
One of the defining features of the European economic and
social model is the level of employee participation and
involvement in decision-making in the workplace, carried
out through both formal and informal channels. This was
acknowledged by the EU Information and Consultation
Directive (2002/14/EC), which extended this model to the
few European countries where there was no such tradition.
This report, based as it is on a survey of individual workers,
is not the vehicle for exploring formal systems of employee
representation at the workplace. The survey findings,
however, give an overview of the extent of informal
communication in European workplaces, and how this is
organised. As employee participation and communication
takes place mainly between hierarchical levels in the
workplace, this chapter first looks at hierarchical structures
in European countries and then examines how
communication and participation take place.1

Managerial and supervisory positions

The survey reveals a number of key findings concerning
hierarchical levels in European companies. The
concentration of managerial and supervisory roles varies
between country groups: there are, for example,

substantially greater concentrations of top-level managers
in the UK and Ireland than in other country groups. Both
longer working hours and higher remuneration are
characteristic of those occupying higher management
positions. Women occupy far fewer supervisory and man-
agerial roles than do men, and, when in these roles, they
mainly manage other women, or less qualified workers.

The structure of workplace hierarchies differs between
different European country groupings. Figure 8.1 gives an
overview of the proportion of workers with supervisory or
managerial roles across European countries.2

According to the survey, around 20% of respondents have
some type of managerial or supervisory role: between a half
and three quarters of them are supervisors, while between
a quarter and a half are managers. 

The proportion of supervisors and managers in a company
is, to a large extent, determined by company characteristics
such as its size, and the economic sector in which it
operates. However, the variation between country groups
also suggests that there are different management models
and hierarchical cultures in the various countries. 

For example, the proportion of top-level managers in
Ireland and the UK (at 9%) is higher than in the other
country groups; in eastern European countries and the
acceding countries, the proportion is below average (just
over 1% in both groups). In southern European countries
(and to a lesser extent also in Ireland and the UK) there is
a somewhat above-average proportion of managers of small
companies (7% and 6% respectively). In Bulgaria and
Romania, the figure is 2%.

Working hours and salary

Two key dimensions of working conditions are working
hours and salary. As Figures 8.2 and 8.3 indicate, as the
level of responsibility rises, both working hours and salaries
increase substantially. While – according to the survey –
workers with no managerial or supervisory responsibilities
comprise more than 80% of the workforce, only 9% of them
work more than 48 hours per week. By contrast, between
20% and 25% of those with supervisory responsibilities
work more than 48 hours per week, while 30% of top-level
managers do so. Interestingly, managers of small companies

Figure 8.1: Proportion of supervisors and managers in
workforce, by country group (%)
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1 The information in this chapter relates to workers in establishments of two or more people. 
2 The variable – managerial or supervisory position – was constructed using two different sources: the question concerning the occupation of the respondent

and the question concerning supervisory duties (‘How many people work under your supervision, for whom pay increases, bonuses or promotion depend
directly on you?’). 
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work longer hours than do all other groups – 41% work
more than 48 hours per week. 

Supervisory or managerial position has an even greater
impact on salary than on working hours: more than 40% of
top-level managers are in the top 10% of the income scale
of all respondents, compared to less than 10% for
subordinates; similarly high figures are seen for supervisors
of more than 10 people. Managers of small companies on
average, however, earn slightly less: fewer than 40% are in
the top income bracket.

Women in supervisory positions 
Since 1995, the European Working Conditions Survey has
asked respondents whether their immediate superior is a
man or a woman. From the answer given, a slight, 
gradual increase in the percentage of women superiors has
been visible: from 20% in 1995, to 23% in 2000, to 25% in

2005. As Figure 8.4 indicates, differences between countries
in this respect are substantial. The highest proportions of
women in supervisory and managerial positions are in
northern and eastern European countries (reaching nearly
40% in Finland and Estonia); by contrast, southern
European countries, and some continental countries, have
the lowest proportions – less than 20% in Germany and
Italy.

Figure 8.4: Proportion of women superiors, by 
country (%)
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Figure 8.5: Sex of immediate superior, by sex of
respondent (%)
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Figure 8.2: Working hours, by position (%)

Note: Subordinates are respondents who report having no managerial or

supervisory responsibilities. 
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Figure 8.3: Place in salary scale, by position (%)

Note: Scale ranges from lowest to highest income decile.
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Figure 8.5 shows that most female supervisors and
managers in the EU27 have female subordinates: fewer
than 10% of men have a woman as their immediate
superior, as against 42% of women. 

Figure 8.6 shows that the proportion of female superiors
falls as the position of those they are supervising rises: that
is, female superiors are more prevalent among the lower
ranks of workers. A related finding is that women are more
likely to supervise part-time than full-time workers: 41% of
part-time workers have female bosses, compared to 21% of
full-time workers. Both men and women in part-time
employment are more likely to be managed by a woman. 

Communication and consultation 

Communication with superiors
In order to measure the extent to which workers interact
with their immediate superiors, the survey asked
respondents whether they had had a discussion with their
boss about their work performance over the previous year,
and also if they had discussed work-related problems. 

There are substantial differences between the different
country groups in the levels of direct communication
between workers and superiors. These differences cannot
be explained solely by the relative proportions of
supervisors (see Figure 8.1), or by differences in the relative
importance of economic sectors or types of companies:
instead, they would seem to reflect the existence of different
organisational cultures. The highest levels of direct
communication in European workplaces are in the
Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, where more
than 70% of workers had discussed their work performance,
and work-related problems with their superior. In Ireland
and the UK, and in the eastern European countries, the
figure was between 50% and 60%, while the lowest levels
were observed in southern European and continental
countries (around 40%). These findings are consistent with
published research on organisational systems in different
EU countries.

Communication with employee representatives

Another important dimension of communication within the
workplace (particularly in the European model) is the
communication that takes place between workers and
employee representatives. 

To measure the extent of such communication, the survey
asked respondents whether they had discussed work-
related problems with an employee representative in the
previous 12-month period. In the EU27, around one in five
employees had discussed work-related problems with
employee representatives in the previous 12 months. Again,
differences between country groupings are substantial:
around 30% of respondents in the acceding countries, the
eastern European countries and Ireland and the UK report
such communication, as compared to between 16% and
19% in continental countries and southern European
countries.

Different sectors and different sizes of organisations have
different levels of employee representation, and these
differences are reflected in the survey findings. As Figure
8.7 shows, the bigger the company, the greater the reported
levels of communication with employee representatives. A
number of sectors also report higher levels of
communication: public administration and defence;
electricity, gas and water; transport and communication;

Figure 8.6: Sex of immediate superior, by position of
respondent (%)
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Figure 8.7: Communication with employee
representative, by sector and size of enterprise (%)
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problems with an employee representative in the previous 12-month period.

Agriculture

Manufacturing

Electricity, gas and water

Construction

Wholesale and retail trade

Hotels and restaurants

Transport and communication

Financial intermediation

Real estate

Public administration and defence

Education

Health

Other services

Micro enterprise (2–9 employees)

Small enterprise (10–49 employees)

Medium enterprise (50–249 employees)

Large enterprise (250+ employees)

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Management and communication structures

69



Figure 8.8: Consultation in the workplace, by country
groups (%)

Note: The question asked if respondents had been consulted about changes

in work organisation and/or working conditions in the previous 12-month

period.
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Figure 8.9: Consultation in the workplace, by
occupation (%)

Note: The question asked if respondents had been consulted about changes

in work organisation and/or working conditions in the previous 12-month

period.
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and manufacturing. Lower levels of communication are
reported in small companies, construction and other
services.

Consultation on work organisation

In addition to discussions on performance and work-related
problems, another element of workplace communication is
the extent of consultation regarding changes in work
organisation and working conditions. As Figure 8.8
indicates, the highest levels of such consultation are found
in the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, where
more than 70% of respondents report having been

consulted about changes in work organisation or working
conditions in the previous 12-month period, almost twice
the level found in southern European countries (just under
40%).

The findings also show that the level of consultation
reported by workers is related to their occupation: the lower
a respondent’s position in the occupational structure, the
less they are consulted about changes in work organisation
or working conditions. Almost 70% of senior managers are
consulted, compared to less than 40% in all blue-collar
occupations, both skilled and unskilled. 




