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Norway: Industrial relations profile 
.  

Facts and figures 
Area: 323,787 square kilometres (mainland Norway, excluding Svalbard and Jan Mayen island)  

Population: 5,002,942 (1 March 2012)  

Language: Norwegian 

Capital: Oslo  

Currency: Norwegian krone (NOK) (NOK7.74 = €1 as at 31 December 2011) 

 

Economic background 

GDP per capita (2010) 

(in purchasing power standards, index: EU27=100)   

181  

Real GDP growth (% change on previous year) (2011) 1.4%  

Inflation rate (2011) 

(annual average rate of change 2010–2011) 

1.2%  

Average monthly labour costs No Eurostat figures for Norway  

Average labour productivity (% change on previous 
year) (2011) 

0.1%  

Gross annual earnings, in € No Eurostat figures for Norway  

Gender pay gap (2010) 16.1%  

Employment rate (15–64 years) (2011) 75.3%  

Female employment rate (15–64 years) (2011) 73.4%  

Unemployment rate (15–64 years) (2011) 3.3%  

Monthly minimum wage No minimum wage 

Source: Eurostat 

Industrial relations characteristics, pay and working time  

 

Trade union density (%) (2011) 

(Trade union members as a percentage of all employees in 
dependent employment) 

52%
1
  

Employer organisation density (%) (2008) 

(Percentage of employees employed by companies that 
are members of an employer organisation) 

No exact figures, but estimated at 

71%  in the private and municipal 

sector and approximately 60% in 

the private sector  

Collective bargaining coverage (%) 

(Percentage of employees covered by collective 
agreements) 

No exact figures; 70–75%
2
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Number of working days lost through industrial action 
per 1,000 employees  

Average 2010 and 2011: 108
3
 

 

Collectively agreed pay increase (%)  

(annual average 2010–2011) 

No figures on collectively agreed 

pay increases as distinct from 

actual pay increases. Actual wage 

increases in companies within 

bargaining areas (2011) was 4.3% 

compared to 4.2% for all 

employees
4
  

Actual pay increase (%)  

 

4.2% (2011) 

3.7% (2010)  

Collectively agreed weekly working hours 37.5  

Actual weekly working hours (2010) 

 

38.1
5
  

1
 Nergaard and Stokke (2010), updated by Fafo for 2011; 

2
 Løken and Stokke 

(2010); 
3
 Calculated by Fafo based on figures on industrial action from Statistics 

Norway; 
4
 NOU 2012:11 Grunnlaget for inntektsoppgjørene 2012; 

5
 Working time 

developments – 2010 

  

Background 

Economic context 

Norway has an open, export-oriented economy that is heavily influenced by international 

business cycles, and is also characterised by the important role played by the oil and gas industry. 

A significant share of the substantial government revenues from oil activities are reinvested 

through the so-called government pension fund (previously the oil fund), but revenues from these 

activities in the North Sea have, over time, provided Norway with healthy public finances. 

Norway is not a member of the European Union (EU), but participates closely in the EU single 

market through the European Economic Area (EEA) agreement. The EEA agreement is an 

agreement between the countries of the EU plus Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein. The 

agreement allows the EEA countries to participate in the internal market, and relevant community 

legislation is incorporated into the agreement. The agreement covers the same ‘four freedoms’ of 

the European Community – that is, the free movement of goods, persons, services and capital 

among the EEA countries – but does not cover agriculture and fisheries. 

From 2004 onwards, the Norwegian economy experienced an unprecedented boom generating 

strong economic growth and a tight labour market with low unemployment. The international 

financial and economic crisis prompted a sharp deterioration in the Norwegian economy in 2008 

and 2009. In early 2009, the Norwegian parliament (Stortinget) approved the spending of 

significant funds to alleviate the effects of the economic crisis, including increased spending on 

roads, railways and other public facilities, as well as helping financial institutions to deal with 

their liquidity challenges. In the course of 2010 there was an upward swing in the economic 

cycle, and GDP increased by 1.6% in 2010 and 2.2% in 2011. The rise in unemployment stalled, 

and the employment rate started to grow again in 2010. The unemployment rate, as measured in 

the Labour Force Survey, was 3.3% in 2011 (among workers aged 15–64 years), compared to 

3.6% in 2010 and 3.2% in 2009. The economic forecasts predicted a somewhat more marked 

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ad/dok/nouer/2012/nou-2012-11.html?id=681181
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn1106010s/tn1106010s.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn1106010s/tn1106010s.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn1106010s/tn1106010s.htm
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upturn in the economy from 2013 (Statistics Norway, 2012). The unemployment rate is expected 

to remain stable at around 3.3%. 

Legal context 

The Norwegian collective bargaining system may be characterised as a centralised one. Strong 

main confederations on both the employee and employer side, together with the nationwide trade 

union federations and employer associations, still play an important role in collective bargaining. 

This system has not been significantly challenged by any of the labour market parties. Norway 

has a long tradition of different types of incomes policy (tripartite cooperation involving the 

labour market parties and the government), social reforms and measures often forming part of the 

negotiation process. Nationwide collective agreements dominate, but in large parts of the private 

sector these agreements are supplemented by company-level negotiations. Norway has no 

tradition of extending collective agreements to the non-organised parts of the labour market; nor 

does it have a statutory minimum wage. An exception has been made in recent years when it was 

decided to make provisions in collective agreements generally applicable in cases where foreign 

workers are subject to less favourable terms of contract than is customary in the industry. Since 

the first decision in 2004 related to seven land-based petroleum sites (NO0411103F), it has been 

decided to make collective agreements applicable in the construction sector, the shipyards, the 

green sector and within industrial cleaning.  

Main industrial relations trends 

Norwegian labour relations are characterised by broad cooperation between the parties, both 

nationally and at the individual workplace. Shop stewards and trade unions at the enterprise level 

play a significant role in this cooperative venture, which is established in basic agreements. Trade 

union density in Norway is lower than in the other Nordic countries, with relatively low union 

coverage rates in parts of the private services sector. 

Main actors 

Trade unions 

Trade union density 

Trade union density in Norway was 52% in 2011. Union density has fallen somewhat since the 

early 1990s, when it was 57%, but has been stable over the last 10 years (Nergaard and Stokke, 

2010, unpublished updates for 2011 by Fafo). Union density levels vary considerably between 

industries and sectors. Density is highest in the public sector and manufacturing industries. In 

parts of the private services sector, including retail trade and hotels and restaurants, only 20–25% 

of workers are unionised (2008). 

Main trade union confederations 

The vast majority of unionised workers are members of nationwide trade unions, most of which 

are affiliated to one of the four main trade union confederations. The Norwegian Confederation of 

Trade Unions (Landsorganisasjonen i Norge, LO) is the largest trade union confederation with 22 

affiliated trade unions and about half of all unionised workers. The second largest confederation 

is the Confederation of Unions for Professionals (Unio), whose 10 member associations organise 

mainly professional groups in the public sector, including teachers, nurses, police officers and 

employees in research and higher education. The two other main trade union confederations are 

the Federation of Norwegian Professional Associations (Akademikerne) and the Confederation of 

Vocational Unions (Yrkesorganisasjonenes Sentralforbund, YS). Akademikerne organises 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/COLLECTIVEBARGAINING.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/COLLECTIVEAGREEMENTS.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2004/11/feature/no0411103f.htm
http://www.lo.no/
http://www.unio.no/kunder/unio/cms.nsf/pages/english.html
http://www.akademikerne.no/
http://www.ys.no/
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employees with higher academic education, including doctors, lawyers and technical 

professionals such as graduate engineers. YS is in direct competition with LO over many groups 

of workers, but has traditionally had a larger proportion of white-collar workers among its 

membership base.  

Norway’s largest trade union federations are the LO-affiliated Norwegian Union of Municipal 

and General Employees (Fagforbundet), followed by the LO-affiliated Norwegian United 

Federation of Trade Unions (Fellesforbundet), and, thirdly, the Norway Union of Education 

(Utdanningsforbundet), which is a member of Unio. 

Main trade union developments 

The number of trade unions has declined slightly over time. While there were 130 national trade 

unions in 1980, the number had dropped to 85 unions by 2011. The smaller trade unions, in 

particular, have disappeared, mainly through mergers, but there have also been mergers between 

larger unions. 

Employer organisations 

About two-thirds of private sector employees work in a company associated with an employer 

organisation. Organisational density on the employer side in the private sector has increased 

somewhat over time. Whereas the employer density rate was estimated at around 50% in 1995, 

the 2008 estimate was approximately 60%. 

Larger companies are more often members of an employer organisation, while the organisational 

density rate among smaller businesses is lower.  

Main employer organisations 

The largest employer organisation in the private sector is the Confederation of Norwegian 

Enterprise (Næringslivets Hovedorganisasjon, NHO), which organises 20,000 member companies 

with about 538,000 workers in industries such as manufacturing, construction and parts of private 

services. NHO has 20 nationwide member associations, of which the Federation of Norwegian 

Industries (Norsk Industri) is the largest with 2,200 member companies employing about 119,000 

employees. Norsk Industri organises, among others, companies in the engineering and processing 

industries. Other major industrial associations are the Federation of Norwegian Construction 

Industries (Byggenæringens Landsforening, BNL) and the National Federation of Service 

Industries (NHO Service). 

Virke, the Enterprise Federation of Norway (former the Federation of Norwegian Commercial 

and Service Enterprises (Handels- og Servicenæringens Hovedorganisasjon, HSH) is another 

major employer organisation in the private sector, which organises companies in the retail sector. 

The employer association Spekter organises mainly deregulated publicly owned enterprises, 

including railways, postal services and state-owned hospitals. An employer organisation also 

exists for companies in the banking and insurance sector, as well as one for companies in the 

cooperative movement, the majority of which is within retail and wholesale trade. 

The Norwegian Association of Local and Regional Authorities (KS), which organises the 

municipal sector, has bargaining responsibility on behalf of the entire municipal sector, with the 

exception of the city of Oslo. The Ministry of Government Administration, Reform and Church 

Affairs (Fornyings-, administrasjons-og kirkedepartementet) has employer and bargaining 

responsibility for state employees. 

Main employer developments 

NHO and Virke combine the roles of employer and business organisations, and both are the result 

of mergers between former traditional employer and industry organisations. Spekter is, however, 

http://www.fagforbundet.no/
http://www.fellesforbundet.no/
http://www.utdanningsforbundet.no/
http://www.nho.no/
http://www.norskindustri.no/
http://www.bnl.no/
http://www.nhoservice.no/
http://www.virke.no/
http://www.hsh-org.no/
http://www.spekter.no/
http://www.ks.no/
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/fad.html?id=339


 gdb 5/12 

 

a relatively new organisation established in the wake of the deregulation of enterprises such as the 

state-owned health authorities (hospitals), the national postal service and the Norwegian State 

Railways.  

Membership of NHO and Virke does not automatically mean that companies are covered by 

collective agreements. No rules exist in Norway that make collective agreements automatically 

binding on employers joining an employer organisation. It is up to the parties involved to call for 

the establishment of an agreement, and trade unions may only present such a demand to an 

organised employer if they have union members in the company concerned. In many cases, trade 

unions are required to unionise at least 10% of the relevant workforce in a company to be entitled 

to enter into a collective agreement. In cases where such formal requirements have been met, the 

employer is required to sign the relevant sector-level agreement.  

Industrial relations  

Collective bargaining 

The dominant form of collective bargaining in Norway is a two-tier system of negotiations where 

national agreements are supplemented by negotiations and agreements at enterprise level. 

National collective bargaining in the private sector may be carried out as negotiations between the 

main confederations – in which several agreements are renegotiated collectively – or at industry 

level where each nationwide agreement is negotiated separately. The 2012 wage settlement was 

carried out as industry-level bargaining – in other words, each agreement within the LO-NHO 

agreement area was negotiated. This was also the case in 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2010, whereas the 

2008 wage settlement was carried out at inter-sectional level. 

In so-called intermediate settlements, the second year of the two-year long agreements where 

only the pay rates are regulated, agreements are always negotiated collectively. Such settlements 

took place in 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2009 and 2011. Similarly, in the state and municipal 

sectors, bargaining cartels negotiate on behalf of member trade unions of a confederation.  

Levels of collective bargaining 

 National level 
(Intersectoral) 

Sectoral 
level 

Company 
level 

Principal or dominant level  (X) X  

Important but not dominant level   X 

 

The national agreements are two-year long agreements, but pay is subject to negotiations in the 

intervening years, which means that there will be bargaining rounds on an annual basis. All 

existing agreements run from 2012 to 2014. The two-year long collective agreements are 

normally subject to ballots among the trade union members, as well as among the employers.  

In most sectors company-level bargaining supplements the central-level agreements. However, in 

large parts of the private sector, not least in the manufacturing industries, the company level 

constitutes an important bargaining arena. In industries where so-called minimum pay agreements 

dominate, company-level bargaining is set as a precondition. The parties involved in national-

level bargaining agree that these negotiations should be carried out on the basis of four 

established criteria: the profitability, productivity, future prospects and competitiveness of the 

company.  

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/PAY.htm
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Legal parameters 

The Labour Disputes Act (Arbeidstvistloven) includes rules on mediation and regulates 

institutions such as the Office of the State Mediator (Riksmeglingsmannen) and the Labour Court 

(Arbeidsretten). The public sector is covered by the Public Service Labour Disputes Act 

(Tjenestetvistloven). Ad hoc compulsory arbitration is occasionally used to put an end to 

unresolved wage negotiations by means of enforcing a peace obligation and arbitration with 

binding effect. This method is restricted to situations where an industrial conflict is seen to 

damage health and safety.  

There is a peace obligation in the period between the annual pay negotiations, and this obligation 

not to take strike action or any other industrial action is respected almost without exception.  

Nationwide collective agreements regulate a number of issues related to pay such as general pay 

increases, minimum or ordinary wage rates, overtime or shift work compensation, working 

hours, as well as other rights. Occupational pensions may be regulated in collective agreements, 

but in the private sector these types of arrangements are usually not part of sector-level 

agreements. However, pensions are sometimes regulated through company-level agreements. 

Social security rights related to sick pay and parental leave, for example, are mainly regulated by 

law. Moreover, a number of issues related to agreement procedures, the contractual rights and 

duties of the parties involved, employee co-determination and participation are regulated in so-

called Basic Agreements (hovedavtaler) between the main confederations. These agreements run 

for a period of four years and regulate relations between the trade unions and the 

employers/employer organisations and cooperation more generally. 

Agreements at the enterprise level are subordinate to the national agreements, and as such may 

not contradict the provisions of the national agreements. Company-level bargaining is conducted 

within the framework of a peace obligation – that is, the parties cannot resort to any kind of 

industrial action. Agreements are legally binding, and violations of the agreements may be 

brought before the Labour Court by the parties to the agreement. 

Norway has no tradition for opening clauses or the possibility for opting out of the collectively 

agreed wage increases at central level. On a very few occasions, the general agreements in the 

private sector have stated that the parties at company level can agree to postpone or even 

disregard the general increase agreed upon at central-level negotiations (latest in 2009). Although 

no statistics exist, the impression is that this option is seldom used even in the years when this is a 

possibility. 

Collective agreement coverage 

No exact figures are available for the collective agreement coverage rate in Norwegian working 

life. Surveys among workers estimate the overall collective agreement coverage to be about 74%, 

but such surveys tend to exaggerate the actual coverage in the private sector. Estimates based on 

register-based statistics suggest that just over 50% of the employees in the private sector are 

covered by collective agreements, which implies a share of agreement coverage of just below 

70% (Nergaard and Stokke, 2010). 

Extension of collective agreements 

No long-standing tradition exists in Norway of making collective agreements generally 

applicable. However, since 1993 the legal framework has allowed for scope to extend parts of 

nationwide agreements if it becomes evident that foreign workers are subject to wage and 

working conditions that are inferior to normal conditions in the relevant agreement area of 

Norwegian working life. In light of increasing labour migration from the new EU Member States 

that joined the EU in May 2004, key clauses of collective agreements have been made generally 

http://www.riksmeglingsmannen.no/
http://www.arbeidsretten.no/index.php?module=Pagesetter&func=viewpub&tid=4&pid=15
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/HEALTHANDSAFETY.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/OVERTIME.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/SHIFTWORK.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/PARENTALLEAVE.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/CODETERMINATION.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/PARTICIPATION.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/WORKINGCONDITIONS.htm
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applicable within several industries, such as construction, shipbuilding and the so-called ‘green 

sector’ (agriculture). 

Main mechanisms in wage bargaining coordination 

An important characteristic of Norwegian collective bargaining is the long-standing tradition for 

incomes policy or tripartite policy concertation, which is made possible by the role played by the 

main confederations in pay negotiations. There is broad consensus about the main principles 

underpinning the so-called trend-setting trade model for wage formation, which assumes that 

wage growth in the industries most exposed to international competition provides the framework 

for wage growth in other sectors of economic activity, including the public sector. In practice, 

such coordination across industries and sectors is made possible by allowing the exposed 

industries to negotiate first in the annual wage settlements, and ensuring that no agreements are 

finalised in the other sectors until a result has been achieved in the exposed industries. In 2012 it 

meant that the Norwegian United Federation of Trade Unions (Fellesforbundet) and the 

Federation of Norwegian Industries (Norsk Industri) opened the wage settlement by renegotiating 

the engineering industry agreement (along with three other agreements within the manufacturing 

industry. The four agreements were negotiated concurrently, and the parties also agreed to merge 

these into one agreement – the manufacturing sector agreement – from 2012. 

The trend-setting trades’ model has been subject to significant debate in recent decades. It has led 

to adjustments to the basis on which the economic framework – which is seen as guiding for other 

sectors such as the public sector – is calculated, for example by including wage growth for both 

blue-collar and white-collar workers in the calculation. In 2012 disagreements between the social 

partners on the interpretation of the economic framework of the trend-setting industries led to 

strikes in the state as well as the municipal sector. The trade unions argued that the offer by the 

employer side would lead to public sector employees lagging behind the private sector, whereas 

the employer side based their offer on an expectation of decreasing wage drift in the 

manufacturing sector compared to previous years due to the international economic situation. 

Trend towards decentralisation 

An argument can be raised that there has been a certain trend towards decentralisation in 

Norwegian bargaining over the last 20–30 years, particularly through the emergence of company-

level bargaining in the public sector. However, such negotiations are conducted within a strict 

economic framework set by the national-level agreements. In the private sector, a substantial 

share of wage formation traditionally takes place at company level, especially within the 

manufacturing sector. The national collective agreements, however, have maintained their 

important role, and the Norwegian system may thus be described as a type of articulated 

decentralisation or organised decentralisation. 

Other issues in collective agreements 

A number of topics could potentially be placed on the agenda in collective bargaining or in 

consultations between employers and employees outside the formal bargaining system. 

Vocational training and lifelong learning formed a central theme in negotiations during the 

period 1998–2001, but they have not been high on the agenda in later bargaining rounds. Most 

collective agreements, however, facilitate discussions and consultations on these matters between 

the social partners at company level, and initiatives are also taken at the national level to promote 

lifelong learning. 

Issues pertaining to social inclusion in the workplace have been subject to agreements and 

cooperation between the social partners. A framework agreement between the labour market 

parties and the national authorities from 2001 provides the basis for comprehensive measures to 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/VOCATIONALTRAINING.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/LIFELONGLEARNING.htm
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reduce sickness absenteeism, as well as improving the conditions for and inclusion of older and 

disabled people in the workplace. This agreement has been renegotiated at a later date, and a new 

agreement signed in March 2010 (Cooperation agreement regarding a more inclusive working 

life). 

In 2008 and 2009 a range of pension issues were on the agenda of the nationwide negotiations. 

The existing scheme for early retirement (AFP) was to be adjusted to new pension system that 

came into force from 1 January 2011, and substantial adjustments were made to the early 

retirement scheme.  

Since the EU enlargement in 2004, issues related to migrant workers, including posted workers 

and temporary agency workers, have been on the collective bargaining agenda as well as a subject 

for legislative regulation. In 2012 the Norwegian Parliament passed new legislation in order to 

implement the Temporary Agency Work Directive (2008/104/EC). New regulations on temporary 

agency work were included in all the major collective agreements, generally including the new 

legislation into the agreements. 

Gender equality issues have been on the social partners’ agenda for some time, not least the 

issue of equal pay. LO-affiliated trade unions emphasise the importance of increases in the 

lowest wages, which will benefit large female-dominated employee groups. In recent years, 

increasing attention has been paid to evidence of low pay among female-dominated occupations 

in the public sector, at least when compared to occupations with similar educational requirements 

in the private sector. In 2010 the issue of equal pay was also on the agenda of negotiations in both 

the private and public sectors. In the private sector, funds (NOK0.50 per hour) were set aside in 

many collective agreements for equal pay purposes. In the public sector principles were agreed 

upon by means of which women and /or female-dominated groups will be given priority in 

company-level negotiations and/or central-level adjustment negotiations. 

Industrial conflict 

Frequency of strikes 

Norwegian working life is characterised by relatively few labour disputes. However, where a 

conflict arises it may potentially involve a large number of workers. Labour disputes occur 

mainly in connection with the renegotiation of national collective agreements. Nevertheless, 

conflicts may also arise from demands for the establishment of collective agreements in 

companies that are not members of an employer organisation. Over the past decade, in years 

involving the total revision of collective agreements, about 10–15 conflicts per year have 

occurred, while in years of intermediate settlements there have been five or fewer conflicts. The 

number of working days lost due to conflict has been significantly lower in recent years 

compared with previous periods. In the period 2001–2010, the annual number of working days 

lost per 1,000 workers was on average 46 days, compared with an annual average of 100 working 

days lost during the periods 1981–1990 and 1991–2000.  

Sectors involved and main reasons for collective action 

Today, there is no particular sector more prone to labour disputes than others. Pay and other 

issues related to employee rights – often pay-related issues, such as pensions – are the main 

reason behind conflicts. In recent years, issues related to the wages and working conditions of 

migrant workers have given impetus to labour disputes. Both 2010 and 2012 saw major conflicts 

in the public sector.  

http://www.nav.no/Arbeid/Inkluderende+arbeidsliv/Om+IA-avtalen.234599.cms
http://www.nav.no/Arbeid/Inkluderende+arbeidsliv/Om+IA-avtalen.234599.cms
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/GENDEREQUALITY.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/EQUALPAY.htm
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Conflict resolution and arbitration mechanisms 

Norway has a system of compulsory mediation in connection with bargaining: if the parties 

involved fail to come to an agreement, the dispute will be subjected to a process of mediation. 

This arrangement is an integral part of the bargaining system – in many cases, the state-appointed 

mediator (Riksmekleren) will assist the parties involved in the final stages of negotiations. The 

system is not controversial and receives broad support from the social partners. Moreover, the 

Norwegian parliament may intervene in a labour dispute by adopting an act of compulsory 

arbitration if the conflict is perceived to threaten the life and health of the population. The use of 

compulsory arbitration is often controversial, and the Norwegian government has had to be 

careful in recent years not to resort to compulsory arbitration too early in a labour dispute. 

Disagreement in company-level negotiations is usually resolved with assistance from the national 

organisations or by means of various dispute resolution mechanisms. 

Tripartite concertation 

Norway has a long tradition of incomes policy cooperation, not only in relation to wage 

settlements but also through the inclusion of social partner organisations in public deliberative 

committees and in political decision-making relevant to working life. Tripartite incomes policy 

cooperation will usually entail the state contributing to a moderate settlement through, for 

example, social policy reforms or an active labour market policy. It may take the form of social 

pacts, such as the 1990s cooperative venture on incomes policy called the ‘Solidarity Alternative’ 

(Solidaritetsalternativet), or state aid to finalise negotiations – for example, when the early 

retirement pension scheme was to be revised in connection with the 2008 wage settlement. 

The social partners also cooperate on other non-pay issues such as the Inclusive Working Life 

Agreement (Inkluderende arbeidsliv, IA-agreement) (NO0601101N), which was first concluded 

in 2001 and has been renegotiated and extended on several occasions afterwards, most recently in 

2010. In this case, the government and the social parties agree on a number of measures that aim 

to prevent sick leave and the transition from employment to disability pensions, as well as 

increased labour market participation among vulnerable groups in the labour market. Part of the 

IA agreement is the government’s pledge to maintain the present sick leave scheme in its current 

form.  

Various bodies facilitate incomes policy cooperation and tripartite concertation in Norway. 

Employers and employees meet regularly in the government’s so-called Contact Committee 

(Kontaktutvalget), where matters of importance to wage formation are discussed between the 

government and the labour market parties. Another committee of importance is the Arbeidslivs- 

og pensjonspolitisk råd, established as a forum between the government and the labour market 

parties for dialogue on labour market issues and pension relevant issues.  

Moreover, the Technical Calculation Committee for Income Settlements (Teknisk 

beregningsutvalg for inntektsoppgjørene, TBU) generates and presents statistics on wage 

developments and other relevant statistics prior to the annual wage settlements. TBU is a national 

committee with representation from employer and employee organisations, the national 

authorities and Statistics Norway (Statistisk sentralbyrå, SSB). As a result, disagreement over pay 

statistics rarely occurs in connection with bargaining. Employers and employees are also 

represented in a number of public committees that handle matters of relevance to working life. 

 

Workplace representation 

 

http://www.riksmeklingsmannen.no/
http://www.nav.no/page?id=260
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2006/01/inbrief/no0601101n.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/TRIPARTITECONCERTATION.htm
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ad/dep/nemnder-rad-og-utvalg/permanente-nemnder-rad-og-utvalg/arbeidslivs--og-pensjonspolitisk-rad.html?id=574613
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ad/dep/nemnder-rad-og-utvalg/permanente-nemnder-rad-og-utvalg/arbeidslivs--og-pensjonspolitisk-rad.html?id=574613
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ad/tema/arbeidsmarkedspolitikk/inntektspolitikk/tbu.html?id=439434
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ad/tema/arbeidsmarkedspolitikk/inntektspolitikk/tbu.html?id=439434
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ad/tema/arbeidsmarkedspolitikk/inntektspolitikk/tbu.html?id=439434
http://www.ssb.no/
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Main channels of employee representation 

 Works council  

(WC) 

Trade union  

(TU) 

1 Most important body  X 

2 Alternative body X  

 

The main channel of employee representation at workplace level is trade union representatives – 

that is, shop stewards. The rights and duties of company-level trade union representatives are 

mainly regulated in the so-called basic agreements (see for instance LO/NHO Basic-agreement-

2010--2013 (399KB PDF) and the sector-level collective agreements, including the duties of the 

employer when it comes to information, consultation and negotiation. Different types of bodies 

are established at company level to accommodate the dialogue between the employer and the 

trade union representatives (contact committees, ‘works councils’, etc.). 

The Norwegian legal framework provides employees with a right to be represented on company 

boards and in general assemblies. Normally, trade unions take the initiative to draw up a list of 

potential candidates for elections to company boards. In a similar fashion, cooperation also takes 

place between trade union representatives and health and safety representatives in the company. 

The system of health and safety representatives, however, is established in the Act relating to the 

working environment, working hours and employment protection – the Working Environment 

Act (Arbeidsmiljøloven, AML). This act also contains provisions on employer duties with regard 

to information and consultation in companies that are not covered by the agreement (see also 

the EU Directive 2002/14/EC establishing a general framework for informing and consulting 

employees in the European Community). 

The Working Environment Act also stipulates specific issues that the employer is required to 

discuss with trade union representatives. In companies with collective elected trade union 

representative(s), the establishment can go beyond provisions stipulated in the legal framework 

through collective agreements – for example, extended use of overtime or the use of temporary 

agency workers in situations where this is not permitted by the legal framework.  

Employee rights 

Disputes over employee rights regulated through collective agreements will ultimately be a matter 

for the Labour Court, and it is the parties to the agreement themselves that may bring a case 

before the court. Issues relating to statutory rights – such as work environment issues or 

workplace safety – may be dealt with by the Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority 

(Arbeidstilsynet), or the Petroleum Safety Authority Norway (Petroleumstilsynet) in the oil 

sector. Issues related to the employment contract will normally be brought before the ordinary 

courts – for example, in the case of dismissal. In the last type of case, unionised workers will 

often be entitled to legal support from their representative trade unions. In some cases, dispute 

resolution commissions may also be used, and issues relating to discrimination may be brought 

before the Equality and Anti-discrimination Ombud (Likestillings- og diskrimineringsombudet, 

LDO). 

Pay and working time developments 

Minimum wage 

Norway has no statutory minimum wage. In cases where it is evident that foreign workers are 

subject to lower wages and working conditions than normal, there may be a case for making parts 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/EMPLOYEEREPRESENTATION.htm
http://www.lo.no/hovedavtalen1/English/Basic-agreement-2010--2013/
http://www.lo.no/hovedavtalen1/English/Basic-agreement-2010--2013/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/WORKINGENVIRONMENT.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/EMPLOYMENTPROTECTION.htm
http://www.lovdata.no/all/hl-20050617-062.html
http://www.lovdata.no/all/hl-20050617-062.html
http://www.lovdata.no/all/hl-20050617-062.html
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/INFORMATIONANDCONSULTATION.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32002L0014:EN:HTML
http://www.arbeidstilsynet.no/
http://www.ptil.no/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/DISMISSAL.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/DISCRIMINATION.htm
http://www.ldo.no/no/
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– including the minimum wage levels – of the relevant collective agreement generally applicable. 

Decisions in such cases are taken by the Norwegian Tariff Board (Tariffnemnda).  

Pay developments 

Norwegian employees received an average nominal wage growth of 4.1% in the period 2008–

2009. In 2011, wage growth was 4.3% (NOU 2012:11).  

Employees in the public sector had an average wage growth of 5.0% (state sector) and 4.8% 

(municipal sector) over the period 2006–2011, compared to 4.9% in the manufacturing sector 

(both blue- and white-collar employees). Employees in the retail sector experienced annual wage 

growth of 3.9%. 

In 2011, female employees (full-time employees) earned an estimated 87.2% of male salaries. 

Women’s wages as a percentage of men have remained fairly stable over time when the economy 

is seen as a whole. Wage differentials between men and women are greatest in the financial and 

commercial services industry, and smallest in the public sector and among blue-collar workers in 

the manufacturing industries. 

The issue of equal pay between men and women has been on the agenda for a long time. In 2008, 

a public committee called for the establishment of a state-initiated fund with the aim of reducing 

the wage gap between female- and male-dominated occupations. Such a publicly financed wage 

fund has not been realised, but equal pay was nevertheless a central issue in the pay negotiations 

carried out in 2010. 

Figures from TBU suggest that the relative hourly wage costs for workers in the manufacturing 

industry (in common currency or compared with the main trading partners) increased by an 

annual 2.4% in the period 2002–2011 (NOU 2012:11). This increase relates partly to the fact that 

the Norwegian krone (NOK) has been strong in relation to the currencies of Norway’s main 

trading partners. 

Working time 

The agreement-based weekly working hours in Norway amount to 37.5 hours, while the 

maximum weekly working time established in the legal framework is 40 hours. Employees doing 

shift or rotation work are subject to lower weekly working hours. It is possible for working time 

to be averaged over a certain reference period (annualisation of working time). The statutory 

number of annual leave days is 21 working days (four weeks and one day), while the agreement-

based number of holidays is 25 working days (five weeks). Employees over the age of 60 years 

have 5 days extra holidays.  

Working time is regulated both by law and collective agreements. Collective agreements regulate 

pay compensation for inconvenient working hours, and usually provide a higher overtime rate 

than established by the legal framework. In companies covered by collective agreements, 

management and trade union representatives may also conclude agreements containing provisions 

that deviate from the provisions of the legal framework – for example, allowing for more 

overtime or extending the reference period used to calculate average working time. 

In Norway, according to 2011 data (Labour Force Survey), 26% of all employees worked part 

time. Moreover, 41% of women and 13% of men work part time. The proportion of people 

working part time has remained relatively stable over time, although there is a slight decline in 

the proportion of women working part time. 
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