and the Netherlands, ‘labour consultant’ in the UK is not a regulated 

profession. The fact that a statutory base for labour consultancy has never been estab-

lished in the UK together with the enduring preference that both the country’s unions 
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and managements manifest for CLAs that are binding in honour rather than law, is a 

powerful explanation as to why labour consultancy has not grown in the UK as it has 

in countries like France. It would be wrong however to assume from this that the UK 

does not need more labour consultants.  
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CHAPTER 9 TOWARDS GOOD PRACTICE IN SHAPING FUTURE CHANGE 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews the analytical and process tools labour consultants tend to use on 

restructuring and other work organization assignments. Taken together the good prac-

tices we set out hereafter form building blocks that can be utilized to help shape future 

organisational change. In section 9.2, we provide the context by summarizing our ear-

lier findings regarding the main drivers of change. A central objective here is to high-

light the change factors that are likely to continue to confront the social partners and 

labour consultants in the decades to come. Section 9.3 is then devoted to the identifi-

cation of relevant building blocks to deal with current and future challenges. In section 

9.4 we draw some final conclusions. 

9.2 Drivers of change: emerging contradictions 

While identifying the main drivers of change in earlier chapters, we emphasized the 

contradictions that seemingly have emerged between these and other major societal 

aims. It is worthwhile briefly summarising the five main drivers we believe are of pri-

mary importance:  

• intensified international competition; following waves of mergers and 

acquisitions in the 2010s, MNEs have emerged as the drivers of global value 

chains. With the recovery from the worldwide crisis of 2007-08, the quest for the 

lowest (labour) costs combined with flexible delivery has intensified and 

seemingly penetrated virtually all spheres of production and consumption. Its 

most extreme manifestation, the ‘gig economy’, plainly has the potential to 

undermine labour standards in many sectors and professions even in the most 

prosperous EU member states. It stands in blatant contradiction to the EU’s 

stated goals of developing the Union as a knowledge-based economy focussed 

on the pursuit of sustainable and inclusive growth with a highly-educated 

labour force. In addition, the violations of EU and national labour standards 

along with the data protection and corporate taxation issues which the 

unconstrained spread of multinational ’tech giants,’ has raised, also have to be 

considered as major ongoing societal challenges; 

• standardized technologies have become commonplace, either as built-in 

software routines and applications, or as standardized hardware modules or 

systems and tools to integrate companies and people worldwide (except where 

blocked by national authorities) with ‘The Cloud’ currently the most advanced 

and overarching vehicle in this respect. For the majority of organisations this 

trend has also reduced the size and scope of in-house IT development activities. 

The development of artificial intelligence and Big Data analytics has 

significantly increased the possibilities for the surveillance of citizens, 
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customers and employees. At the same time, although it has connected people 

on a scale the world has never seen before, the standardisation it entails and the 

specialisation of the IT skills base have limited the potential for employee 

representatives (whether or not supported by labour consultants) to intervene 

in design and development processes; 

• management strategies of dominant firms: pushed by the power of stock 

markets and the demands of shareholders, a small elite of MNEs has seized the 

opportunities globalisation offers to maximize profits through downsizing, 

isolating ‘non-core’ activities, outsourcing and offshoring. While these MNEs 

exercise strict controls over price, quantity and quality of supplies, they have 

frequently evaded their responsibilities for attaining decent levels of pay and 

conditions in their respective value chains and often fail to comply with 

national labour legislation and ILO conventions. Against this backdrop, trade 

unions in the countries concerned supported by colleagues in Europe and by 

NGOs have begun to exert serious pressures on MNEs to ensure they live up to 

their Corporate Social Responsibility statements. As we move forward, those 

pressure will need to focus on ensuring MNEs deploy inclusive and sustainable 

ways of production that are just as relevant at the bottom as well as the top of 

their global value chains; 

• weakening of trade union influence: whereas the dominance of MNEs in Eu-

rope has been buttressed by the increase of foreign direct investment (FDI) be-

tween 2008 and 2016, trade union influence, in sharp contrast, has declined over 

the same period. Union density and collective bargaining coverage between 

2007 and 2016 in the five countries we have highlighted decreased by 8% and 

4% respectively. In the 10 CEE countries the decline was even worse racking up 

falls of 30% and 42% respectively. These worrying figures illustrate that imbal-

ances in power relations between business and labour have been rising in the 

EU, and have been particularly marked in the CEE countries where collective 

bargaining was already significantly constrained; 

• the all-embracing and unchallenged frameworks of neo-liberal economic 

policies have intensified international competition, increased the 

standardization of technologies, and have pushed short-term management 

strategies to all move in the same direction. They have, since the turn of the 

century, been aided and abetted in this task by the policies of European and 

national policy-makers in particular where strict budgetary pressures have 

weakened employment protection or have continued the supply of incentives 

for the deregulation of transport and utilities. Such policies have, if anything, 

narrowed the opportunities for a paradigm shift towards a genuine knowledge-

based and sustainable economy. 

At organisational and workplace levels, these drivers clearly pose a number of risks 

for labour although they can also be seen as opportunities that should not be ignored. 
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We suggest there are four fields where contradictions between risks and opportunities 

can be discerned: 

• the ongoing management pressure for continuous reorganisation and restruc-

turing that compromises job security (lifelong employment being discarded in 

favour of lifelong learning) whilst seemingly offering minimal counterbalanc-

ing rewards, has led to widespread feelings of insecurity particularly among 

the low-skilled and lower paid. This has sparked a rising tide of industrial ac-

tion across Europe in industries like retail, catering/hospitality and cleaning. 

Such developments, if continued, must surely provide some trade unions with 

a renewed membership base; 

• similarly, the ever-present pressures for changes in work processes as managers 

search for more flexible and adaptable forms of organisation have provoked a 

widespread intensification of work, with higher levels of work-related stress 

and enlarged risks of emotional exhaustion. Such pressures may diminish 

workers’ willingness and even ability to contribute to change at the workplace 

but they also should represent potentially fertile ground for trade union recruit-

ment; 

• certain aspects of new technologies have been generating contradictory forces 

at organisational and workplace level. In particular, the control mechanisms 

embedded in the newer technologies often tend to frustrate the creative and 

productive potential of a highly educated workforce looking for more auton-

omy. Such unfulfilled demands may be another fruitful basis for a productive 

social dialogue at work organisation and workplace level; 

• inadequate management, in particular poor change management, has too often 

resulted in deteriorating working conditions and even human tragedies in both 

the public and private sectors. Media coverage of trade union reactions to these 

failings have, from time to time, alerted the general public to the problem which 

in turn has put pressure on the employers in question. Such coverage and the 

growing public awareness of wrongdoing in companies and public organisa-

tions have enlarged the opportunities to address deterioration in working con-

ditions and to re-emphasize employers’ responsibilities in this respect. 

9.3 Shaping future change: building blocks 

Chapter 1 specifies the drivers of change and the risks and opportunities for labour 

insofar as they are related to major economic and social changes in the EU. In the Eu-

ropean context, political support for social partnerships could have provided a basis 

for the employee interventions this book focuses on, but during the last two decades 

and until recently such support was largely lacking. In these years the basis for collec-

tive interest representation deteriorated with, as noted, decreases in union density, to-

tal bargaining coverage and multi-employer bargaining. Indirectly, widespread un-
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employment, a decreasing labour share and growing income inequality further weak-

ened the conditions for a successful social dialogue. Nevertheless, as this chapter 

points out, across the five countries we focus on substantial differences in legal con-

texts, industrial relations and market conditions can be seen. As analyses and cases 

throughout the book testify, these differences may hamper collective action but they 

may also open up opportunities for creative interventions of employee representatives 

and labour consultants. 

Chapter 2 considered the context for what might reasonably be regarded as the breed-

ing ground for our community of labour consultants, namely, the ways in which re-

structuring and reorganization can often leave trade unions and other employee rep-

resentatives in need of expert support. In the last four decades, the various efforts 

made by the authors and their organisations to be involved in supporting negotiation 

and mitigation of the consequences of these events have been central to the analytical 

framework we have developed here. In this respect, two important prerequisites are 

particularly noteworthy. 

First, and of critical significance, is the early disclosure of substantive information con-

cerning the nature of the change and its anticipated consequences, in particular the 

likely impact on the organisation and quality of work. Second, and equally essential, 

are the processes of social dialogue and trust relations between management and la-

bour that enable such information to be properly shared and used as a basis for joint 

solutions to the challenges arising in the change process. We have noted here that to 

be effective and durable trust-building has, for both social partners, to be based on the 

development of competence in and the practice of, social dialogue. 

The emphasis we placed on the importance of social dialogue and early information 

disclosure was further vindicated when we looked at the limitations of the EU’s frame-

works for both industrial relations and corporate governance. The weakness of the 

EWC Directive, especially when confronting the restructuring plans of MNEs is a par-

ticular case in point. Four factors seem to be at issue here. First, the sites and work-

places involved in restructuring continue to be pitted against each other. At the same 

time, union structures have mostly proved to be too weak to either co-ordinate or hold 

onto a unilateral strategy, in particular where restructuring crosses national borders in 

the form of offshoring. Second, even when invoking the EWC Directive, compliance 

has to be settled according to national law. Third, MNE’s top management teams are 

repeatedly using strategies to shield critical decision-making from being influenced by 

organised labour. Finally, limiting the geographical coverage of EWC’s to Europe has 

clearly turned out to be a major constraint since the operating strategies of many MNEs 

are global. Although international trade union bodies have sought to overcome this 

weakness by promoting Transnational Company Agreements, for the time being such 

TCAs remain non-legally binding instruments. 

For these reasons we concluded that the extent to which management are likely to 

respect European regulations will depend largely on company culture and crucially 
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on whether or not they are engaged in a meaningful internal social dialogue. Such a 

dialogue may often have to be built during the change processes in question. This will 

invariably represent a challenging task for employee representatives and union offic-

ers, with or without the support of labour consultants, particularly where the devel-

opment of mitigating strategies and redeployment plans are involved. To this end we 

hope the experiences bundled in Chapter 2 can be useful and inspiring. After all, at 

least some of the case studies presented here show where, why and how managerial 

wisdom may be limited and open to constructive challenge. They demonstrate where 

planned changes either failed or at least did not deliver the expected results, for in-

stance where offshoring turned into backshoring. 

Based on chapter 2’s analysis, our good practice recommendations for both the target 

group and trade unions generally can be summarized as follows: 

• consider the application of the relevant EU Directives; use these Directives and 

appropriate national legislation to gather detailed management information;  

• exert pressure to obtain a well-planned change process, linked with detailed 

management information on economic, financial and technical aspects 

• balance support to vulnerable workers with contributions to a viable new or-

ganisation; 

• consider the adequacy of representation channels in the process; 

• maintain a close watch on any problems that may confront specific groups of 

workers;  

• pressurize to ensure that monitoring the effects of restructuring is carried out 

for at least another two years; 

• use the available economic and social analyses published at national, sectoral 

and regional levels; 

• create own databases to access experience with organisational and technical 

change and the (re)design of jobs and organisations; 

• improve where necessary the efficiency of systems of mutual communication 

and reporting; 

• use the information flows surrounding EWC’s and/or of the provisions in 

TCAs. 

Chapter 3 covered the ongoing restructuring of the public sector and the emergence 

and development of New Public Management (NPM). The chapter highlights the dif-

fering experience of NPM in the five countries. We noted that the reactions of national 

authorities varied when confronted with outside pressures like the European Direc-

tives to liberalize ‘network’ markets, or pressure from the general public or indeed that 

coming from trade unions. Privatisation is a good illustration of this. The privatisation 

policies of successive UK governments from 1979 onwards, for instance plainly influ-

enced Swedish and Dutch administrations, but resonated much less in France and Ger-

many. Indeed, in Germany the privatisation trend seems to have been reversed. Lat-

terly, the evidence of deterioration in the wages and conditions of low-paid employees 

in public services in the five countries we have focused on has been mirrored by a 
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similar deterioration in the service levels achieved notably in the health and care sec-

tors. This has buttressed widely shared doubts as to whether or not NPM-type reforms 

of public services have delivered more ‘value for money’. It is no real surprise that 

low-paid groups and unions in many EU countries have recently been involved in in-

dustrial action where privatisation and outsourcing have been linked convincingly 

with failing service quality, labour shortages and understaffing. Badly prepared and 

poorly practised digitalisation repeatedly adds to this and may provoke dismissals 

and heavier workloads. 

As regards employee influence at organization and workplace level in the public sec-

tor, political processes cannot be overlooked insofar as they exert more influence on 

decision-making than is normally the case in the private sector. That said, we present 

case studies in this chapter showing that changing bureaucratic organisations whether 

public or private need careful approaches. These cases also indicated the important 

role social dialogue can play in lowering the tensions between political decision-mak-

ing and employee involvement.  

Based on our analysis of Chapter 3 the same recommendations for employee repre-

sentatives, union officers and labour consultants can be made as those already set out 

in Chapter 2 except for one issue, namely, the role of public procurement. Thus, we 

have added three good practice recommendations in this regard: 

• evaluate whether procurement conditions guarantee the maintenance of fair 

wages and conditions and service quality; 

• mobilize public opinion if public procurement, privatisation or liberalisation, 

threaten wages, conditions and service quality; 

• exert pressure on external providers to guarantee the maintenance of fair wages 

and conditions and service quality. 

In Chapter 4 we assessed the involvement of employee representatives and labour 

consultants in different restructuring situations and changing labour market condi-

tions. In particular we focused on vulnerability and flexibility in the labour market and 

uncovered rather heterogeneous developments across countries. Researchers from the 

Netherlands, the country with the highest share of flexible workers, have issued warn-

ings about the negative effects high levels of flexibilization can have on innovation, 

purchasing power and income equality – warnings that may well have wider rele-

vance. Moreover, in four of the five countries (except France) legal employment pro-

tection for those with temporary contracts has fallen to quite low levels. 

Chapter 4 thereafter focused on how social dialogue can be built into the management 

of change. Brief country overviews confirmed the importance of employability and 

competence development as key issues here. As for the management of redeployment, 

case studies detailed and emphasized the importance of early information disclosure 

albeit with an added need to ensure information was similarly available in all subse-

quent rounds of management – labour consultation. This is of course part and parcel 
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of the wider demands regarding adequate timing, decent redundancy selection pro-

cesses, and eventually the establishment of specific redeployment organizations or 

agencies.  

From Chapter 4 we can add further items to our good practice recommendations, alt-

hough this time embracing both labour and management roles as well as those of pub-

lic authorities and other agencies. Thus, we recommend that employee representa-

tives, union officers and labour consultants: 

• insist on using updated management information in consecutive rounds of con-

sultation in more complex restructuring processes;  

• carve out time and resources to evaluate management information along with 

scope for developing alternatives; 

• supplement information flows by organising own (rounds of) information re-

trieval; 

• stimulate the creativity of labour’s constituency to better consider the conse-

quences of change and in particular the formulation of possible alternatives; 

• recognize the essential role HR, middle (line) management and supervisors all 

play in the implementation of restructuring; 

• be aware of training courses in change management covering employability, 

redeployment, and training /coaching of endangered workers, 

while management and HR staff should: 

• prioritize redeployment plans for the most vulnerable workers; 

• carefully design training and coaching schemes for these workers; 

• consider establishing internal agencies for redeployment, training and coach-

ing; 

Similarly, employee representatives, union officers and labour consultants jointly with 

management and HR staff should: 

• encourage social partners, large companies and public authorities to cooperate 

to produce programmes supporting vulnerable workers; 

• encourage national and regional authorities, employers’ associations and trade 

unions to form coalitions to facilitate the anticipation and management of 

change. 

In Chapter 5 we looked at the demographic challenge, first of all exploring the trends 

in life expectancy, fertility and the rate of natural increase in our five countries and 

thereafter their trends in employment rates. Inequalities, it turns out, do matter and 

show up strongly in differences in life expectancy according to occupational class or 

level of education. Whilst delving into the debates regarding the legal and effective 

retirement age, it was striking to note how national governments seized the oppor-

tunity from a European Directive in 2000, that banned discrimination on the basis of 

age in employment and occupation, to gradually put an end to the possibilities for 

early retirement at least through public sector arrangements. This disappearance has 

obviously fueled resistance, particularly among the low-paid, against the varying of-

ficial steps being taken to raise the legal retirement age in all five countries. This all 
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provided background for the search for ‘age-proof’ organisations in which EESUN 

members were active, as the case studies in this chapter testified. 

The second part of Chapter 5 covered the key factors determining the employability of 

older workers, notably: health, motivation and competence. We used EWCS 2015 out-

comes to analyze whether work can contribute to health and the (subjective) well-be-

ing of the 50 and older group. Findings on the social environment at work revealed a 

major problem area in this respect. Help and support for older workers from both col-

leagues and managers were widely perceived as being lower than average. These out-

comes confirmed evidence that many organisations appear to be reluctant to invest 

substantially in their older workers and cater for their needs. Clearly though, there are 

good reasons to ensure the policies and interventions governments, business and la-

bour have launched in the last 15 years to counter this weakness are continued and, if 

anything, intensified. The chapter ends by presenting some promising developments 

and cases in this respect although it should be added that a lack of active labour market 

policies may threaten the sustainability of many of these initiatives. 

Against this backdrop we were able to add good practice recommendations aimed at 

providing sustainable improvements for older workers. Thus, management and HR 

staff as well as employee representatives, trade unions and labour consultants should: 

• stimulate worker participation in change processes with particular attention to 

the experience and insights of older workers; 

• include the potential and limitations of older workers as major factors in de-

signing and monitoring change processes; 

• cater for the specific needs of older workers combining technical measures with 

the redesign of work organisation and jobs; 

• combine the optimal supply of jobs for older workers with intensive pro-

grammes of social support; 

• develop and apply training approaches tailored to the needs and capabilities of 

older workers; 

• allow workers, in particular older workers, in change processes enough time in 

change processes to ‘digest’ information and provide enough scope and time 

for them to follow training courses and apply for jobs. 

Chapter 6 presented a rather disquieting overview of the way technological and or-

ganisational changes are intensifying work in the service sector. EWCS data showed 

that in 2015 work intensity was a common phenomenon in the five countries under 

scrutiny. The dubious honour of being in the lead here fell to France where problems 

with customer contacts seemed to be particularly problematic, problems that often 

seem related to poorly managed change projects. After earlier decreases, a general in-

tensification of work could be seen between 2010 and 2015 for the EU as a whole. Over 

the longer period 2005-2015 indicators for autonomy and competence development 

showed a mixed and slightly negative development for the five countries although a 

more positive trend for physical working conditions was in evidence. 
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Thereafter, Chapter 6 explored the links between work intensification and develop-

ments in the organisation of work, such as Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), the 

application of ‘lean management’ and the more recent aspiration to be an agile organ-

isation. Added to these we also looked into the connections between work intensifica-

tion and developments related to the IT-based control of work flows and tasks such as 

remote workplace monitoring. The spread of call centres in particular exposed crucial 

management dilemmas. For instance, in the 1990s call centre management zigzagged 

between allowing employees to use their brains or alternatively have relied on IT-

based control. In recent years the efforts of trade unions and employee representatives 

to attain decent conditions in call centres may look like rearguard actions but at the 

same time the ‘IT option’ may have reached its limits in view of the very high labour 

turnover and risks of offshoring that it frequently entails. The case studies in this chap-

ter may offer some interesting lessons here. 

Trade unions, employee representatives and labour consultants alike are confronted 

with major challenges where the unity between the temporal and physical location of 

work gets ruptured. This might be as a result of the introduction of ‘open space’ or 

‘flex’ offices or through teleworking, or in its most recent and extreme form, through 

the digital labour platforms of the ‘gig economy’. These latter manifestations com-

monly avoid the classical forms of collective organisation and thereby severely con-

strain the potential for counter-balancing action on the side of labour. As long as there 

is a verifiable legal connection with an employer, as is mostly the case with flex offices 

or telework, unions can attempt to (re)unite the workers involved via campaigns and 

new ways of communicating. In the meantime, OSH risks in this field have been well 

researched and such information could ensure that unions take appropriate action to 

secure better alternatives for current office design. 

However, major complications arise where the legal connection with an employer is 

unclear, missing or denied by the platforms in question. Without new, strict and con-

trollable regulation, the ‘gig economy’ plainly has the potential to undermine labour 

standards in many sectors and professions even in the most prosperous of EU member 

states. In the meantime, the unions concerned may have little choice but to continue 

evaluating the potential of various initiatives aimed at organising and improving the 

conditions of gig workers.  

Drawing on the analysis in Chapter 6, we suggest that employee representatives, un-

ion officers and labour consultants adopt the following good practices:  

• a critical scrutiny of all management decisions aiming at flexible and agile or-

ganisations; 

• encourage the design of office space that enhances job quality; 

• question the need for workers to be continuously connected with work through 

smart phones, laptops and tablets, 

while trade unions in particular should: 

• invest in capacity building to assess and negotiate socially and economically 

acceptable alternatives for flexible and agile organisations; 
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• work actively to build support and collective interest representation for ‘gig 

workers including as a priority securing legal clarity with regard to the contrac-

tual status of gig workers; 

• ensure arrangements are made in sectoral CLAs to mitigate OSH consequences 

flowing from changes in the use of control mechanisms. 

In some respects the perspectives on psychosocial risks elaborated in Chapter 7 stand 

in sharp contrast to the more problematic views on dealing with work intensification 

we set out in chapter 6. Primarily this is because abilities to both evaluate and amelio-

rate psychosocial risks have improved in recent decades. In several countries employ-

ers seem to have become increasingly aware of their responsibilities for the occupa-

tional safety and health of their employees. Also, the case studies we set out in this 

chapter show that employee representatives, trade unionists and labour consultants 

have played active roles with regard to curbing psychosocial risks and have become 

better equipped with knowledge and practical tools to continue their efforts. A pivotal 

precondition for these interventions has been the availability of a coherent methodol-

ogy. The pioneering work of Karasek and Siegrist has provided the basics of this meth-

odology. The two models which carry their names have been integrated into ILO and 

EU guidance tools, and have influenced EU Directives, national OSH legislation and 

the ISO 10075-1 standard. In turn, these guidelines and regulations have developed 

the foundations for the current practice of workplace risk assessments (WRAs). 

The ESENER-2 survey suggested that by 2014 in the EU28 WRAs were regularly car-

ried out in over three quarters of all establishments. However, the results confirmed a 

negative point also indicated in some of our cases, namely, that bureaucratic official 

procedures repeatedly stood in the way of effective assessment. In the Netherlands, 

Works Councils tended to react to bureaucratic procedures with procedural ap-

proaches; however, such ‘boxing’ strategies by themselves could hardly pave the way 

to better jobs and organisations. A strong division of labour in the support structure, 

which was clearly visible in France, also seemed to have frustrated the conversion of 

assessments into interventions. On a more positive note we pointed to the support 

sectoral employer organisations could offer here particularly to small and medium-

sized businesses and to the potentially positive role sectoral collective agreements 

might also play. 

Over the years it has been a major challenge to ensure that the assessment of psycho-

social risks would connect with risk prevention and the (re)design of organisations 

and tasks associated with work-related stress. We emphasized the overall positive ex-

periences of the authors and their consultancies when invoking the Socio-Technical 

Systems Design (STSD) paradigm in this respect. Clearly, one of the strengths of STSD 

has been its development of a dialogue within research and action projects. Authors 

of this book and their colleagues have been involved in research contributing to this 

dialogue and, based on this experience, we would strongly urge a new generation of 

labour consultants and trade union-oriented researchers to continue (and even ex-

pand) this type of participation in European research programmes. 
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Substantial national differences emerged with regard to how psychosocial risk assess-

ment and organization / job (re)design have been connected. In Germany, a jointly 

constructed type of risk assessment showed up prominently. Here BIT’s BAAM 

method as the basis for measures to improve job quality found wide application in 

firms and non-profit organizations. Similarly in France, as the case studies ARETE has 

presented throughout the book testify, the proposals for organisational improvement 

developed in conjunction with employee representatives were often based on Karasek-

Siegrist-type surveys and interviews with rank-and-file employees. In change projects 

in the Netherlands STZ derived social design demands from surveys with standard-

ized questions inspired by the Dutch STSD variant. In the UK, the investment by trade 

unions in the large-scale development and training of safety reps and joint safety com-

mittees, (in which TURU had an early involvement) embodied many of the basic prin-

ciples of STSD. However, it would be wrong to suggest that the take up of STSD was 

widespread over the last four decades in the EU. Even in Sweden, the forerunner in 

the development of STSD, the transformation from assessment to actual organisational 

change frequently proved far from easy. In this respect the Swedish case study outlin-

ing the development of an enquiry tool that seemingly has the potential to bridge the 

transformation gap is plainly of interest. 

Of course, the connection between risk assessment and human-centred, organisational 

renewal cannot be secured by methodology alone. Organisational linkages and pro-

grammes bringing together practitioners, consultants and researchers are also needed. 

In this respect partly government-sponsored development programmes were set up in 

the 2000s notably in Germany and the Netherlands. Like their predecessors, these ini-

tiatives have had positive effects on the numbers of organisations deploying organisa-

tional renewal initiatives. Unfortunately, on the labour side of the equation positive 

effects on collective bargaining --including a shift of bargaining emphasis towards 

work organisation and job quality issues—seem rather weak. 

It may be that the need to strengthen the connections between the ‘official’ practice of 

workplace risk assessments with their own interventions will provide the dominant 

challenge for a new generation of labour consultants. They may also find themselves 

working out how sectoral CLAs or sectoral OSH covenants can support such interven-

tions. Methodological consensus is likely to be crucial here alongside actively pursued 

institutional connections in order to ensure good prospects for broadly supported in-

terventions in the future. 

The contents of Chapter 7 provide the final additions to our good practice recommen-

dations suggesting, in particular, that employee representatives, trade unions and la-

bour consultants should: 

• promote pilot projects in change processes to indicate and evaluate critical fea-

tures of any future reorganisation; 

• connect psychosocial risk assessments with risk prevention and redesign of jobs 

and organisations associated with work-related stress; 
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• check whether management is committed to a system-based approach in psy-

chosocial risk assessment to be converted into a plan of action, and 

• strive to ensure that sectoral CLAs or sectoral OSH covenants include a com-

mitment to implement psychosocial risk assessments. 

9.4 Final conclusions 

The future of socially inclusive and sustainable organisations that combine efficient, 

secure and decent jobs has, as we have shown, been put at high risk most notably, but 

not exclusively, by our pursuit of economic growth through globalization and dereg-

ulation. At European level, policy ambitions have been well intentioned but have had 

little significant effect. Our respective countries have all faced similar problems in 

terms of how best to deal with globalization and the consequential intensification of 

work. Some differences are discernible in national labour market strategies and ap-

proaches to public management but the challenges of unemployment and the increas-

ing segmentation of national labour markets into secure and insecure jobs remain stub-

bornly immune to the policy medicine meted out.  

For the foreseeable future the need to deal with climate change will influence all sec-

tors, companies and work places. It seems likely that part of the strategy here will in-

volve more intense digital development with artificial intelligence, Big Data analytics 

and robotization to the fore. We firmly believe that employee participation and social 

dialogue together with external support will be vital to deal with these challenges for 

organisations and workers. Globally disruptive shocks like the 2008-2009 finance melt-

down, the 2015 migration crisis and, at the time of editing this work, the COVID-19 

pandemic have and will continue to have a huge impact on the economy, and on 

society in general. At workplaces social dialogue and frameworks for trust-building 

will be crucial to support the extraordinary actions needed in order to mitigate both 

the social and economic consequences of such events. 
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POSTSCRIPT: THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC  

Introduction 

The manuscript of this book was finished by December 29, 2019. In early January 2020, 

when we started the final editing, we were unaware of the existence of the Coronavirus 

or COVID-19. At this point, four months later, the Coronavirus pandemic has caused 

thousands of deaths, scared millions of people all over the world and has brought large 

parts of the economy and social life in Asia, Europe, North America and Australasia 

to a standstill. While some signs of hope have lately emerged from China and South 

Korea, it may well be, at the time of writing, that the worst is yet to come in terms of a 

likely further spread of the pandemic into Africa, Latin America and South Asia. In 

these circumstances, we have decided to add this Postscript and conclude our work 

with some reflections on this ominous and tragic COVID-19 phenomenon and the im-

plications it carries for the subjects and practices we have covered in this book. 

We have limited our consideration to the themes we have covered in the book. It is not 

our intention to comment on major themes such as: 

• the strategies and measures various governments have implemented to control 

and impede the spread of the Coronavirus; 

• the macroeconomic strategies and financial measures aimed at mitigating the 

related economic and financial crisis both at European and at global level; 

• the measures various governments have latterly put in place to support work-

ers, firms and their communities, with one exception, namely the national ef-

forts that have been made to soften the impact of pandemic-related increases on 

unemployment. 

Even within such limitations, we are well aware that the economic and social condi-

tions in the five countries we focussed on in this book are all in an unprecedented state 

of flux, the effects of which are extremely difficult to interpret. Therefore, we cannot 

but emphasize the essentially preliminary character of this PostScript. It should be 

noted that the text was finalized by April 20, 2020. 

With this proviso we have identified the likely consequences of the Coronavirus pan-

demic in the following broad areas: 

1. the architecture of globalisation and the functioning of global value chains;  

2. health inequalities and health workers;  

3. health policies and New Public Management; 

4. the reappraisal of ‘key’ occupations and the spatial organisation of work; 

5. telework, efforts to curb unemployment, and risks of increasing inequality; 

6. social dialogue and roles of labour consultants, trade unions and employee rep-

resentatives, and 

7. some final notes on collective bargaining. 
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Globalisation and the functioning of global value chains (area 1) 

In section 2.3.3 we pointed to global trade wars as posing the most likely threats to the 

operations of the complex global value chains (GVCs) so characteristic of our current 

highly-developed stage of globalisation. However, in the course of January 2020, just 

when the US and China had managed to suspend their trade skirmishes, the Corona-

virus began to spread beyond China´s borders. Soon afterwards, the ‘blame game’ un-

folded, resulting in relations between the US and China plunging to their darkest point 

since 1989. In so doing, the opportunity for these two world powers to mount a joint 

approach to counter the economic, social and health effects of the Coronavirus pan-

demic was lost. Similarly, in the first months after the outbreak it became clear that 

national interests and considerations arising within the European Union have ham-

pered the formation of an EU-wide strategy for tackling the pandemic. Unless lessons 

are quickly learned, this does not bode well for the near future when ‘exit’ strategies 

have to be developed. 

Nowadays, complex GVCs can be seen as the basic architecture of the globalised econ-

omy. In spite of some stagnation after the 2008 financial crisis, by 2015 GVCs consti-

tuted nearly 50% of total global trade (World Bank 2020: 19). It is plain that the reach 

of the Coronavirus has put hitherto vital GVCs, notably those based on ‘just in time’ 

logistics, under unprecedented pressure. It was, for example, inevitable that the clo-

sure of borders to international transport would rapidly disrupt crucial GVCs. The 

automotive and electronics industries, early pioneers in GVC development, were 

amongst the first to feel these pressures. Both were hit by simultaneous shocks in sup-

ply and demand (Chinese supplying factories closed and Chinese consumer demand 

dropped) that revealed the vulnerability of the advanced ’just-in-time’ supply chains 

so typical of their worldwide supplier networks. In the automobile industry, malfunc-

tioning logistics forced the main German, French, Spanish, Swedish and Italian car 

producers to close their European production facilities. As the effects of such shut-

downs were swiftly transmitted back along the value chain, thousands of, often small, 

supplying firms all across the globe will see their livelihoods disappear. Given the im-

portance of metal and electronics manufacturing to the economies of most EU coun-

tries (cf. Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019: 59-72), such chain reactions are certain to 

have had profound negative employment effects at least in the short term. 

In the transportation, tourism and hospitality industries too, the lockdown of travel-

related activities including international air, sea and train passenger traffic has already 

had significant negative effects on employment in travel, hotel and tourism-related 

firms. National governments like those of France and the Netherlands have, as a result, 

announced their intentions to save ‘at any price’ ‘their’ national air carriers which they 

obviously regard as strategic assets. Virtually all of the private sector has been hit, 

some parts very strongly. The impact of the lockdown on cafes, restaurants, cinemas, 

theatres and other public venues imposed in most EU countries although less obvious 

initially, soon became manifest as the pandemic progressed amongst hundreds of 

thousands of small SMEs and an even greater number of self-employed workers. Many 
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of the latter group were already disadvantaged by the minimal job security and ab-

sence of financial buffers that characterized the prolonged austerity, privatisation and 

subcontracting / outsourcing policies adopted by respective governments (see section 

3.2). The lockdown of theatres and museums in particular, has ensured the arts sector 

has been heavily hit and frequently reveals how the SMEs involved in this sector have 

outsourced massively to gig workers. 

Outside Europe the effects of the spread of the Coronavirus will most likely be even 

more dramatic. The rapid fall in domestic demand compounded by the widespread 

closure of shops and stores in Europe and North America is a major factor. The impact 

of a long shut-down here will herald dramatic effects, for example, in the GVCs of 

garment, leather, footwear, textiles and toys manufacture where production has been 

contracted out to a range of countries including China, Bangladesh, Indonesia, India 

and Mexico. It has been calculated that in about 25 such countries some 40 to 50 million 

families and single-parent households depend directly on export production in these 

GVCs (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2018; World Bank Group 2020). Where dismissals 

take place, the mostly minimal (if any) employment protection, the lack of social secu-

rity and inadequate health care further condemn huge numbers of households (includ-

ing already hard-pressed single parents), to an existence of sub-standard living condi-

tions and deep poverty. This will always be an unwelcome addition to the destitute 

millions in these and other developing countries, who at best have been forced to sur-

vive in the informal economy. For example, leading researchers have predicted that 

without additional measures to curb the economic damage the number of citizens in 

Indonesia currently living in extreme poverty, will double after the pandemic 

(Vlaskamp 2020).  

It seems clear then, that any shutting down of the GVCs in developing countries after 

the pandemic has (hopefully) been overcome would set up dramatic consequences for 

the global South. Equally, such actions would most likely also have adverse conse-

quences for the richer parts of the world measured, amongst other things, by the higher 

prices European consumers will have to pay for garments, leather, footwear, textiles, 

toys and quite a lot of foodstuff. Switching consumer purchases to favour local pro-

duce may of course provide some compensation for the shrinking export markets 

faced by the European agriculture sector but again at the cost of higher prices and 

some restrictions on choice. Clearly, though, the global economic dependencies that 

most European citizens and policy-makers have blithely taken for granted can no 

longer be regarded as self-evidently sustainable. 

The dangers inherent in ignoring such dependencies have been starkly revealed in the 

post-cold war optimism and blind faith in the blessings of globalisation that have led 

the European Commission and most EU countries to neglect the maintenance of stra-

tegic stocks of essential medicines and personal protective equipment. In the last few 

months policy-makers in the health sector across Europe have been rudely awakened 

to their dependence on China and, to a lesser extent, on India as major producers of 

these goods. The fact that China and India are also crucial centres of drug research has 
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similarly emerged as an uncomfortable reality. The knee jerk reaction from the gov-

ernments of some EU states to relocate such manufacture and research to Europe may 

well ignite a new controversy surrounding which locations and countries should take 

the lead on such initiatives. 

The ILO (website Global impact) states clearly that “The COVID-19 pandemic is exac-

erbating already existing inequalities – from catching the virus, to staying alive, to cop-

ing with its dramatic economic consequences”. It goes on to say that the groups where 

the pandemic can be expected to have a disproportionate impact include those with 

underlying health conditions; older people; the very young; self-employed, casual and 

gig workers, and migrant workers (ILO 2020: 6). We would add refugees and handi-

capped children, their families and other carers to this list. Gender differences are 

likely to be pronounced here notwithstanding that the mortality rate of COVID-19 

seems to be skewed towards men. The women left behind will have additional bur-

dens to bear, in particular those in developing countries. In the next section we con-

sider the poignant inequalities in both health conditions and in the accessibility of 

health provisions that are likely to be exacerbated by the crisis. 

Health inequalities and health workers (area 2) 

Having described the threat the spread of the Coronavirus brings to the functioning of 

current GVCs, it is worthwhile also considering a further characteristic of GVC devel-

opment observed by among others Pickles (2013: 12) for the clothing industry. They 

identified how clothing factories in developing countries have become “(….) disem-

bedded from integrated textile and clothing complexes, mature industrial labour rela-

tions, and strong health and safety state institutions.” This observation holds true for 

all kinds of industries. However, in the literature the connection between the function-

ing of GVCs and public health has been underexplored. Leading authors in the field 

have focused on the problems GVCs have posed for workers, trade unions, NGOs and 

governments insofar as securing decent production conditions and social upgrading 

have been concerned. However, apart from a few references regarding the overlap 

with occupational safety and health, the public health aspects have been wholly ne-

glected (see for references: Van Klaveren 2016; Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2018). It is 

though, difficult to see how any meaningful social upgrading of GVCs can take place 

in a ’public health vacuum’. In contrast, in view of the Coronavirus crisis the ILO has 

recommended: “Enhance universal access to collectively-financed health services for 

all, including uninsured workers and their families” (ILO 2020: 8). 

The spread of the Coronavirus will continue to reveal extreme inequalities in the level 

and quality of health services and in their accessibility both within and between coun-

tries. Various experts have warned that the social protection and healthcare systems 

of most developing countries will plainly not be able to cope with the current pan-

demic. One expert has estimated that nearly 40% of the global population has no health 

insurance or access to national health services and that around 55%—about four billion 

people—do not benefit from any form of social protection whatsoever. Many countries 
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have been forced (or chose) to rely on market-based solutions to fill the gaps but this 

only works for those who can afford the fees or the insurance premiums required: 

highly inequitable in practice. She goes on to note how the problem is intensified by 

the fact that an overwhelming majority of workers in developing countries lack the 

economic security to be able to take sick leave or cope with an unexpected emergency. 

Thus, in cases of sickness they are often forced to make an invidious choice between 

endangering personal and public health and paying their household bills (Razavi 

2020). Moreover, in developing countries the combination of poor living and housing 

conditions that dominate the daily life of millions of city dwellers in particular further 

accentuates their vulnerability to the Coronavirus. As The Economist (March 28a, 2020) 

concisely put it: “Social distancing is practically impossible if you live in a crowded 

slum. Hand-washing is hard if you have no running water”. 

Our own research on the 25 Asian and Latin American countries most involved in 

garment and related GVCs, (none of whom belonged to the 36 least developed coun-

tries7), suggested that their populations in 2018 were only slightly better off in terms 

of access to health care than the very poorest of countries. About 30% had no access to 

health services and 40% lacked some form of social protection. These levels are how-

ever unlikely to provide much of a defence for the population of this group of coun-

tries. Moreover, as the Managing Director of the IMF, Kristalina Georgieva, has lately 

pointed out, most of the so-called emerging economies have been confronted with both 

a massive fall in export revenues and a flight of capital from these countries that was 

greater than had occurred during the global financial crisis -- a toxic combination for 

their health systems (IMF website). Most recently, a paper for the United Nations on 

the potential short-term impact of COVID-19 estimated that a 5% contraction in world-

wide consumption would lead to 85–135 million more people living in poverty in the 

world. A contraction of 10% would affect between 180 and 250 million people, mostly 

concentrated in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. The researchers warn that the po-

tential impact of COVID-19 poses a massive challenge to the UN Sustainable Develop-

ment Goal to end poverty by 2030 (Sumner et al. 2020). We should also note that public 

health policies in recent decades do not appear to have addressed in any meaningful 

way the gendered impacts of disease outbreaks. In this respect, and sad to relate, the 

public health response to the COVID-19 outbreak appears to be no different (Wenham 

et al. 2020). 

Thoughout the world, health service staff – the majority of whom are women -- are in 

the front line in the current crisis fighting the pandemic in extremely difficult and dan-

gerous conditions. In Europe health and care workers feel compelled to carry out their 

duties at levels of work intensity most have never experienced before. In this respect, 

it is worth recalling that our ‘pre-pandemic’ overview in section 6.2.3 showed that the 

health and education sectors, both in the five countries and in the EU overall, were 

 

7  Countries in the ‘low human development’ category according to the Human 
Development Index (HDI) 2019 of UNDP. 
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already displaying the highest comparative levels of work intensity. Further analysis 

at country-industry level revealed that French health and education workers in partic-

ular, posted high scores for ‘handling angry clients’ and ‘emotionally disturbing situ-

ations’. Such outcomes would be disquieting even in normal times but in the context 

of a pandemic they raise urgent questions about how much extra capacity can be 

wrung out of health and care workers already squeezed and battered by years of aus-

terity. 

The fact that health service and care workers have risen magnificently to the Corona-

virus challenge says much about their professionalism, intrinsic motivation and com-

mitment to their vocation. It is clear too that a universal reappraisal is taking place in 

terms of the value of their work and their place in society generally. This is welcome 

but it is also long overdue. We noted in Chapter 3 (section 3.4.2) that the entire French 

medical profession sounded the alarm in 2019 about the lack of staff and resources; 

similar protests could be seen in the other four countries. In general labour shortages 

and the related work intensification are probably more significant than wages as the 

main bone of contention. The OECD estimated some 40,000 nursing vacancies and 15-

20,000 vacancies for medical doctors and specialists in 2017-18 for France, Germany 

and the UK each (OECD 2019). 

This is not, of course, to suggest that dissatisfaction with wages can be ignored. It cer-

tainly plays a role as far as French health workers are concerned who have strong ar-

guments to underpin their discord. For example, according to OECD data in 2017 the 

average remuneration of hospital nurses across 32 OECD countries was slightly above 

the average wage of all workers though with a sizable variation across countries. The 

average wage of French nurses was some 10% below the national average and in this 

respect ranked 27th out of 32 countries (OECD 2019, Figure 8.1). It is no surprise that 

the leaders of the French medical profession’s protest movement (Collectif Inter-

Hôpitaux) have demanded that wages be increased to a level of 20% above the French 

average whilst also stressing the need to attract 40,000 to 50,000 additional public hos-

pital staff (NRC, March 31, 2020). It is worth noting at this point that although the 

OECD has suggested the average wages of British, German and Dutch nurses in 2017 

were found to be either in line or higher than the respective overall national averages, 

our own more recent research (discussed below) utilising WageIndicator data for 2019, 

has revealed a darker picture regarding the relative wages of nurses. By contrast, re-

cent developments in Sweden offer signs of hope. Here, the social partners in the 

health sector reached a crisis agreement that provided expanded working hours and a 

100% wage increases for intensive care (IC) staff. 

Obviously the Coronavirus crisis has acted as a belated societal wake-up call to the 

fact that these crucial public service workers have been under-resourced and in many 

cases poorly recompensed for their commitment to the health and well-being of soci-

ety. 

Health policies and New Public Management (area 3) 
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With the notable exception of occupational safety and health, with its detailed Euro-

pean directives and standards integrated in national law (Chapter 6), public health has 

been much less regulated in the European Union. The European Treaty (Articles 152 

and 168) requires that a high level of human health protection shall be ensured in the 

definition and implementation of all EU policies and actions. Indeed, the EUR-Lex 

website states that good health is a major concern of all European citizens and that the 

EU works for better health protection through its policies and activities. Yet, the pro-

viso is also clear: “The EU does not define health policies, nor the organisation and 

provision of health services and medical care. Instead, its action serves to complement 

national policies and to support cooperation between member countries in the field of 

public health” (website EUR-Lex/ public health). At the same time, we should also 

note that internal market regulation and EU competition laws do, in practice, consti-

tute significant constraints on effective public health policies. Moreover, a major col-

lective action deficit arises time and again when national governments react only when 

faced with an immediate cost for their own country (Costa-Font 2020). 

Against this backdrop it may come as no surprise that the EU’s leadership reacted 

fairly late (mid-March) in announcing policy measures to counter the Coronavirus cri-

sis. At this point, President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen pro-

posed that all non-essential travel to the EU to be suspended for 30 days. At about the 

same time European Council President, Charles Michel, mentioned the “strong will” 

of the EU to cooperate in order to tackle the virus though he only spoke of support for 

researchers in their hunt for a vaccine. This course of events following hard on the 

2008-09 banking crash and the 2015 migration crisis, has further highlighted the urgent 

and compelling need for the EU institutions to take more effective control over man-

aging global risks in areas such as public health. 

With regard to public health at least, these observations are clearly at odds with the 

liberalisation and privatisation trends of recent decades. In particular, they serve as an 

epitaph for New Public Management in the health sector. As the political commentator 

Jan Zielonka noticed, the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the scale of neglect in the 

public sector “after a long period of neoliberal folly” where profits were privatised and 

the state left with the risks. He righty observed that the needed revival of the public 

sector cannot be equated with the pursuit of national interests or autarky. Neither can 

it be achieved simply by returning all power to central governments since in the case 

of public health the need for effective public authority lies at regional or local level, as 

much as it does at national, European, or, we might add, even at global (WHO, IMF, 

World Bank) levels (Zielonka 2020). That said, it is clear that the first few months of 

experience with the pandemic have already indicated that the development and an-

choring of a new division of labour within public health has obvious potential to be-

come a major European project. Such a project would need to take into account the 

considerable differences in structures and practices in health fields across Europe as 

well as the common weaknesses that have emerged -- the most obvious of these weak-

nesses being the strikingly insufficient levels of care and virus prevention found in 
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residential homes for the elderly in particular and in home care more generally. By 20 

April data indicated that at least a third of all COVID-19-related deaths in some West-

ern European countries had been located in these parts of the care sector. Shamefully, 

it took a couple of months of the pandemic before these grim outcomes even started to 

be acknowledged. A wider awareness of the work intensity and increasingly unsafe 

working conditions faced by thousands of care workers was similarly time-lagged. 

One disquieting consequence of the ways in which EU member states have resourced 

their health provision, has been starkly illustrated by the problems most countries 

have experienced in the production, supply and distribution of vital medical appa-

ratus (such as respiration equipment), personal protective equipment (such as gowns 

and masks), and antiviral and antimicrobial drugs. The supply chain problems en-

countered just after the outbreak of the pandemic have made it abundantly clear a new 

division of labour and investment at the highest (global and EU) levels will be needed 

to secure national and local resilience in terms of the procurement and supply of these 

products. The initiation of such changes, though would be fully in line with the ambi-

tions the European Council already set out in 2010 for the EU to play a: “central role 

in accelerating progress on global health challenges (….)”. At the time of writing, how-

ever, the continuous problems with the supply of vital medical apparatus and protec-

tive equipment have instead led to renewed trade wars, not least between EU member 

states. 

At the other end of the spectrum, the Coronavirus crisis is calling for (and achieving) 

unprecedented work organizational changes in hospitals and in all kinds of other 

(para)medical institutions. Such change is generating a huge amount of workplace ex-

perience much of which is worthy of documentation and analysis. While on the one 

hand, such an exercise will without doubt chronicle the frustrating shortages of mate-

rials, facilities and staff, on the other hand, it could also reveal valuable insights into 

the unexpected forms of cooperation, innovative ways of working and new deploy-

ments of professional competence that have emerged in the wake of the pandemic. It 

is worthwhile noting for future research purposes that many of the workplace realities 

faced by health workers during the pandemic have increasingly been the subject of 

vlogs, blogs, and other types of social media messages. 

The reappraisal of ‘key’ occupations (area 4) 

In the five countries this book has focussed on, respective governments have felt com-

pelled to set out what they consider to be the ‘key’, ‘crucial’ or ‘vital’ (groups of) occu-

pations needed to keep critical societal functions running whilst dealing with the 

spread of the Coronavirus. Initially, such lists were used to facilitate access to child 

care and primary schools for workers in these occupations to enable them to continue 

working. As official lockdown rules in four of the five countries became more stringent 

and social distancing mandatory, the lists were consulted in order to prioritise and 

regulate access to public transport or even public spaces. Even in Sweden, where the 

authorities followed a more ‘liberal / trust’ strategy that has not completely closed 



273 

down cafes, restaurants, and primary schools, plans were developed to use a similar 

list if the need arose for a stricter lockdown regime. All of these lists include occupa-

tions in: 

• health and social care, including support staff such as cleaners, and specialist 

staff; 

• the production and distribution of medicines and medical and personal protec-

tive equipment; 

• childcare and education; 

• essential public services, including those related to public safety and national 

security: police and support staff; fire and rescue service; those essential to the 

running of the justice system; border security, prison and probation staff; armed 

forces personnel;  

• journalism and broadcasting providing public service broadcasting; 

• those administrative occupations in national and local government essential for 

the COVID-19 response and delivering essential public services such as the pay-

ment of benefits; 

• utilities, communication and financial services, including staff needed for es-

sential financial services provision; gas, electricity and water provision, waste 

disposal and sewerage; staff in crucial IT, telecom, data and civil nuclear infra-

structure, and related security staff; postal services; 

• public transport; 

• the food chain: those involved in the production, processing, distribution, sale 

and delivery of foodstuff and other essential goods. 

Soon after the publication of these lists, progressive politicians, trade unionists and 

even stand-up comedians (as well as many others) pointed out that many of the 

(groups of) occupations listed in these essential services tended to be low-paid. The 

uncomfortable truth that workers identified as ‘essential’ were at the same time rela-

tively low-paid has sparked a public call for a reappraisal to realign their remuneration 

with their newly recognised societal value. Of course, others have pointed to the fact 

that the lists also include highly-qualified (and well-paid) medical staff and research-

ers and many similarly well-rewarded IT specialists. In an effort to check the reality of 

these varying claims we examined recent WageIndicator data. First, we calculated for 

2019 the average hourly wages of workers with at least five years of experience in nine 

occupations regarded as ‘key’, in the five countries in whom we are most interested. 

We then compared these outcomes with both the national minimum wages (or, in the 

case of Sweden, the lowest pay scales) and the overall national average wages: see the 

Table on the next page. 
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Table PS.1 Average hourly wages of workers, 5 or more years of experience, in 9 occu-

pations as percentages of national hourly minimum wages and national 

hourly average wages, 2019, five countries 

  France Germany Netherlands  Sweden  UK 

 min. aver. min. aver. min. aver. min. aver. min. aver. 

Child care worker 118 78 171 95 139 86 90 67 148 86 

Call centre agent inbound 171 107 162 90 163 101 145 108 150 87 

Sales assistant 
supermarket, dept.store 

172 108 165 92 152 94 152 113 154 90 

Hospital nurse; intensive 
care, recovery nurse 

149 96 155 88 150 92 135 101 163 95 

Materials scheduling 
clerk 

170 106 176 97 170 105 149 111 161 94 

Logistics worker 173 108 181 102 159 98 154 115 155 90 

Order picker 168 104 176 98 152 94 115 86 152 88 

Tram, metro, bus 
electrician 

170 106 178 99 157 97 158 118 154 90 

Truck mechanic 169 105 179 100 155 96 156 116 150 87 

Sources: average hourly wages: WageIndicator web survey 2019, N = 7,853 
National hourly statutory minimum wages: FR, GE, NL (>=21 yr), UK (>=25 yr): 
WageIndicator MW website; SE: no statutory minimum wages; used is lowest pay scale in 
manufacturing CLA 
National hourly average wages derived from OECD wages database 

As can be seen, in Germany, the Netherlands and the UK the wages (of experienced 

workers!) in all or nearly all of these so-called ‘key’ occupations remained below na-

tional average wage levels. In the case of nurses, this was true for all the countries 

shown with the exception of Sweden were the average pay of nurses crept just above 

the national average wage. This is a striking outcome since this group included inten-

sive care (IC) and recovery nurses. Our results plainly convey a less positive message 

for nurses than those presented by the OECD and discussed earlier. Moreover, again 

with the exception of Sweden, the average wages of the other occupations we investi-

gated were never as much as 10% higher than the overall national average wage levels. 

Overall, the data clarify that the many efforts trade unions and professional organisa-

tions have made over the years to lift relative wages in female-dominated nursing oc-

cupations have not produced tangible results. The current reappraisal of the value no-

tably of the work of nurses and their place in society may provide another impetus for 

a further major effort in this direction. It may help that some male-dominated occupa-

tions have similarly been shown to be crucial in a pandemic. For instance, logistics 

workers, order pickers, and maintenance workers in public transport are all widely 

recognized as being undervalued and underpaid. 

We should add sales assistants in supermarkets as another occupation in which female 

workers are overrepresented and who in the early phases of the pandemic before dis-

tancing measures had been implemented, often ran increased risks of infection. The 

job security of this group of workers has further been threatened by competition from 

on-line retailing and the greater use of of self-scanning cash registers -- both trends 

that have been enhanced by the current pandemic. In other occupations and sectors 
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too, the COVID-19 crisis could stimulate automation and the rationalization of pro-

duction processes although employers’ plans in this respect will also be tempered by 

financial limitations and the need for a speedy resumption of their various trading 

activities. 

Second, for Germany, the Netherlands and the UK, all countries that contribute higher 

levels of WageIndicator wage data, we were able to work with a wider range of occu-

pational wages. This enabled us to make a tentative and necessarily rough estimate of 

the proportion of their ‘key’ or ‘vital’ workers who earned below their respective na-

tional average wages. We based the estimate on 2019 data. For all three countries we 

calculated that between 50 and 60% of these groups of workers had earnings last year 

that remained below the national average wage. Thus, we cannot fully concur with the 

statement that essential workers ‘are all in low-paid occupations’: on the basis of our 

data, this is too much of a generalisation. Nevertheless, the fact that we found at least 

around half of all such workers were being paid less than the national average wage 

is striking and of great concern. It is certainly evidence enough of the urgent need for 

a wide-ranging public reappraisal of many of the vital occupations currently languish-

ing in the lower half of the income distribution.  

The Coronavirus crisis has opened up another potential reappraisal, namely of the 

trends we covered in Chapter 6 relating to the widespread adoption in some service 

sectors of ‘open (space or plan)’ or ‘flex’ offices. We have already noted the health risks 

that for some time have been attributed to these developments (section 6.4.1) but the 

spread of COVID-19 has dramatically added to their perceived downside. Indeed, so 

much so that various recent press reports, notably in the UK and the US, have declared 

the open space office concept ‘dead’. In the Netherlands various Working Conditions 

Services feel their existing criticism of the concept has, at the very least, been strength-

ened (De Volkskrant, April 8, 2020). If the need to maintain some form of social distanc-

ing proves to be a key requirement in future virus containment strategies and if tech-

nical solutions fail, the open space concept may soon be assessed to be an inappropri-

ate and no longer cost-saving organisational form. 

Telework, efforts to curb unemployment, and risks of increasing inequality 

(area 5) 

When it became clear in February and early March that the Coronavirus was continu-

ing to spread and lockdown rules were imminent in four of the five countries we have 

focussed on, telework or ‘working from home’ became the foremost organisational op-

tion for many companies, public offices and the self-employed. In France, the Ministry 

of Labour’s declaration that from March 15th “Teleworking becomes the imperative 

rule for all positions that allow it”, obliged employers to guarantee and facilitate such 

moves. In Germany, the Netherlands and the UK, many employers simply extended 

their existing practices of telework. However, for many others the introduction of tel-

ework was a new experience that required them to master not just the technology but 

also the various organisational and regulatory requirements -- all under considerable 
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time pressure. It would appear that a large majority of organisations have succeeded 

although problems have evidently lingered on in a significant number of SMEs. In 

Sweden, a significant number of companies started early in extending telework prac-

tices and demanding their employees work from home whenever possible. A few 

weeks later this became part of the official recommendations, and many Swedish com-

panies declared telework to be mandatory. 

Regulatory and employment relations issues seem to have caused the most problems 

in applying telework in practice. These problems showed up even in the Netherlands, 

where before the Coronavirus crisis the largest diffusion of telework among the five 

countries could be observed (section 6.4.2). Obviously, the considerable attention both 

the Dutch government and trade unions had devoted to the regulation of telework in 

the 2000s was something of a fading memory. For example, according to a news pro-

gramme on Dutch public TV, by mid-March one in three firms where teleworking 

would have been an option had no internal regulation in place whatsoever and some 

had even banned working from home. Assuming that these problems have mostly 

been solved, it can be estimated that by mid-April the proportion of those working 

from home in the Netherlands had increased to cover between 40 and 45% of all wage-

earners. Taking into consideration earlier figures (Table 6.10), along with the respec-

tive employment structures and measures implemented to control the Coronavirus, 

we estimate comparable percentages of between 35-40% for the UK, 30-35% for France 

and Sweden, and 25-30% for Germany. 

High-paid employees have seemingly made up the brunt of the ‘new’ home workers, 

which might imply major shifts in the wage composition of teleworkers. For example, 

whereas two-thirds of all teleworkers earned less than the national average wage in 

the Netherlands in the early 2000s (Van Klaveren and Tijdens 2003, 2004), currently we 

estimate this share to be nearer to one-third. A similar set of figures for the UK recently 

suggested that the proportion of teleworkers paid below average earnings may end up 

at 20% (cf. The Economist March 28b, 2020). A pandemic-induced rise in collaborative 

digital work or video conferencing as opposed to face-to-face contacts has been a no-

table additional feature of telework for a whole range of occupations in both service 

and production sectors. It remains to be seen, of course, whether such ways of working 

will have much of an impact on productivity and overall efficiency. On the face of it, 

more telework and remote collaboration have attractions in that they should lower 

some costs. Moreover, there are clear environmental benefits accruing from the reduc-

tions in work-related travel. Should these prove to be widely shared outcomes and 

assuming there are no significant productivity losses, there may be some lasting and 

mutually beneficial changes in the ways in which work is both located and conducted 

-- perhaps an unexpected consequence of the present lockdown. 

Judged by the wide variety of reports from print media, TV and the Internet, the bal-

ance sheet on working from home in a lockdown context presents a mixed picture on 

the employee side. On the one hand, many feel a positive release from the daily grind 

of commuting whether on overcrowded public transport or being stuck in traffic jams. 
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They are relieved to be able to plan their working days more according to their needs. 

On the other hand, for many, home-working while simultaneously looking after 

young children is a major test of their ingenuity and patience to say nothing of the 

need to ensure school-age children are properly engaged with distance learning. In 

this latter respect, various teachers’ and parents’ organisations as well as social work-

ers have been warning about the growing social inequality linked to distance learning 

during the lockdown. Groups lobbying for the re-opening of schools have pointed to 

the inability of many lower-educated parents to supervise their children’s education 

and to the poor housing conditions that often complicate the lives of poor households. 

These are disadvantages that are not susceptible to a quick fix other than by the re-

opening of schools where they can at least be mitigated in a sensitive and professional 

manner. In Sweden, the perceived negative long-term effects on the most vulnerable 

children has been a major argument in favour of ensuring schools remained open in 

March and April. 

Throughout EU the pandemic has forced national governments to allocate truly mas-

sive and unprecedented funds to stimulate their economy, safeguard enterprises, jobs 

and incomes and curb unemployment. In this latter respect, most EU countries have 

built upon their experience with ‘work sharing’ or short-time working (STW) arrange-

ments (Kurzarbeit [‘short work’] in German-speaking countries) gained in the financial 

crisis of 2007-08. To implement these compensatory arrangements the state typically 

takes over the payment of wages (up to a certain percentage) when companies can 

prove they have (supposedly temporarily) been forced to suspend their operations and 

lay off their workforce. In the financial crisis and its aftermath such schemes were in-

troduced in 20 EU countries, though on a much more modest scale than is currently 

unfolding. Between 2010 and 2013 6.7% of firms accounting for 8.7% of workers made 

use of STW schemes in these 20 countries. Germany of the five countries we have pri-

marily focussed on was to the fore with 9% of firms and 12% of employees covered 

followed by the Netherlands with 4 and 6% respectively, and France with 5% for both 

(Lydon et al. 2019; at the time Sweden and the UK had no STW schemes in place). 

Whilst these earlier schemes were mostly given a positive overall assessment, the mas-

sive scale and speed with which arrangements have recently been rolled puts both the 

authorities and (potential) users into uncharted territory. 

In the current crisis, the governments of the five countries have all launched or ex-

panded compensatory measures along STW lines. France has expanded the use of par-

tial unemployment (chômage partiel or activité partielle) benefits; Germany has relaxed 

entry conditions for the existing short-time work benefits arrangement (Kur-

zarbeitergeld); Netherlands has expanded the existing STW arrangement for wage-earn-

ers and increased the payment level from 70% to 100% of the gross wage, whilst the 

UK has introduced new measures to fund 80% of the pay of workers laid off (now 

referred to as ‘furloughed’) as a result of the pandemic. A similar scheme for self-em-

ployed workers in the UK has also been announced. Sweden has introduced the pos-
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sibility of short-term layoffs with workers paid 90% of forgone wages. The current au-

thors estimate that by April 20 some 21 million workers in the five countries, or about 

30% of all private industry wage-earners, were covered by these measures. According 

to official data France was in the lead here with about half of its 19.8 million private 

wage-earners covered (sources: websites ILO / COVID-19 and the world of work and 

ETUI / COVID Social Impact; Schulten and Müller 2020; national information gathered 

by the authors). 

We would make two critical observations about the current STW arrangements. First 

of all, these measures across countries cover many more services industries with sig-

nificant numbers of low-paid workers than was true of the schemes applied in the fi-

nancial crisis which were largely focussed on manufacturing. The workers included in 

the current schemes of the Netherlands or Sweden where the state guarantees 90 or 

100% of former wages in cases of total lockdown may be able to maintain their living 

standards without too much sacrifice. However, in countries where STW-type pay-

ments are relatively lower the workers’ positions will be different. In France, where 

the payment level is set at 70% of the gross wage free of taxes, or 84% of the net wage 

(though the minimum wage [SMIC, gross Euro 1,539 monthly] applies and those at the 

SMIC level receive 100%), or in the UK where the 80% level is limited to UKP 2,500 

(Euro 2,875) per month, recipient workers might struggle to preserve their living 

standards beyond a month or two. In Germany the Kurzarbeit scheme where the state 

pays 60% or 67% (for those with children) of the normal wage, is likely to leave work-

ers even worse off. While the better-paid may be able to endure such payment levels 

at least for some time, for the low-paid with little or no savings to draw upon such a 

critical loss of income will soon impact on their living standards. With this in mind, 

German trade unions have intensified their attempts to negotiate additional payments 

in multi-employer CLAs that will bring STW payments to the same level as those in 

neighboring countries. At the same time, union researchers have pointed to the fact 

that the decreasing bargaining coverage in the German service industries has posed a 

serious handicap in this regard (Schulten and Müller 2020: 8-12). IG BAU, the construc-

tion workers’ union, has recently started a petition to call for an increase of the STW 

allowances to 90% (AIAS- ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter March 2020). 

At the other end of the scale amongst the self-employed and gig workers considerable 

problems have arisen in accessing compensatory arrangements partly resulting from 

the difficulties such workers face when specifying lost income. Both the Dutch and 

British support schemes for the self-employed propose to overcome this by taking into 

account the average income declared by self-employed claimants in their last two 

(Netherlands) respectively three (UK) years’ tax returns when calculating the compen-

satory payment. Whilst this is seemingly fair in that it echoes similar schemes in place 

for conventional employees, it depends heavily upon the self-employed having made 

accurate declarations of their earnings to the tax authorities, an undertaking that can-

not be guaranteed. Furthermore, the schemes are as yet silent on those who have opted 

for self-employment in the last year and have yet to submit a tax return.  
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The current experience of those workers who exist in the twilight world of the gig 

economy and others who fall outside of standard employment relationships, serves to 

further illustrate the gaps in job security and related social rights that were already 

visible in the 2008-09 financial crisis. By then, at least for Germany and the Netherlands 

it could be seen that the gap widened between permanent, high qualified staff for 

whom many employers deployed ‘labour hoarding’ practices and those low-wage 

earners in flexible work for whom such practices hardly existed (cf. Tijdens et al. 2014). 

In this regard, the application of compensatory measures as they currently stand may 

further promote social inequalities. One consequence (at least in the UK) has been to 

advance the notion of a Universal Basic Income (UBI) as a means of rectifying such 

inequalities in the medium to longer term. In the short run this is also being touted a 

particularly effective way of dealing with the need to ensure cash flow during this time 

of unprecedented lockdown. 

A second problem relates to the fact that most STW schemes initially, at least, have not 

included any restraints on applicants or firms who may have exhibited questionable 

financial and/or dismissal practices. This has provoked such widespread public criti-

cism that governments in a range of countries have come under pressure to avoid sup-

porting such firms. In the five countries we are most interested in the official govern-

mental response so far has been cautious. The French government, for instance, re-

cently stated its intention to exclude from public aid any company with tax headquar-

ters or subsidiaries in a tax haven. It is worth noting, however, that this appears to 

apply to just 13 well-known international tax havens (Panama, Cayman Islands, the 

Bahamas, et cetera) and does not include European countries such as Lichtenstein or 

Luxembourg who are known to offer similar advantageous tax regimes to MNEs keen 

to optimise their profit streams. In the Netherlands, two cases in particular have given 

rise to public and parliamentary demands for stricter entry rules for STW applicants. 

The first was provoked when it was discovered that KLM, the national air carrier and 

part of Air France/ KLM while asking for millions of Euros in state loans and guaran-

tees had left 2,000 flexible workers out of their STW application. The second arose just 

after Booking.com had applied for STW funding for its 5,000 operational staff in Am-

sterdam, when a financial journal revealed that Booking‘s shareholders in 2019 had 

been given a huge tip in the shape of a Euro 3.5 billion share buy-back.  

Similar examples can be found in the UK where the ‘court of public opinion’ has re-

cently forced a couple of prominent companies to reverse earlier decisions to dismiss 

some or all of their workforce prior to going into lockdown. A particular case of right-

eous indignation has been evidenced by the public reaction in the UK to a request from 

Virgin Atlantic, for a significant amount of state funding to help ease the airline 

through the current crisis. Public anger was initially fired by reports that Virgin Atlan-

tic had at first asked their staff to take eight weeks unpaid leave -- a demand that was 

later somewhat modified when it emerged that some of their laid-off staff were being 

encouraged to offer their services to the COVID emergency ‘Nightingale’ hospitals that 

had been set up in London and Birmingham. Ironically the Virgin group of companies 
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had already incurred significant reputational damage in 2017 after it emerged they had 

reached an out-of-court settlement of UKP 2 million paid by the NHS to resolve a con-

tractual issue with the Virgin care group. Three years later, this action against the NHS 

has, in a classic example of the law of unintended consequences, come back to haunt 

the Virgin brand to such an extent that the founder of the group recently took out 

whole page adverts in the UK press explaining why the financial support was needed. 

In a similar vein, we can only wonder at the ‘charm offensive’ currently being carried 

out by Amazon in the UK. Evidently stung by the criticism it has attracted for tax 

avoidance and poor labour practices, Amazon has embarked on a series of unprece-

dented prime-time TV advertisements that show a selection of their employees extol-

ling the virtues of the flexible working arrangements Amazon offers them. During the 

pandemic, Amazon have followed this up with further TV adverts setting out how 

well they are looking after the health of their employees working to keep the company 

in operation. 

Such actions as just described are perhaps a reaction to the gathering public disap-

proval of governments handing millions if not billions of Euros in emergency state aid 

to companies and individuals who hitherto have seemingly gone to great lengths to 

minimise their corporate contributions to national tax revenues. Whilst public distaste 

for this is plainly increasing, it remains something of a dilemma for policy makers since 

the ordinary employees of these companies can hardly be held to be jointly responsible 

for decisions taken at board level. Moreover, it is precisely these ordinary workers who 

are most likely to suffer from the loss of employment as a result of the pandemic. 

Somehow, policy responses need to reflect this glaring inequity. One possible remedy 

would be for an EU-wide emergency regulation that made all future state aid to MNEs 

operating within the EU wholly conditional on two important preconditions. First of 

all, that all their employees are placed on conventional employment contracts, and 

second, a signed guarantee be given that future tax will be paid directly on corporate 

income arising at national level -- in other words outlawing the use of tax avoidance 

schemes.  

Social dialogue and the role of labour (area 6) 

It is worthwhile recalling that a recent ILO report has stressed that “Building confi-

dence through trust and dialogue is crucial in making policy measures effective”, and 

that “(….) strengthened respect for, and reliance on mechanisms of social dialogue cre-

ates a strong basis for building the commitment of employers and workers to the joint 

action with governments. Enterprise-level social dialogue is also crucial” (ILO 2020: 

7). Even with the support of bodies such as the ILO, the shaping of social dialogue at 

various levels in the EU will likely depend on how far the current crisis changes com-

petitive conditions, labour market structures and the practice of industrial relations. 

The roles of labour consultants, trade unions and employee representatives in the near 

future are also likely to be determined by the severity of these changes. 
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To gain some insight into what might be in prospect here, it makes sense to look at 

what happened during and after the 2007-08 crisis. In the first two chapters of this 

book we noted that ‘2007-08’ was, first and foremost, a financial credit crisis. The bail-

out of banks, the austerity programs imposed on South European countries and, in 

retrospect, the rather limited governmental compensatory measures made for a slow 

recovery from the crisis that included a ‘second dip’ in 2012-13. By contrast, the main 

characteristics of the Coronavirus crisis have been the rapid and worldwide fall in de-

mand, followed swiftly by supply problems and disruptions in the GVCs of labour-

intensive manufacturing. In the short run, spill-over effects were evident, as lock-

downs in retail, transportation, tourism, and hospitality soon impacted on the arts sec-

tors and other supportive services like the media who, in turn, swiftly experienced the 

loss of advertisement income. 

The outlook for a rapid recovery in the commercial services sector seems to be bleak 

and its employment characteristics definitely complicate the matter. In Chapter 4 we 

showed that since 2006, labour market flexibility had been expressed mostly in the 

growing shares of the self-employed without employees and workers with temporary 

contracts. In Chapter 6 we went on to highlight the growth and characteristics of the 

gig workforce. All of these groups are mainly to be found in the service sector and if 

anything, the current crisis has further exposed their market vulnerability. It certainly 

seems to be the case that the official STW measures we discussed above, as well as the 

billions of Euros reserved for direct company support and increased credits, will fall 

short of meeting the immediate needs of many in this group. As we discussed in chap-

ter 4 it may make more sense to be planning major redeployment and retraining activ-

ities in readiness for the many thousands in the service sector for whom the threat of 

unemployment may soon become an unwelcome reality. Since there is an urgent need 

to plug the gaps in the care services, it is not unreasonable to suggest that many of 

them be better off being retrained for jobs in health or social care. Such job switches 

may be more readily accomplished if the reappraisal of health and care occupations 

leads to the attachment of better job security and higher wages.  

By contrast, the prospects for employment in the manufacturing sector could be rather 

more favourable. For example, the vulnerability to disruption exhibited by many of 

the GVCs hitherto used by European metal and electronics manufacturing MNEs, is 

thought might accelerate back-shoring and insourcing activities. We are likely to wit-

ness industrial restructuring all over the EU that will focus on developing less vulner-

able and more regionally based GVCs. At the same time, there will be an associated 

drive to increase industrial cooperation within Europe in order to foster greater re-

gional resilience. Such developments may open up new prospects for technology-

based SMEs and start-ups, for example those specializing in 3-D printing. 

Finally, the implications for industrial relations deserve closer scrutiny. Across coun-

tries, the brief overview we present below of the most recent developments shows that 

insofar as social dialogue at the top level is concerned the Coronavirus crisis seems to 
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have had minimal short-term effects. However, at lower levels interesting develop-

ments are going on. 

In France, despite unanimous support for the medical profession’s efforts, COVID-19 

does not seem to have brought the social partners together in a lasting way. The fact 

that the proclaimed ‘national unity’ lasted only briefly was an obvious first indicator. 

So too were the actions of employers’ representatives whose return to classical posi-

tions was signalled by their announcing that, once the health crisis and the lockdown 

period ended, employees should work longer, forego days off and agree to the length-

ening of working hours: all proposals the unions quite naturally rejected as being un-

acceptable. Nevertheless, during the course of April a social dialogue has developed 

in many sectors and companies to define health protocols in order to allow a safe re-

sumption of activity. Issues for example covered by these protocols include the con-

tinuation of telework, shift schedules, the wearing of masks, and the maximum num-

bers of employees on site. 

In Germany, in a top-level meeting the DBG union confederation, employers’ associa-

tions and government representatives all agreed to share responsibilities in fighting 

COVID-19, although the unions later added that employers were not taking the situa-

tion seriously. The union delegation here also referred to the low level of STW allow-

ances. Many German Works Councils have subsequently become involved in com-

pany applications for Kurzarbeitergeld and in the preparation of health protocols. 

In the Netherlands, within the framework of the Labour Foundation the union federa-

tions and employers’ associations have in many sectors co-operated to produce unan-

imous advice for the government on how to tackle the current crisis. In TV talk-shows 

the chairmen of both employers’ associations have sung the praise of the unions for 

their practical inputs in sectoral health protocols and recommendations on how to re-

open businesses. In mid-April though, tensions arose when the governmental crisis 

team did not appear to take any of these recommendations on board. 

The union movement in the United Kingdom has by and large been supportive of the 

measures taken to preserve essential services in the lockdown. Union anger though 

has been increasingly provoked by the failure to provide adequate protective clothing 

for both hospital and residential care workers. Latterly this concern over protective 

clothing has also been echoed by UK unions representing staff in the retail and 

transport sectors. The government, in the shape of the Chancellor of the Exchequer 

(finance minister), was unusually quick and unequivocal in praising the input from 

the unions in the formulation of his schemes to provide cash to laid-off workers. No 

one though believes this will herald the start of any lasting social dialogue at this level.  

In Sweden, conflicts in the social dialogue have been set aside. By mutual consent the 

central bargaining agreements that should have been renegotiated this spring, have 

been prolonged. The STW issue had previously been taken up by the government and 

the social partners with the aim to have it settled in the course of 2020. However, a 

scheme was hurriedly brought forward and put in place with effect from March 16. A 
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driving force here was the decision of the Scandinavian air carrier SAS to give notice 

to its Swedish workforce while at the same time applying STW to their Danish and 

Norwegian colleagues under their respective national schemes. The recent increase in 

union membership, in particular in the catering and hotel sectors with their many gig 

workers, is also noteworthy in Sweden. Although since unemployment benefits here 

are linked to union membership it is perhaps not so much of a surprise (Sources: in-

formation gathered by the authors; AIAS-ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter March 

2020; websites ILO / COVID-19 and the world of work and ETUI / COVID Social Impact). 

The negative short-term effects of the current crisis are, of course, yet to be fully re-

vealed but bankruptcies, plant closures and mass dismissals are thought likely to fea-

ture prominently. If these effects do emerge, trade unionists, employee representatives 

and labour consultants would be involved in a variety of their ‘classical’ defensive 

roles. Social dialogue and collective bargaining in the short run across the EU will, of 

necessity, be focussed on how to mitigate job losses caused by the pandemic. This will 

include the search for alternative sources and structures of employment, mainly at na-

tional level and within national legal frameworks and traditions. At this point, job 

coaches and employment services may be particularly needed. In a next stage, unions 

and employee representatives may well be faced with the need to develop new busi-

ness and work organisation models that prioritise future resilience and the possible 

ongoing need for social distancing. By then the negotiating emphasis is likely to switch 

to the best ways to agree a resumption of work and a return to something like normal-

ity insofar as the workplace is concerned. Safety and health issues will present a major 

challenge for enterprises in their recovery phase as well as for labour consultants, trade 

unions and employee representatives.  

Given the much greater experience of teleworking that lockdown conditions have 

forced upon hundreds of thousands of workers, it would be surprising if radical shifts 

in the spatial organisation of work were not one of the longer-term outcomes of the 

pandemic. The fuller consequences of such a shift are difficult to predict although we 

set out some of the established pros and cons of teleworking in Chapter 6 (section 

6.4.2). The spread of telework along with higher privacy standards may also have the 

potential to generate major design efforts. At this stage, labour consultants in particu-

lar those versed in Socio-Technical Systems Design (STSD), may render important ser-

vices. One concern worth flagging up here is the risk that working from home becomes 

the latest branch of the ‘gig economy’ with all the attendant downside this would en-

tail. Future social dialogue and negotiations as regards teleworking will have to be 

aware of this risk and firmly focussed on its avoidance. International cooperation too 

may come to the fore here as an important prerequisite. In this respect we can register 

our hope that national industrial relations begin to show more convergence than has 

become visible in the first months of the crisis. 

Some final notes on collective bargaining (area 7) 
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It is clear the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic has prompted a widely shared 

view that the pay and conditions of many of those workers deemed essential to deal 

with the pandemic are in urgent need of improvement. What is equally plain, is that 

the means to achieve such an uplift, namely the provision and practice of collective 

bargaining has, in much of the EU, been seriously weakened since the turn of the cen-

tury. In some countries, like in Germany and the UK, there has also been a shift away 

from multi-employer bargaining in favour of CLAs at company level (see section 

1.3.2). This suggests that there may well be difficulties in using existing collective bar-

gaining provisions to produce the enhancements in pay and conditions of ‘key’ work-

ers. Whilst most essential health workers in the public sector will probably be covered 

by relatively robust sectoral arrangements, the same cannot be said to be the case for 

many private-sector care workers or for frontline workers in retail and private-sector 

logistics and transport -- all of whom have played an essential part in the struggle 

against the Coronavirus. The need to ensure that any new societal contract with essen-

tial workers is both speedily achieved and fairly applied, points to an equally urgent 

need to reappraise the suitability of collective bargaining arrangements. One way of 

ensuring that any pay and conditions uplift here is equitably shared, would be to en-

courage the return to sectoral bargaining agreements. Plainly there are important roles 

to be specified here for both trade unions and employers’ federations, and the decen-

tralising trends just noted will need to be cast aside. However, as two of the authors 

here have recently set out (Van Klaveren and Gregory 2019), an increasingly powerful 

case for just such a move was building even before the current crisis struck. 

Finally, it would be remiss of us to ignore the important role more effective bargaining 

arrangements could play in moving society onto a more environmentally sustainable 

and resilient footing. Whilst it is probably unwise to conclude that capitalism and glob-

alisation will be irrevocably changed after the pandemic (after all, similar thoughts 

were advanced during the 2008 financial crisis), there does appear to be an increasingly 

potent view that recovery from the pandemic provides an unparalleled (and unex-

pected) opportunity to shift the focus of much economic activity away from simple 

profit-seeking behaviour towards a more complex mix of environmental and resilience 

optimisation. The achievement of such goals will require a significant realignment of 

both corporate and societal objectives as well as the means to underpin and motivate 

such change. In our view, a reinvigorated and wide-ranging social dialogue will be 

vital to draw out the ideas and resources needed to move to a ‘new normal’ that pri-

oritises dealing with climate change as well as the many inequalities that have blighted 

latter-day capitalism.  

In this respect, we clearly need to recognise the grotesque differentials generated by 

the ways in which boardroom pay has been incentivised in the last few decades. The 

practice of rewarding top executives and the directors of private companies with share 

options and bonus payments has ensured the gap between the highest and lowest paid 

has grown significantly in most leading companies. Moreover, linking bonuses and 

share options to performance indicators such as pre-tax profit or share price increases, 
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inevitably encourages directors to make short-term profit maximising decisions fre-

quently at odds with longer-term environmental needs. To put it bluntly, this has to 

stop if we are to have any chance of redirecting corporate decision-making towards 

environmental goals. One way to achieve this would be to institute an EU-wide ban 

on all incentive schemes, whether in the public or private sector, that link additional 

personal rewards to financial performance indicators of the kind just mentioned. In 

their place the social partners would agree incentive packages for all employees (not 

just the top executives) that were exclusively linked to the achievement of environ-

mental performance indicators such as CO2 reductions. The opportunity for pay en-

hancement would remain but damage to the environment would be much less of a by-

product.  
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APPENDIX 1. EXTENSIVE CASE STUDIES 

Case A1. Development of collective bargaining at the Ford Motor Co. (UK) 

The automotive industry has generally played a leadership role in setting the direc-

tion taken by collective bargaining in private sector manufacturing in the UK. Promi-

nent here have been the actions of the trade unions and management at Ford Motor 

cy. The key officials on both sides have been amongst the most innovative negotia-

tors in terms of collective bargaining practice and outcomes. In the 1960s and 1970s 

industrial relations right across the automotive sector in the UK were commonly por-

trayed as a toxic mix of militant trade union leaders and autocratic and intransigent 

management. Unofficial disputes were particularly rife and prompted the then 

Labour government in 1965 to set up the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and 

Employers Associations chaired by Lord Donovan. One of the central 

recommendations of Donovan’s 1968 report proposed better information disclosure 

for trade union negotiators. Donovan acknowledged the failure to disclose 

information about company profits and productivity was leading to unreasonable 

expectations amongst the workforce and dissatisfaction when union negotiators 

failed to deliver on these expectations. 

Mindful of the need for a more objective analysis of Ford’s profitability for their an-

nual pay claim in 1971, the leading union negotiators at Ford commissioned the 

newly created Trade Union Research Unit (TURU) at Ruskin College, Oxford, to 

carry out the analytical work. The detailed analysis of Ford’s finances TURU came up 

with alongside an assessment of the effects of inflation on their members’ real earn-

ings, enabled union negotiators to justify a level of pay increase that rested on more 

than mere aspiration. Equally important though, was the fact that on the day the ne-

gotiations opened, the unions issued an edited version of the claim to the whole of 

the workforce at Ford. Arming the workforce with the same data as their negotiators 

plainly bolstered the determination of workers at Ford to such an extent that they 

voted for strike action when the negotiations failed to reach agreement on a pay deal. 

The strike ended after nine weeks when an acceptable agreement was finally 

reached. This overall experience proved to be something of a ‘game changer’ insofar 

as it laid down a new pattern for the formulation of pay claims. It was rapidly 

adopted in most of the subsequent negotiations carried out elsewhere in the UK au-

tomobile industry. 

The outstanding factor that ensured pay negotiations at Ford would become the most 

innovative and influential within the UK’s manufacturing sector, was the increasing 

willingness of Ford management to disclose certain performance information to un-

ion negotiators prior to the formulation of the unions’ pay claim. The breakthrough 

analysis that TURU had carried out in 1971 for the unions at Ford, was based on pub-
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lished corporate sources, primarily Ford UK’s annual report backed up with compar-

ative earnings data drawn from the government’s recently introduced ‘New Earnings 

Survey’. It was soon recognized however, that Ford UK’s annual financial reports 

were of limited value in providing a true picture of Ford UK’s profitability. First of 

all, there was a problem of timescale since the reports described a period some 18 

months before the negotiations began. In the second place and perhaps more im-

portantly, Ford UK’s financial reporting was heavily constrained by the opaque ac-

counting practices typically deployed by MNEs to avoid corporate taxation. The un-

ions quickly realised that Ford UK’s annual reports were more a vehicle to comply 

with UK company law than a realistic picture of the company’s financial perfor-

mance.  

To counter these difficulties the unions put pressure on Ford to provide a range of 

specific information to ensure future pay claims were evidence-based. It should be 

remembered that the Donovan Commission had called for something along these 

lines to ensure collective bargaining could be both reasonable and responsible. More-

over, the UK’s Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) had, by the 

mid-1970s, produced codes of practice covering information disclosure for collective 

bargaining purposes. Furthermore, the OECD had issued similar guidance aimed at 

making MNEs more transparent in their financial reporting. These were doubtless 

helpful influences that led to a formal written agreement between Ford and its UK 

signatory unions for specific information requests to be tabled and dealt with prior to 

pay claims being drawn up.  

Working closely with the unions’ own staff, TURU researchers had an important 

hand in drawing up the specific information requests that were tabled. The ex-

changes of information that followed ranged widely over financial and employment 

data enabling the unions to build a more accurate picture of the recent performance 

of the company in the UK. The data disclosed on working time were particularly 

noteworthy since they revealed rather starkly that Ford Employees in the UK in the 

1970s and 1980s were, by some distance, working the longest hours in Ford’s Euro-

pean operations. Not all of the unions’ information requests were successful, for in-

stance their regular demand to be able to see the disaggregated management ac-

counts was never forthcoming. These data that recorded actual versus expected fi-

nancial outcomes on a monthly basis (the standard way that management review 

and run the operation) were deemed to be too commercially sensitive to be shared 

although occasionally small bits of information from this source would be passed on 

to the negotiators. 

Pleading ‘commercial sensitivity’ was and is an easy way for management to evade 

disclosing certain information and when tested it has generally found favour 

amongst judges in UK courts of law. Despite these shortfalls, the information agree-

ment put negotiators at Ford in a better place than their counterparts in other manu-

facturing companies. TURU researchers worked with the unions throughout the 

1980s and 1990s supporting collective bargaining claims in virtually all of the 
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automotive sector. The reduced information flows they observed typified the rest of 

the sector, significantly reduced the evidence base for negotiators when drawing up 

and pressing the case for pay increases. This is not to imply that Ford were a ‘soft 

touch’. Far from it, indeed Ford management in the UK had a reputation, in union 

circles at least, as being hard and unremitting negotiators. Ford UK in the 1970s were 

to the fore in the business community’s fight against the proposed (and ultimately 

unsuccessful) ‘Vredeling’ Directive designed to enforce much greater information 

transparency on MNEs operating in the EU. Later still Ford were adamant that any 

EWC’s formed after the passage of that particular Directive would not be involved in 

collective bargaining in any form. 

The truth is that Ford UK’s information disclosure strategy was more an exercise in 

damage limitation with quite limited downside risks. Union negotiators at the com-

pany were able to table well-grounded claims using information that was non con-

testable since it emanated from the company itself. This was particularly the case for 

the data the unions used to press for working time reductions although it should be 

noted that Ford management stonewalled conceding to such demands for the best 

part of a decade. At the same time, progress was made in building mutual trust 

alongside the increasing flows of information surrounding the bargaining process. 

This culminated at the end of the 1980s in two remarkable joint initiatives (both of 

which involved TURU staff as consultants and facilitators) that stemmed from pay 

negotiations and the agreements reached. The first established a path-breaking Em-

ployee Development and Assistance Programme (EDAP) and the second set up a 

joint working party to restructure and reduce the 500 odd job titles that were opera-

tive within the manual workforce. EDAP was certainly judged to be a ‘win-win’ out-

come by both management and unions at the company whilst the fact that Ford were 

able to collapse 500 down to 50-odd job titles for its manual workers without any ma-

jor resistance from the workforce, was testimony to how well the joint working party 

had carried out its task. 

Although the flows of information at Ford began to carry some European compara-

tive data, it was never sufficient to impede the company’s ability to play the unions 

in one country off against their counterparts in another. Threats to relocate resources 

from the UK to any of a number of EU locations were potent and particularly so 

whilst background unemployment in the UK remained relatively high. The fact that 

Ford forestalled any delegation of collective bargaining activity to the EWC also 

meant that national negotiations and national interests dominated collective bargain-

ing wherever it took place in Ford’s European empire. In retrospect the lack, at the 

time, of any real mutual understanding between national union negotiating officials 

in the UK and Germany in particular and the consequent absence of any coordinated 

union pressure to involve the EWC in some bargaining arenas, led to a missed op-

portunity of considerable significance. In consequence, Ford has continued to divide 

and rule the various union bodies it recognises whilst the prospect of European-wide 

company bargaining remain as remote as ever. 
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Case A2. The privatisation and liberalisation of postal services (Netherlands) 

The fact that the Dutch government has been a forerunner in the movement for New 

Public Management is underlined by the relative early privatisation of postal services 

that was put in place in the Netherlands. Already in 1989 Dutch PTT (State Company 

for Post, Telegraph, and Telephone) was given a formally independent or ‘quango’ 

status. Four years later, PTT was restructured into KPN, a joint stock company that 

soon witnessed the sale of state shares and a splitting-up of the business. The tele-

coms division was to continue as KPN, and the post, express mail and logistics divi-

sions as TNT Post Group. In 1997, a first step to the complete liberalisation of the na-

tional postal market was taken. Under the European Postal Directive, national postal 

operators were required to divest a number of services in return for the maintenance 

of their monopoly over other parts of the postal market. The promise of full liberali-

sation laid down in that directive and the initial Dutch steps in that direction stimu-

lated the entry of new parties in the Netherlands and forced the former monopolist 

into a major reorganisation.  

In 2001 two new entrants entered the Dutch postal market, one of which was soon to 

be taken over by Deutsche Post/DHL. Both focused mainly on the rapidly growing 

business-to-consumer segment of pre-sorted bulk mail. In 2011, Sandd, the only re-

maining competitor of TNT, bought the ailing Deutsche Post/DHL subsidiary. A 

fight broke out for the domestic consumer post market, shrinking progressively due 

to Internet use and other digitalization. In between, TNT Post had started to apply, 

besides the main collective labour agreement (CLA), a separate CLA for ‘regular’ 

post deliverers and another CLA for post deliverers working only on Saturdays. 

Wage pressure had built up because no wage increases for 2006-2007 were negotiated 

and as a result the minimum hourly rate for post deliverers fell below the national 

hourly Statutory Minimum Wage (SMW). A union analysis made it clear that the re-

wards of these part-timers based on piece rates would, on an hourly basis, end up at 

60 to 70% of the SMW. Yet, as a large majority of post deliverers had a so-called as-

signment agreement and not a labour contract, they were neither able to claim em-

ployee status nor the SMW. Neither did they have sickness or unemployment insur-

ance nor could they build up pension rights. The five trade unions involved at the 

time all supported their demand for a labour contract based on the SMW for each 

post deliverer, to be included in an amendment to the Postal Act. A majority of the 

House of Representatives nevertheless rejected this claim. 

Though the main competitors for TNT Post, including Deutsche Post/DHL, were 

soon to disappear from the Dutch market, the government decided that the country’s 

postal market would be fully opened up on April 1, 2009, In so doing, they became 

one of the first in the EU to take such a step: 21 months earlier than formally pre-

scribed by the European Commission. Shortly afterwards a TNT Post director speci-

fied the new job of the ‘post deliverer’ in the liberalised market. He or she was to be a 

part-timer, working on average about 12 hours weekly (which in practice turned out 

to be on average eight hours). Unlike the post(wo)men who were mostly full-timers 
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who normally started their shift with final post sorting for his or her area, the deliv-

erer would get a ready-made post packet indicating a strict divide between sorting 

and delivery. The unions opposed these plans and took refuge to two groups of ex-

ternal researchers, but their reporting saw no other way than softening the wage of-

fer management had demanded.  

Following on from this, a majority of the unions involved supported by experts of 

two labour consultancies asked management to consider changes in organisation and 

technology, such as mitigating the speed of automation in post sorting and/or con-

tinuing the connection between sorting and delivery. However, management refused 

to consider these suggestions. Instead, they opted for fully offshoring the video-cod-

ing for post sorting to the Far East. Also, in spite of strikes and demonstrations the 

number of jobs to be shed remained at 11,000 as management had already planned. 

By contrast, the unions succeeded in getting the speed of restructuring slowed down 

and the number of forced lay-offs halved to 3,000. Despite the unions’ efforts, be-

tween 2009 and 2012 the number of ‘post(wo)men’ in the Netherlands decreased 

from 23,000 to 5,500 while the number of part-time ‘post deliverers’ increased from 

43,000 to 56,000. 

Already in 2009, TNT had come under fire from aggressive hedge funds and as a re-

sult, in 2010-11, TNT was split: the express post division going on as TNT Express, 

whilst Dutch TNT changed into PostNL. The management of the latter firm contin-

ued to adhere to the part-time / self-employment model. Nevertheless, societal dis-

content with this model and with the wages and conditions of the post deliverers 

grew. In 2011, reports from a former Labour Party chairman and reputable research-

ers proposed the creation of government funds to guarantee them minimal wages. A 

parliamentary majority turned down these ideas but ultimately the government gave 

in and issued a Decree that laid down the obligation to have 80% of post deliverers 

under a labour contract by 1 January 2014, except where postal firms agreed a CLA in 

line with the existing CLA Act. The Decree’s explanatory memorandum stated that 

this Act, in accordance with a parliamentary request, should be regarded as a means 

of support for the CLA parties. In the meantime, as the new market regulator ACM 

noted, organisational problems at PostNL resulted in underperformance of the deliv-

ery service. 

In the course of 2015-16 PostNL indicated a willingness to offer the post deliverers 

employee status while their CLA wage scales started at the SMW – implying that 

most deliverers would earn 10 to 20% above the minimum wage. In 2017-18, the fe-

male CEO continued a fierce debate with both the market regulator and Sandd, the 

remaining competitor. The regulator maintained strict rules for the post delivery ser-

vice notably in rural areas, and the director of Sandd suggested that his firm could 

carry out this service much cheaper. PostNL’s CEO responded that this was only 

possible through wage undercutting and denying deliverers the employee status. Re-

markable enough, the trade unions equally condemned the workloads of in particu-

lar the packet deliverers of both firms, suggesting that PostNL had lifted the delivery 
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standard (packets delivered per day) in exchange and to compensate for better 

hourly payment.  

As a final step, in March 2019 PostNL (38,000 employees) announced their intention 

to take over Sandd (16,000 employees). Both parties argued that the shrinking postal 

market could not support two competitors. Yet, in September 2019, the regulator 

ACM blocked the take-over, arguing that if it went through a monopolist would be 

created. The unions had welcomed the take-over as a necessary step towards a 

healthier postal market although they too recognized the potential disadvantages of 

PostNL’s monopoly position. They also felt PostNL’s collective agreement was a bet-

ter fit with the regulated Dutch industrial relations system than Sandd’s and would 

be a benefit when applied to the Sandd workforce. However, in particular because of 

PostNL’s more concentrated daily working hours and less attractive work schedules 

a majority of the Sandd workforce refused that firm’s offer to be employed with 

them. At the time of writing the new collective agreement seemed to become applied 

to 20,000 post deliverers among which 4,000 former Sandd employees. The com-

plaints from both staff and unions regarding the heavy workload, now concentrated 

at PostNL, remained. 

Case A3. The PES between digitalization and privatisation (Sweden) 

The PES (Public Employment Service) is a large public authority with about 14,000 

employees residing under a Director General. It has for many years been an integral 

part of Swedish full employment policies with a mission to support the unemployed 

in finding new jobs and assist companies to get the right competences from their re-

cruitment processes. Around 80% of its clients are unemployed job applicants who 

have difficulties getting into the labour market. In this respect a number of support-

ive programs are run by the agency, such as introductions for immigrants, wage sup-

port for the disabled and various retraining initiatives. The agency also has a role in 

reporting and controlling activities in order for the unemployed to get unemploy-

ment benefits. These benefits are administrated by union-affiliated unemployment 

bodies. 

The PES has for the last ten years been organized in regions and further on in labour 

market areas with offices geographically spread over Sweden, with representation in 

about 70% of the country’s local municipalities. The ambitions have been to be as 

close as possible to job seekers and companies. The PES has grown over the last years 

in numbers of employees due to an increase in their role in getting immigrants into 

the labour market, but also people going from sick leave to work via rehabilitation 

activities. Over the same period of time there has been much criticism on results in 

terms of matching and getting people to work. Job positions are not filled through 

the aid of the agency but rather through private firms and coaches, using the internet 

or personal networks. In politics, proposals have been put forward to privatise the 

agency – from closing it down to redefine its role. 
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Traditionally, the PES has been a decentralised organisation dealing on the one hand 

with regional political influences and on the other with the employment agent and 

the job seeker. High priority has always been given to job seekers over employers, 

even in times of high labour demand. When a new Director General took office in 

2014, a change journey started due to internal initiatives and the pressure coming 

from external financial and political forces. Over the last five years the PES has gone 

through major changes, starting off with a change in management culture to enable a 

new ‘business model’ based largely on digitalization to be implemented. Among 

other things, this meant dissolving the direct contact between job seeker and employ-

ment agent. A new management culture was introduced based on trust rather than 

on measurement and control; co-workership became one of the key concepts. In 

terms of organisation it meant that a specialised customer service and digital depart-

ment, PES Direct, was established, built around digital tools and self-service. 

The next step in organisational development was more controversial. The basic idea 

was to build up two new client-oriented, top-to-bottom divisions in the agency: one 

oriented towards job seekers and the other towards employers. It was hoped that this 

would result in a more focused organisation, especially towards employers. They 

had been most critical of the PES for not being able to support them in their recruit-

ment processes – particularly in times of an overheated economy and qualitative la-

bour shortages. The organisation was divided about the benefits of this new model 

and concerns were expressed that it might create an unproductive division of work 

with duplication risks and communication overloads. The unions accordingly re-

quested the support of ATK as a labour consultant to provide a second opinion. A 

broad survey among middle managers showed that many of them were also scepti-

cal about the new ideas. Top management in response made some adjustments to the 

time schedule but then went along with the basic plan. 

While the new organisation was being implemented, a right-wing government an-

nounced large budget cuts for the PES, which led to a political upheaval. Manage-

ment nevertheless decided to continue investing in digitalization and expanding 

PES’s customer service. After negotiations with the unions, PES announced it would 

dismiss 4,500 employees followed by large redundancies in local offices. Also, clo-

sure was announced of 100 local offices spread all over the country, that was seen as 

having a negative impact on scarcely populated areas. This led to further upheavals 

and brought local politicians into action. At the same time management decided to 

continue investing in digitalization and expanding customer service through internet 

and telephone. To complicate things even more, a new left-green-liberal government 

came into office. Their governmental declaration contained a total turnaround for the 

PES – privatising the employment support activities and focusing on control, evalua-

tion and digital services. 

ATK was hired once again to support the unions (and management) in dealing with 

short-term changes (simultaneously downsizing and establishing the new organisa-



294 

tion) and long-term changes (defining a new role for the PES). The consultancy inter-

viewed top managers and external actors and conducted workshops with the unions 

discussing both short-term actions and long-term effects. A joint management-union 

meeting was held where changes in organisational adjustments, redeployment and 

competence strategies were discussed using ATK’s risk analysis. One of the risks was 

that the digitalization process did not develop according to plan causing severe ef-

fects on both process outcomes and employee health and safety. The conjunction of 

downsizing (based on ‘last in – first out’) the old organisation with the implementa-

tion of the new organisation would, it was suggested, be likely to result in major un-

certainties concerning staff roles and client contacts. Top management continued to 

have full confidence in carrying out the restructuring albeit with reservations con-

cerning the delivery of planned results. Unions as well as line managers expressed 

more pessimistic views. 

The PES story is an example of how, in the Swedish context, NPM and E-government 

have taken on new shapes. The daily operations have been outsourced to external 

parties while the authority itself has been left to focus on control, procurement and 

digital infrastructure. The changes under way have to be dealt with while financial 

cuts and no extra room for investment in IT are known facts. This is plainly a major 

challenge. 

Case A4. A problematic workload assessment within a bank network (France) 

For several years, employee representatives at the Western regional branches of a 

French bank, a subsidiary of a large international banking group, had been drawing 

management's attention to increases in workload and the growing unease employees 

felt about this. According to employee representatives, the Works Council (CE, 

Comité d’enterprise) and the Health, Security and Working Conditions Committee 

(CHSCT, Comité d'hygiène, de sécurité et des conditions de travail), successive reorganisa-

tion at the bank had not resulted in significant improvements. In 2014, they con-

fronted management with several evaluations from expert assignments undertaken 

at both national, regional and branch levels together with observations by CHSCT 

members from the Western region. They characterized the situation and its impact as 

follows: 

• accumulation of rules and procedures making day-to-day tasks more cumber-

some with a low impact made by simplifying measures; 

• increased work pace and poorer interpersonal relationships; 

• rigid, unsuitable computer tools with interfacing defects, automation leading 

to repetitive tasks and employees’ sensing time wasting and inefficiency; 

• unfilled positions persisting over long periods of time creating burdens for the 

remaining staff; 

• ‘flying teams’ replacing those absent with temporary employees operating in-

adequately as they were not immediately operational; 

• prolonged working days; 
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• inadequate reporting, focusing on quantitative outcomes without taking into 

account prevailing business conditions. 

In a meeting in September 2014, the CHSCT reiterated its criticism of the increasing 

workload in branch offices, emphasizing that work stress was resulting from the gap 

between the theoretically calculated time to fulfill a particular task and the time actu-

ally required. Next, the CE unanimously mandated the CHSCT to commission an as-

signment, and subsequently ARETE were called in to do the job. To carry out the as-

signment, ARETE researchers selected seven branch offices in the bank’s Western 

branch network. 

The views of the parties involved varied considerably but the workload of salespeo-

ple was a particularly divisive issue between sales management and CHSCT mem-

bers. The higher a person’s hierarchical position, the wider it seemed were the differ-

ences with CHSCT members in this respect. The debate focused heavily on the num-

ber of appointments to be carried out per week. For the Sales Manager, the workload 

for network employees was deemed to be both acceptable and manageable despite 

the complexity of commercial activity in the branch office. In part this was because 

steps had been taken in recent years to reduce the administrative burden within the 

network. It was felt that these would outweigh the workload related to the complex-

ity of the branch’s commercial activities and mitigate any cumbersome bank-specific 

processes or the strong ‘cyclical’ activities like the frequent demands for the renegoti-

ation of ratios. Managers emphasized that although continuous improvement project 

had been implemented changes were slow given the strong interdependence with 

decisions taken at group level. 

However, some branch managers conceded that certain staff were overworked and 

that targets for salespeople were not always easy to achieve. This was thought to 

stem in part from the bank’s failure to fill long-standing vacancies and partly because 

the skill sets of existing staff were frequently not adequate to cope with task de-

mands. This management layer recognized the development of the business required 

more advanced skills and a change of posture towards the customer. In practice, such 

changes proved difficult for many employees, thereby amplifying their negative per-

ceptions of an increasing workload. In the end, according to a member of the Re-

gional Directorate, the sales workforce could only operate well if two conditions 

were met. First, versatility should be effectively implemented, commenting: “Wher-

ever versatility is not put in place properly, we will have difficulties in attaining our targets; 

it will affect the fluidity of the whole organisation”. Second, with the bank’s Strategic Plan 

2014, the existing concerns about attaining performance targets had become much 

more pronounced: “If over-all targets are not to be met (…..), this will cause difficulties at 

any hierarchical level.” 

For their part, the CHSCT believed that the actual workload would persist due to the 

unabated pressure generated by, on the one hand, the need to comply with the 

bank’s processing operations, and on the other hand the Strategic Plan’s priority 
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downsizing of the commercial network. Moreover, the lack of any quantitative as-

sessment of the development of the branch network suggested the Regional Direc-

torate was not aware of the actual situation. The lack of a shared diagnosis of work-

loads in the branch network was a real difficulty and complicated any action to im-

prove working conditions. 

ARETE analysed the various forms of workload along the lines set out at the end of 

this case study. The assignment produced the following findings. First, salespeople 

did indeed have a heavy workload. The working hours of a branch manager varied 

between 45 and 60 hours, with an average of around 50 hours per week. Branch man-

agers were under a lot of pressure and had only limited powers. It tended to be a sol-

itary position, and seemed to suffer from a loss of prestige and attractiveness. The 

weakening of the branch manager position was of concern as it could also have a di-

rect impact on the functioning of the entire branch. For client managers and advisors, 

working times fluctuated between 8 and 11 hours per day. 

A second set of findings concerned the weakened position of some employees. The 

assignment identified a small minority who were in real difficulty. Contrary to a pre-

conceived idea, these were not necessarily employees with strong seniority. This 

tended to show that the employer's ability to both detect vulnerable employees and 

then deal with their problems was the real challenge. Further explanatory factors ad-

duced by ARETE were: 

• changes in the nature of business functions; 

• pressure of business objectives (number of appointments to be made per 

week, etc.); 

• increased complexity of administrative processing of cases due to changing 

regulations;  

• lack of training and support for employees many of whom found it hard to 

keep up with developments in their profession, resulting in negative feedback 

that made them particularly vulnerable to increased psychosocial risks. 

ARETE’s findings and recommendations were discussed within the CHSCT and their 

analysis managed to bring the disparate points of view closer together. As a result, 

management made several commitments: improving the HR system, promising addi-

tional resources from experts on administrative matters to relieve the agencies’ sales 

teams; better replacement in case of absence, and additional support for employees 

in difficulty. On other points though, commitments remained very limited as the 

bank was part of a large international group and targets and ratios were defined at 

group level. Similarly, the group’s information system prevailed. Nevertheless, hav-

ing arriving at a shared diagnosis of the situation could already be seen as a positive 

result. 

To conclude this case study it is worthwhile considering ARETE’s method to analyze 

the work situation and workloads in particular. The latter were analysed using quan-

titative indicators that measured the development of activity volumes. Fluctuations 
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in these indicators and the frequency of peaks in activity allowed both an under-

standing and sometimes an anticipation of task overloads. However, these quantifia-

ble data did not identify all factors contributing to the operator’s workload. As a re-

sult, research in this area had to be broadened to include mental load, defined as the 

dynamic result of various factors affecting physical and psychological health. To this 

end, ARETE broke down the workload issue into three areas: actual load (imposed), 

prescribed load (constraints) and perceived load, and then considered: 

• constraints associated with each function (prescribed load) in terms of perfor-

mance (activity indicators/goals to be achieved), cognitive requirement (con-

centration), regulation (procedures to be followed), time (time pressure), tasks 

(function description) and work organisation; 

• resources available to employees to meet these requirements: personal skills or 

support at his/her disposal (social and technical support of management, col-

leagues, experts and central services), work tools (software, equipment, etc.) 

and discretion at his/her disposal. 

It has to be added that perceptions of workload are individual as is the ability to cope 

with a certain workload. Thus, constraints and resources are perceived differently 

depending on a person’s age, gender, personality, experience and competence. Fur-

thermore, despite the desire for standardization and harmonization of workstations 

within networks, it is clear that workloads in a particular profession depend largely 

on the organisational context and the available resources – which, in this case, may 

frequently differ from one branch to another.  

Case A5. Assessing job quality at container terminals (Netherlands) 

In the 1980s, the efforts of the social partners to modernize the port of Rotterdam 

tended to be mutually reinforcing. GHR, the Municipal Port Authority, took the lead 

proposing the optimalisation of logistic chains and the creation of advanced data net-

works. The Authority organized courses to raise awareness of STSD and develop the 

competences management of port-related companies (not only stevedoring firms and 

terminal operators but also ship brokers, warehouse operators, employees of the Au-

thority, and others) needed in view of these changes. Alongside this it set up a tripar-

tite body to facilitate the exchange of information between the social partners. GHR 

was well aware that this ambitious programme had to involve the trade unions, who 

at the time organized around 80% of the Rotterdam dock workers. Following a num-

ber of wildcat strikes in the docks in the 1970s, the leadership of FNV Transport, by 

far the largest union, decided for its part to democratize its structures and develop 

new policies. Works Councils, with their large majorities of FNV militants, spear-

headed the union’s new main goal, namely: improving the quality of work whilst 

maintaining employment levels through negotiating technological change – prefera-

bly supported by labour consultants proficient in applying STSD-based approaches. 

Stimulated by the GHR courses, managers of the stevedoring firms involved also 

acknowledged the potential of such approaches. Thus, STSD was set up to work as a 

‘communication language’. 
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In the meantime, a new container terminal (hereafter called ‘D’) of firm A, the largest 

operator in the Rotterdam port had become operational. With the design of the D ter-

minal at least partly based on the STSD-oriented proposals of academic researchers, 

A’s HR management had presented D as a showcase of ‘human automation’. How-

ever, after two years in operation, A’s Works Council received indications of worri-

some job quality, and subsequently asked STZ to carry out an evaluation. Two 

rounds of semi-structured discussions in focus groups followed and indeed revealed 

considerable job quality problems associated with one-sided specialization, monoto-

nous tasks, lack of training and career possibilities, and deteriorating physical work-

ing conditions. Most problems mainly emanated from the emphasis on the speedy 

loading/unloading of sea-going vessels to meet the demands of the large shipping 

companies/customers whose dominance A’s management had evidently underesti-

mated.  

Two years later, A’s Works Council and the unions were confronted with a major 

challenge. A’s management agreed upon a new 25-years’ contract with its largest 

customer, part of which involved the building of a huge new terminal to be opera-

tional in five years’ time. This ‘M’ terminal would be highly automated, using Auto-

mated Guided Vehicles (AGVs) and Automated Stacking Cranes (ASCs) guided by 

process control systems. After some features of these plans trickled through, dock 

workers started to refer to the planned terminal as the ‘ghost terminal’. The Works 

Council decided to try to influence the design of the M terminal, supported by STZ. 

Accordingly, a great deal of effort was put into structuring advice and negotiation 

procedures; carrying out job quality research, assessing terminal and transportation 

designs and if needed developing alternative proposals.  

In what was now their second job quality assessment at A, STZ combined a first 

rounds of semi-structured discussions in focus groups with a standardized question-

naire covering 19 workload items, the latter completed by a large random sample of 

individual workers. They also completed additional questionnaire parts detailing 

safety and health issues; autonomy; work pace; cooperation patterns, and assess-

ments of support by equipment and IT systems. The individual workload scores on 

the item ‘high concentration’ correlated strongly with the scores on ‘insufficient in-

formation from direct management’, ‘insufficient autonomy’, ‘too much control’ and 

‘often dangerous situations’. ‘Solitary function’ also came out as quite burdensome. 

In a second round, the STZ consultants put in fictitious terminal lay-outs, technical 

drawings and photos, partly derived from visits to foreign container terminals, to 

fuel discussions on the design of the future terminal.  

The questionnaire outcomes and the assessments and explanations of the focus 

group participants formed the basis for the social design demands the STZ consult-

ants fed into the advice and negotiation rounds. These demands indeed left their 

mark on the successive phases of the design process. Thus, when the M terminal 

went into operation four years later, it could be seen to be a workplace where: 
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• workers were able to advance from operational tasks towards process-control 

tasks; 

• the implementation of teamwork was evident including team performance of 

(limited) planning tasks; 

• the introduction of operational equipment and process control with decision-

support IT systems was apparent; 

• a number of measures improving safety and working conditions had been in-

cluded; 

• a relative increase of the fixed crew compared to the number of workers circu-

lating over A’s terminals had been implemented. 

An evaluation study and interviews conducted five years later, showed that workers 

and management had a positive assessment of overall job quality at the M terminal. 

As technical and economic evaluations also tended to be favourable, the parent firm 

of A decided to have another two terminals built close to the M terminal utilizing the 

same principles.  

In between the two job quality surveys in company A, the Works Council of the 

smaller Rotterdam competitor B also called on STZ. Its parent firm similarly planned 

to invest in a new container terminal but the Works Council, when requested for ad-

vice on this plan, questioned whether the existing organisation could deal with this 

expansion. B’s operational management wanted to maintain an organisation based 

on flexibility and improvisation though the firm’s HR manager (not involved in the 

request for advice!) articulated serious doubts about this. Management and the 

Works Council nevertheless agreed a joint development project that had as guiding 

principles the criteria for organisation and job quality they had jointly signed up to 

three years earlier in a technology agreement. It was agreed the Works Council 

would be entitled to advise in each consecutive design phase using a ‘go/no go’ pro-

cedure. Whilst STZ supported the Works Council, B’s management hired a manage-

ment consultancy group they had become acquainted with in the Port Authority’s 

STSD courses. Again, STSD was adopted as a communication language. 

The job quality assessment STZ undertook at B combined two focus group rounds 

with what had become the consultancy’s standardized individual questionnaire with 

19 workload items while adding separate questioning on issues that could be ex-

pected to be important in designing the new terminal, in particular safety and health 

issues and the characteristics of equipment and IT support. Again, options for termi-

nal lay-outs were shown and discussed, as was the report of a works council delega-

tion’s visit to foreign terminals. The outcomes, the focus group discussions together 

with the scores on the individual questionnaire items and the comparison with for-

eign terminal lay-outs, all indicated the substantial safety and health risks associated 

with the old model of organisation were likely to persist. Staffing levels were per-

ceived as quite tight while many complaints related to the state of technical support 

and to the functioning of line management. The latter was seen as too compliant to 
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the demands of the shipping companies as clients. B’s individual workload scores on 

the item ‘high required concentration’ correlated strongly with those on ‘insufficient 

information from direct management’, ‘too much control’, ‘too much unpredictable’ 

and ‘too much unstructured’ (See next page for Figure A5 showing the average 

scores, on a 5-point scale, of the individual workload questionnaire items for both 

companies).  

After a report containing these results had been distributed to all employees at B, the 

rank-and-file increased the pressure on the Works Council to break with the old 

model. Indeed, STZ’s overall assessment delivered significant arguments to replace 

this model with a model based on structured decentralization. However, a coalition 

of line managers showed themselves to be unwilling to take any steps in this direc-

tion. A clash followed when the management consultants omitted ‘limiting work-

load’ from their list of design criteria and seemed to give in to this resistance. In reac-

tion the Works Council vetoed the start of the next design phase, a veto that the em-

ployer accepted. 

Subsequently a working party of the Council sketched the contours of a new struc-

ture. After lengthy deliberations it was agreed the project could be re-started based 

on this proposal whilst broadening it to achieve improvements at B’s three terminals 

– thus expanding the relevance of a new design to more workers than had initially 

been the case. An STZ consultant came in to act as a project leader and, jointly with 

the firm’s HR manager, in the next one and a half years pushed forward the im-

plementation of teamwork with planning tasks attached, the structured rotation of 

tasks, and improved training facilities. In the second year, unions succeeded in hav-

ing negotiated a career scheme matched to the new structure and work practices, 

based on a revised pay and grading scheme in the company CLA and topped off 

with a 2% wage increase at the start of the new teamwork-based organisation.  

(Sources: Van Klaveren and Bouwman 1991, 1993; Bouwman 1998, and underlying 

reports) 
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Figure A5 Average scores on individual workload questionnaire items (5-point scale 0-

100) for Rotterdam port companies A and B 

 
Sources: STZ reports for Works Councils A and B, total n=247 
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