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Supplement Working time developments and the quality of work Insert

The issue of ‘quality of work’ has been gaining importance in
European Union social and employment policy in recent years,
and is now an  element in the EU employment strategy and
the ‘Lisbon  strategy’ for economic modernisation. There has
also been an increasing focus in recent years at both EU and
national levels on the link between such quality of work con-
siderations and working time. This concept, though often set
out only in general terms, has come to be associated with
developments such as part-time work, time accounts, family
leave and sabbaticals, flexitime, teleworking and flexible
retirement.

The  comparative supplement  in this issue of EIRObserver
looks at the EU-level and national debate on working time
and quality of work, outlining the wide variety of governmen-
tal initiatives and the views of the social partners, and exam-
ines the level and content of collective bargaining on the
theme. The study concludes that there appears to be a con-
siderable gap between rhetoric and reality so far as working
time developments and the quality of work are concerned.
While the issue has climbed up the agenda of policy-makers
and there have been significant government initiatives, collec-
tive bargaining seems to be lagging behind, with relatively
few innovative agreements

EIRObserver presents a small edited selection of articles based
on some of the reports supplied for the EIROnline database,
in this case for January and February 2002. EIROnline - the
core of EIRO’s operations - is publicly accessible on the World-
Wide Web, providing a comprehensive set of reports on key
industrial relations developments in the countries of the EU
(plus Norway), and at European level. Please note that the
address of the EIROnline website has now changed to:  

http://www.eiro.eurofound.eu.int/

The old address (http://www.eiro.eurofound.ie/) will remain in
operation for the time being. 

EIRO, which started operations in February 1997, is based on
a network of leading research institutes in each of the coun-
tries covered and at EU level (listed on p.12), coordinated by
the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions. Its aim is to collect, analyse and dissemi-
nate high-quality and up-to-date information on key develop-
ments in industrial relations in Europe, primarily to serve the
needs of a core audience of national and European-level
organisations of the social partners, governmental organisa-
tions and EU institutions.

Mark Carley, Editore
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Average collectively agreed nominal
pay increases across the EU (plus
Norway) rose from around 3.2% in
2000 to 3.5% in 2001. The rate of
increase has been rising steadily since
1999, suggesting that pay modera-
tion may have come under sustained
pressure in some countries.

The aim of this annual update, based
on contributions from the EIRO national
centres, is to provide a broad, general
indication of trends in pay increases
over 2001 and 2001 within the EU
Member States (plus Norway). This is a
brief summary of a full update pub-
lished on the EIROnline website, which
provides more detail, covers several
other areas (earnings, minimum wages
and gender pay differentials), outlines
the sources of the information and sets
out the problems of comparison and
the caveats that apply. The figures pro-
vided should be treated with extreme
caution, and readers should refer to the
full EIROnline update and read the vari-
ous notes and explanations.

Average collectively agreed pay
increases

The chart opposite provides figures for
average nominal collectively agreed
basic pay increases in each country (or a
broadly equivalent indicator, where
these are not available). Where possi-
ble, the figures cover the whole econo-
my, though there are exceptions. While
it should be noted that the huge differ-
ences in national pay formation and
industrial relations systems make com-
parisons difficult, the following points
emerge.

• In 2000, nominal pay increases varied
between 5.5% in Ireland and 1.9% in
Italy (though the latter refers only to
sectoral minima, built on at lower level).
The average increase stood at 3.2%.

• In 2001, nominal pay increases varied
between 7.5% in Ireland and 2.1% in
Germany. The average increase stood at
3.5%.

• The average increase thus rose by 0.3
percentage points from 2000 to 2001.
The average increase had fallen from
3.1% in 1998 to 2.9% in 1999. It rose
again to 3.2% in 2000 and this upward
trend was maintained in 2001.

• There still seems to be relatively little
convergence between the rates of
nominal pay increase in the various
countries, with wide variations persist-
ing between them in 2001. Averaging
the annual increases over the four-year
period 1998-2001, the 16 countries can
arguably be divided into: ‘low’ nominal

pay-increase countries - those where
increases have averaged 2%-3%
(Austria, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Italy and Spain); ‘medium’
nominal pay-increase countries - those
where increases have averaged 3%-4%
(Belgium, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Sweden and the UK); and ‘high’ nomi-
nal pay-increase countries - those
where increases have averaged over
4% (Greece, Ireland, Luxembourg and
Norway).

• There are also divergent trends in pay
increases in the various countries. While
the average increase rose from 2000 to
2001 in 11 countries (with pay modera-
tion appearing to come under most
pressure in Ireland, Belgium and the
Netherlands), following the overall
upward trend, the rate of increase fell
in five countries (most notably Greece
and Spain). 

Taking only the 12 countries of the
euro-zone, the following picture
emerges.

• In 2000, nominal pay increases varied
between 5.5% in Ireland and 1.9% in
Italy. The average increase stood at
3.1%.

• In 2001, nominal pay increases varied
between 7.5% in Ireland and 2.1% in
Germany. The average increase stood at
3.6%.

• Nominal pay increases in 2000 were
thus slightly lower (by 0.1 point) in the
euro countries than in the EU/EEA more
widely, but in 2001 they exceeded the
overall figure by the same amount.
Nominal pay increases thus increased
rather more sharply in the euro-zone in
2001. Over 1999-2001, euro-zone
countries manifested on average con-
siderably less stability in the level of pay
increases than the overall picture for
the EU/EEA more widely, and were
more likely to have experienced an
upward trend in pay increases.

Real pay increases 

The above data refer to nominal pay
increases. To produce an indication of
real pay increases, we have adjusted
the increases for inflation, subtracting
the annual average rates of inflation for
December 1999-December 2000 and
December 2000-December 2001
respectively, as calculated in line with
Eurostat’s Harmonised Index of
Consumer Prices. The following trends
emerge:

• Workers received real pay increases in
11 countries in 2000, but in five coun-
tries (Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Italy
and Spain) they saw their nominal pay

increase swallowed up by inflation
(although in some cases, the pay
increase figures used represent minima,
built on by subsequent bargaining). In
2001, the number of countries where
inflation outstripped the nominal pay
rise rose to six (Germany, Greece, Italy,
Portugal, the Netherlands and Spain).
Only in Italy and Spain did workers lose
out in both years but, considering the
two years together, nominal pay
increases were also eliminated by infla-
tion in Denmark, Germany and
Portugal.

• In 2000, the range of real pay
increases was between 2.2% in the UK
and 0.7% in Italy (where sectoral
agreements set minimum rates) - a
slightly smaller range than found for
nominal increases. The average increase
stood at 0.5%.

• In 2001, the range of real pay
increases was between 3.5% in Ireland
and -1.3% in Spain - again a slightly
smaller range than found for nominal
increases. The average increase stood at
0.6%.

• The average increase thus rose by 0.1
percentage point from 2000 to 2001, a
considerable smaller rise than recorded
in nominal pay. Between 1999 and
2000, there had been a fall of 0.9
points, and between 1998 and 1999 a
fall of 0.3 points. The downward trend
has thus been reversed. However, the
small average rise in real pay increases
in 2001 disguises the fact that the rate
of real pay increase fell in seven coun-
tries. Over the four-year period 1998-
2001, trends in real pay increases were
variable in all countries apart from
Spain, where there was a continuous
fall. 

• Averaging the annual real pay increas-
es over the four-year period 1998-
2001, the 16 countries can arguably be
divided into: ‘negative’ real pay-increase
countries - those where increases have
averaged below zero (Italy and Spain);
‘low’ real pay-increase countries - those
where increases have averaged under
1% (Austria, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, the Netherlands and
Portugal); ‘medium’ real pay-increase
countries - those where increases have
averaged 1%-2% (Belgium, Greece,
Ireland, Luxembourg and Sweden); and
‘high’ real pay-increase countries -
those where increases have averaged
2% or over (Norway and the UK).

Taking only the countries of the euro-
zone, the following points can be
made.

• In 2000, real pay increases varied
between 1.3% in Greece and -0.7% in
Italy. The average increase stood at
0.2%, considerably lower than the
overall EU/EEA average of 0.5%.

• In 2001, real pay increases varied
between 3.5% in Ireland and -1.3% in
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Spain. The average increase stood at
under 0.5%, compared with the overall
EU/EEA average of 0.6%. 

• The figures indicate that in 2000-1 (as
in 1998-9) real pay increases were
lower in the euro countries than in the
EU/EEA more widely and that they con-
verged more - the effects of EMU may
arguably be detected here. Real pay
increases in the euro-zone rose slightly
more from 2000 to 2001 than in the
EU/EEA more widely, but all of the
countries which experienced a decrease
in real pay in 2001 were in the euro-
zone.

Use of distributive margin 

Some trade unions have taken an
increasing interest in the extent to
which collective bargaining outcomes
use up the ‘distributive margin’ of the
total sum of inflation and productivity
growth. For example, the ‘Doorn
group’ of unions from Belgium,
Germany, Luxembourg and the
Netherlands have agreed to seek ‘bar-
gaining settlements that correspond to
the sum total of the evolution of prices
and the increase in labour productivity’,
and they assess each year the extent to
which they have used up this full ‘dis-
tributive margin’. It is accounted a suc-

cess for trade unions if pay rises equal
or exceed the total of the increase in
inflation and productivity. 

There are many methodological and
statistical difficulties in comparing pay
developments in this way and bargain-
ing has other, non-pay outcomes which
can be difficult to calculate in terms of
their cost effects. However, this meas-
ure does provide a useful indication in
evaluating bargaining outcomes, as it
takes into account productivity as well
as inflation, and other European bar-
gaining coordination efforts by trade
unions take a similar approach.

The data indicate that trade unions
across Europe have continued to face
great difficulties in achieving bargaining
settlements that use up the full distribu-
tion margin. Figures are available for 12
of the countries over the whole 2000-1
period, and these show an average
total shortfall of 3.0 percentage points
between pay rises and the sum of infla-
tion and productivity increases. The gap
narrowed considerably between 2.4
points in 2000 and 0.7 in 2001 (though
the latter figure includes fewer coun-
tries), the same level as in 1999.

Over the full two-year period, only
Luxembourg and the UK managed to
exceed the distribution margin, by 0.3

points and 0.2 points respectively. The
biggest shortfalls were registered in
Greece, Spain and Denmark. In 2000,
no countries exceeded the margin,
while Belgium, France, Luxembourg,
Norway and the UK did so in 2001.
Between 2000 and 2001, the utilisation
of the margin increased in all countries
for which figures are available except
Greece.

The figures suggest that pay modera-
tion continued in 2001, taking produc-
tivity as well as inflation into account,
but that this moderation was beginning
to lessen. They also suggest that the
EU’s key ‘broad economic policy guide-
lines’ on pay - that increases in nominal
wages should be consistent with price
stability and that increases in real
wages should not exceed growth in
labour productivity - are largely being
observed in most Member States.

Collectively agreed pay increases by
sector

Turning from the whole economy to
individual sectors, our update examined
collectively agreed pay increases in sec-
tors selected to represent manufactur-
ing industry (metalworking), services
(banking), and the public sector (local
government).

In 2000, the average nominal increase
stood at 3.4% in metalworking and
3.3% in banking, but at only 3.0% in
local government (the whole-economy
average was 3.2%). However, in 2001,
the average increase in all three sectors
was 3.6% (slightly above the whole-
economy average of 3.5%), indicating
a rising trend in all three sectors, but
most sharply in local government. Over
the four-year period 1998-2001, the
average annual increase stood at 3.2%
in metalworking, 3.1% in banking and
2.9% in local government.

In 2000, the range of nominal pay
increases awarded in the metalworking
sector across Europe was between
5.5% in Ireland and 1.9% in Italy. In
2001, the range of increases widened,
with the highest pay rise again being
found in Ireland, at 7.5%, and the low-
est again in Italy, at 1.8%. The range of
nominal pay increases in the banking
sector in 2000 was between 6.8% in
Greece and 1.4% in Austria. In 2001,
the range of increases increased slightly,
with Ireland heading the list at 7.5%
and Italy bringing up the rear with
1.5%. Finally, there was a very wide
range of nominal pay increases in the
local government sector in 2000, from
8.5% in Ireland to 1.0% in Italy. In
2001, the range of increases narrowed
somewhat, with Ireland still heading
the list at 7.5% and Spain at the bot-
tom with 2.0%.

TN0202102F

5 March 2002
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The European Commission has
launched consultations with the EU-
level social partners about how to
anticipate and manage the social
effects of corporate restructuring.

On 15 January 2002, the European
Commission began the first phase of
consultations with the EU-level social
partner organisations with the aim of
stimulating dialogue about establishing
the ‘principles’ governing ‘socially intel-
ligent’ restructuring. 

The move was first announced by the
Commission in an October 2001
Communication outlining a programme
of EU action in response to the terrorist
attacks on the USA on 11 September.
This stated that ‘particular attention
must be paid to managing the social
and employment impact of the deterio-
rating economic situation’ and that the
Commission intended to launch an ini-
tiative ‘seeking to improve employability
and adaptability of the workforce in the
event of mergers and restructuring of
business’.

In November 2001, press reports of the
Commission’s intentions prompted
expressions of concern from employers’
organisations at the prospect of new
EU rules on company restructuring.
However, the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC) urged the
Commission not to be deflected from
proceeding with its plans by employer
lobbying. On 13 December, the EU
Employment and Social Affairs
Commissioner, Anna Diamantopoulou,
confirmed that the Commission would
be launching a consultation on the
issue early in 2002.

Key points 
For the Commission, developing a posi-
tive approach to corporate restructuring
‘implies combining in an effective and
balanced manner the interests of busi-
nesses, faced with changes in the con-
ditions governing their activity, and
those of employees, threatened with
the loss of their jobs’.

In making the case for a new initiative
at EU level, the Commission highlights
the upward trend in the number of
mergers and acquisitions involving EU
firms. The Commission argues that:
‘Sustainable economic growth and
strengthening competitiveness requires
a new focus on the social aspects of
restructuring. Whereas in the past
change in general has been facilitated
by social provisions, a major issue now
is how social provisions can not only
soften the negative aspects affecting
workers in the context of restructuring,
but can play a more active role in main-
taining and improving the human capi-
tal in Europe.’

The consultation document notes that a
range of existing EU policies are rele-
vant to restructuring, including:

• EU legislation requiring the informa-
tion and consultation of employees;
• EU-level social dialogue;
• the observation and analysis of indus-
trial change, through the establishment
of the new European Monitoring
Centre on Change;
• the EU’s structural funds;
• competition policy; and
• the promotion of corporate social
responsibility.

In addition to these policies, the
Commission wants to examine the
scope for establishing Community-level
principles of good practice during
restructuring based on procedures
already developed in the Member
States and experience within compa-
nies. The consultation document identi-
fies four main areas for consideration:

• measures to promote employability
and adaptability, and restructuring on
the basis of ‘lowest social cost’;
• the effectiveness of regulatory
approaches, including the identification
of obstacles to restructuring in a socially
positive way;
• responsibility for the impact on locali-
ties and commercial networks (subcon-
tractors etc); and
• the ‘modalities of implementation’,
including the involvement of employ-
ees, fair compensation where job losses
cannot be avoided, whether EU-level
dispute-resolution machinery would be
useful, and good practice within small
and medium-sized enterprises.

The document seeks the views of the
social partners on the usefulness of
establishing at EU level ‘a number of
principles for action which would sup-
port business good practice in restruc-
turing situations’, and asks ‘whether
they consider that agreements between
the social partners at cross-industry or
sectoral level represent the appropriate
way of proceeding’, as favoured by the
Commission.

The procedure 
The consultation has been initiated
under Article 138(2) of the EC Treaty.
This provides for a two-stage proce-
dure. First, ‘before submitting proposals
in the social policy field’, the
Commission must consult the social
partners on the ‘possible direction of
Community action’. Then, if the
Commission considers Community
action ‘advisable’, it is required to con-
sult them on ‘the content of the envis-
aged proposal’. Each phase of the con-
sultation process should take no more
than six weeks. During this process, the
social partners may inform the
Commission of their wish to attempt to
negotiate a Community-level agree-
ment on the issue in question. They
then have nine months (longer by
agreement) to do so.

If the Commission’s initiative does result
in the negotiation of Community-level
agreements, these may be implemented
either: ‘in accordance with the proce-
dures and practices specific to manage-
ment and labour and the Member
States’; or, at the joint request of the
signatory parties and on a proposal by
the Commission, by a Council decision,
but only if they concern the social poli-
cy issues which fall within the EU’s leg-
islative remit.

Social partner reaction 
The Union of Industrial and Employers’
Confederations of Europe (UNICE) stat-
ed that it was: ‘pleased to see that the
European Commission recognises that
adaptation to change by companies
and corporate restructuring are an
indispensable part of modern and
dynamic economies ... Consequently,
public policies at national and European
level must aim at facilitating change,
and not prevent it. It should not be for-
gotten that a substantial legal frame-
work, collective agreements and speci-
fic traditions at national, sectoral and
company level already exist. UNICE will
examine the questions raised in the
Commission document closely and
reflect on the responses it can provide.
UNICE stresses, however, that it is
essential to avoid the imposition of
additional legal constraints on 
businesses.’

Immediately before the Commission’s
proposals were published, ETUC said:
‘For years, we have been calling for a
Commission initiative to bring about
socially acceptable management of
industrial change in Europe.’ ETUC stat-
ed that UNICE’s warnings prior to the
publication of the Commission’s pro-
posals did ‘not bode well for the social
dialogue that the Commission wants to
see the social partners enter into’, and
expressed the hope that ‘the European
employers will agree to get back
around the table’.

Commentary 
The objectives that the Commission
hopes its initiative will achieve are as
yet somewhat unclear. The contents of
the consultation document are reported
to have been the subject of lengthy and
difficult discussions within the Com-
mission. The Commission has empha-
sised that its initiative is not aimed at
harmonising rules governing the social
aspects of restructuring but at promot-
ing the development and dissemination
of good practice. However, employers
are clearly concerned that further EU
legislation may ultimately be on the
agenda. It remains to be seen whether
the EU-level employers’ organisations
will be willing to engage in negotiations
on this issue - and what approach the
Commission will take if no social part-
ner agreements are forthcoming. (Mark
Hall, IRRU)
EU0201235F (Related records: EU0103199N,
EU0112262F, EU0111237N, EU0107228F)

25 January 2002
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Belgium is one of the few EU coun-
tries where pay is automatically
linked to the cost of living, and in
January 2002 the slumbering debate
on the issue flared up again.

With the introduction of a consumer
prices index in 1920, Belgium was one
of the first countries to register the con-
sumption patterns of its households
and the changes in prices of products
and goods. Over the years, the indica-
tor has been refined and today the
index is an indicator of the change in
price levels and inflation. 

It is impossible to closely monitor all of
the goods and services on the market,
so a representative ‘basket’ of products
and services has been put together that
is assumed to reflect the spending pat-
terns of the average household. Every
month a team of 20 people, the so-
called ‘index officers’, look at the prices
of the approximately 500 goods in the
basket. Their calculations ultimately
result in the monthly index figure.
Inflation is calculated on the basis of
that figure. Inflation is the percentage
rise of the index of a particular month
with respect to the value of the index
12 months ago. 

Index-linked pay
Together with Luxembourg, Belgium is
the only country in western Europe that
still has automatic index-linking. This
means that pay and social security ben-
efits are linked to the consumer prices
index. The philosophy behind this link-
age is to prevent the erosion of pur-
chasing power by inflation. In practice,
this indexation means that for every
2% rise in the cost of living, there is an
automatic increase of pay and social
security benefits of 2% (the so-called
‘over-run’ of the ‘spilindex’ or central
index). 

Abolition of TV and radio licence
fee 
The TV and radio licence fee was intro-
duced by the Act of 26 January 1960
and was initially presented as a tax on
the possession of luxury goods. Today
radios and televisions are common
items which means that a tax on them
as luxury goods can no longer be main-
tained. At the end of 2001, the Flemish
regional government, and later the
Brussels regional government, decided
to abolish this tax. As the TV and radio
licence fee is one of the components
making up the consumer prices index,

its abolition has an impact on the index
and thus also on changes in pay and
social security benefits.

Effects on the index 

The Index Commission, a joint advisory
body consisting of employer and
employee representatives, had to look
into the way in which the abolition of
the TV and radio licence fee would be
worked into the index. The calculation
of the index for January 2002 turned
out to be difficult. If the abolition of
the radio and TV licence fee was taken
into account, the central index would
not be exceeded (ie prices would not
have increased by 2% and there would
be no resulting increase in pay and ben-
efits). 

The trade unions wanted to prevent the
abolition of the radio and TV licence
fee being incorporated into the indexa-
tion calculations for the month of
January in one go. In order to safe-
guard purchasing power as efficiently
as possible, the unions proposed includ-
ing the abolition in the index as of April
2002, with the effect spread over six
months. In fact, the TV and radio
licence fee will not be abolished in one
go for the entire Flemish population. It
is being conducted in alphabetical
order, which means that half of
Flanders will feel the financial effect of
the abolition as of April, while the
other half will have to wait until
October. The employer representatives
stressed the precarious competitive
position of Belgium due to high wage
costs, and accused the unions of want-
ing to manipulate the index. 

The two sides in the Index Commission
could not reach an agreement and it
was ultimately the federal Minister of
the Economy, Charles Picqué of the
French-speaking Socialist Party, who
had to ‘cut the Gordian knot’. He
decided that the TV and radio licence
fee would still be included in the index
for the month of January, thereby
exceeding the central index. With the
central index being exceeded in
January, social security benefits and civil
service pay will rise by 2% in February
and March respectively. This means a
significant additional outlay for the gov-
ernment and employers of around EUR
130 million. 

Reaction of the social partners 

The decision of Minister Picqué brought
a sharp response from the employers’

organisations. The Federation of Belgian
Enterprises (VBO/FEB) had no hesitation
in using the dispute to reopen the
debate on the system of index-linked
pay. According to the central employ-
ers’ organisation, measures and deci-
sions that increase wage costs are
harmful to Belgium’s competitive posi-
tion and lead to a reduction in employ-
ment. The automatic linking of pay to
the index is one of the causes of high
wage costs. 

The unions said they were satisfied with
Minister Picqué’s decision. Their argu-
ment that the financial benefit of the
abolition of the TV and radio licence
fee would only be felt later in the year
was accepted by the Minister, resulting
in the central index being exceeded and
thus in the pay increase. 

Commentary 
The system of automatic index-linking
of pay and benefits has often come
under fire from employers. Past govern-
ments have never gone further than
temporary manipulations of the index-
ing system. That was the case in 1981,
for example, after a currency devalua-
tion. In 1994, a ‘health index’ was also
brought into being alongside the con-
sumer prices index. This index does not
take the prices of alcohol, petrol and
tobacco into account, and thereby neu-
tralises the sometimes sharply fluctuat-
ing oil prices. It also avoids increased
government-imposed taxes on alcohol,
tobacco and petrol leading to a ‘wage-
price’ spiral. 

The recent index incident was seized on
by employers to open again the debate
on indexation. It will nevertheless be
particularly difficult to abolish the sys-
tem. Index-linked pay is sacred to the
unions and in their view cannot be
touched. It is a breaking point around
which their members can easily be
mobilised. (Jürgen Oste, TESA-VUB)

BE0202308F

15 February 2002
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Legislation adopted in 2000 made it
possible for the social partners to set
up intersectoral funds to finance con-
tinuing vocational training. By
February 2002, five such funds had
been set up.

The National Institute for Social
Insurance (Inps) had sole control of the
funding of continuing vocational train-
ing in Italy until 2000. Legislation
adopted in 1978 (law 45/78) made it
compulsory for businesses to contribute
0.3% of their total paybill (for full-time
employees) to Inps every year.
Approximately EUR 465 million are col-
lected each year through this levy.
While Inps managed the funding, the
regions received most of the funds,
which went to co-finance training
measures with the European Social
Fund (ESF).

The 2000 Finance Law (388/00) radical-
ly changed the funding of continuing
vocational training. By applying Article
17 of law 196/97 (the so-called ‘Treu
law’), and based on the provisions of
the tripartite ‘Pact for employment’ of
September 1996, Article 118 of the
2000 Finance Law established the pos-
sibility for employers’ organisations and
the most representative trade unions at
national level to set up funds to man-
age training contributions made by
enterprises. Enterprises may choose
whether to join these new intersectoral
funds or not. If so, they must request
Inps to pass the levy of 0.3% onto the
fund they have joined. If not, the pay-
ments remain at Inps.

Intersectoral funds 

Under the terms of the new law, inter-
sectoral funds can be set up in four
areas of the economy: industry, agricul-
ture, the services/tertiary sector and
artisanal production. A new law must
be introduced with regard to agricul-
ture, as there is no system of collecting
vocational training contributions from
employers in this sector.

The procedure necessary to set up
intersectoral continuing training funds
has two steps:

1. the most representative organisations
at national level of employers and
workers must conclude an interconfed-
eral agreement which sets the objec-
tives of the fund and establishes the
rules and regulations; and

2. once set up by agreement, the fund
must receive official recognition from
the Ministry of Labour in order to start
operating. After receiving authorisation

from the Ministry, Inps will make the
due payments to the new fund.

The funds are classified as ‘juridical sub-
jects of an associative nature’ under the
direct control of the Ministry of Labour.
They can be used to finance continuing
vocational training projects at company,
sectoral and territorial level. The fund
will cover 100% of the cost of projects
in depressed areas (those covered by
the former ESF Objective 1) and 50% in
other areas. National funds can also act
at regional or local level through agree-
ment between the social partners. 

The law provides for public funding in
order to promote the launch of the
funds. However, when fully operational,
they must use only the payments col-
lected from the companies involved.
The 0.3% levy paid by companies to
Inps in 2002 and 2003 will still be used
for training. Inps will provide 30% of
these resources to the funds in 2002
and 50% in 2003. The law foresees
other forms of financing the launch
phase of the new funds, including the
possibility of using the remaining funds
left from the management of the
resources of the ESF. The money will be
allocated between the funds which are
fully operational.

Fund established 
By February 2002, five continuing voca-
tional training funds had been set up
by the main trade union confederations
- the General Confederation of Italian
Workers (Cgil), the Italian
Confederation of Workers’ Unions (Cisl)
and the Union of Italian Workers (Uil) -
and employers’ organisations. These
are:

1. a fund for workers in cooperative
enterprises;

2. a fund for workers in artisanal enter-
prises;

3. a fund for ‘tertiary’ enterprises
(named For.Te), covering workers in
commerce, insurance, transport and
banking;

4. a fund for workers in small and
medium-sized industrial enterprises,
agreed with the Italian Confederation
of Small and Medium-sized Industry
(Confapi); and

5. a fund for workers in industrial
enterprises, agreed with the
Confindustria employers’ confederation.

The creation of a single fund for each
of the first three areas of the economy
(cooperative, artisanal and tertiary) was
made possible because the employers’

organisations in these areas, despite
being numerous, managed to overcome
the high level of competition between
them. The same unity did not prove
possible for employers’ organisations in
industry, for which two different funds
have been set up: one for small and
medium-sized enterprises affiliated to
Confapi and the other for enterprises
affiliated to Confindustria.

The box opposite provides details of
how the funds are organised

The operation of the funds 

Each fund has adopted a set of rules
and regulations which governs its func-
tioning. The common objective of the
funds is to promote and finance voca-
tional training programmes at company
level - for individual enterprises or for
groups where there has been an agree-
ment between the social partners to
that effect - and at territorial, sectoral
and regional levels. The funds may also
finance vocational training programmes
which involve workers in enterprises
operating in more than one region or
that are distributed on a national scale.

The resources of each fund go to the
employees of the participating, fee-pay-
ing enterprises. Each fund must place
the resources received from Inps into
separately managed accounts: one to
finance the running of the fund itself
(fixed at an annual percentage which
differs from fund to fund, but which is
not more than 8% of the total
resources); and one for the financing of
the vocational training projects. A direc-
tor, nominated by the board of direc-
tors, is responsible for the functioning
of the funds.

The applications for funding of voca-
tional training projects must be sent
directly to the head office of the fund
or through the the relevant employers’
or trade union organisations. The proj-
ects are to be evaluated by a technical
team set up at the fund, which must
check that all the necessary require-
ments have been respected. The team
must also take into consideration the
priorities established by the fund and
judge whether or not projects should
be funded. The technical teams have
yet to be set up, but will comprise
experts in vocational training. For the
tertiary sector fund, which includes
enterprises from many different areas,
the four sectional committees (see box)
will evaluate the projects for their spe-
cific area. Once accepted, a project
must be approved by the board of
directors, which will then grant the
requested payment.

The cost of the projects financed for
each region must be proportional to
the payments into the fund from the
enterprises in the region in question.
However, each fund, while taking into
consideration this stipulation, has the
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possibility to distribute its resources
more equally on a national scale. They
must take into consideration the eco-
nomic situation in Italy, which varies
greatly from region to region. The
Centre and North, which are heavily
industrialised and particularly interested
in continuing vocational training, con-
trast considerably with the South,
which has a low productive level and
relatively little interest in training pro-
grammes. The risk is that only the
enterprises located in rich regions with
a strong interest in vocational training
might make use of the resources avail-
able. To avoid this eventuality and
encourage enterprises from the South
to take a more positive approach to
vocational training, the funds have
established that a percentage of their
total resources can be used to reduce
this disparity between regions. This per-
centage varies, depending on the indi-
vidual fund, from 5% (tertiary sector
fund) to 20% (cooperative fund).

As mentioned above, funds can also act
at regional or territorial level. In this
case, certain funds, such as that cover-
ing Confindustria affiliates, will be able
to utilise existing bilateral regional
structures 

Commentary 
The agreements setting up the intersec-
toral continuing training funds consti-
tute the end of a long and concerted
effort to set up a viable system for con-
tinuing vocational training in Italy,
which was initiated by the tripartite
national agreement signed by the gov-
ernment and social partners in July
1993. The issue was discussed in the
Pact for employment of September
1996 and in the ‘Treu law’ of 1997,
which profoundly changed the regula-
tion of the labour market and initiated
the reform of the training system.

The difficulty in creating a better system
of continuing vocational training lies in
the conflict of roles between the central
state and the regions. The Italian
Constitution consigns a primary role in
vocational training to the regions while
the Treu law consigns considerable
power to the central state. This has led
to considerable conflict which has
resulted in continual interventions by
the administrative courts.

The creation of the funds has come
amidst a period of difficulty and conflict
among the government, employers’
organisations and trade unions, and
among the trade unions themselves.

The solution reached in the agreements
is particularly satisfying because the
decisions regarding the ways of using
resources for training will be taken
through concertation between social
partners at decentralised level. In this
way, the competitiveness of enterprises
and the professional skills of workers
can continue to improve in tandem.
This new situation increases the level of
social responsibility of the actors
involved concerning one of the most
serious problems in the Italian labour
market.

Italy is the EU country whose workers
have the lowest level of educational
qualifications and the lowest birth rate.
In the next 10 years the number of
young people of working age will
diminish by 20%. Italy must, like in all
European countries, raise the retirement
age in order to keep the national pen-
sion scheme in equilibrium. Continuing
vocational training is, therefore, funda-
mental in adapting the professional
skills of workers, in line with technical
and innovative changes in the world of
work, through the introduction of a
system of life-long learning which will
enable workers to continue working as
long as possible.

The creation of the new funds will
allow an increase in the number of
workers who participate in training. In
Italy, according to data published by
Eurostat in 1999, approximately 10%
of workers undergo training each year.
The European average, however, is
about 50%.

The direct involvement of the social
partners in the management of voca-
tional training could act as a significant
vehicle for increasing their role in the
management of the labour market. Due
to the endemic problems of public
structures, Italian management of the
labour market is among the least effi-
cient in Europe. (Domenico Paparella
and Vilma Rinolfi, Cesos)
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The management bodies of all the
intersectoral funds so far set up are
quite similar, with each having an
equal number of representatives from
the employers’ organisations and the
trade unions. The structures of the
funds are as follows:

• a members’ assembly involving rep-
resentatives of the member organisa-
tions of the fund. The assembly elects
the board of directors, a president and
vice-president, and the board of audi-
tors. The number of members of the
assembly varies - 12 in the cooperative
enterprises fund and in the small and
medium-sized industrial enterprises
fund, 24 in the artisanal enterprises
fund, 60 in the tertiary sector fund
and 18 in the Confindustria industrial
enterprises fund;

• a board of auditors which must
supervise the functioning of the fund
and its financial operations. It compris-
es three members - one chosen by the
employers’ organisations, one chosen
by the unions and one representative
of the Ministry of Labour, who acts as
chair;

• the president and vice-president,
who act as legal representatives of the
fund. The first is nominated by the
employers’ organisations and the sec-
ond by the unions, and both are elect-

ed by the members’ assembly - with
the exception of the tertiary sector
fund, where they are elected by the
board of directors; and

• the board of directors, which is the
executive body of the fund. It has 12
members in the artisanal enterprises
fund, 24 members in the tertiary sec-
tor fund, and six members in the other
three funds. The president and vice-
president have the right to be mem-
bers of the board. The board of direc-
tors manages the financial resources
of the fund and its decisions require a
two-thirds majority vote, or nine-
tenths in the case of the Confapi fund.
The role of the board of directors
involves the approval, financing and
control of programmes financed by
the fund.

The fund for the tertiary sector, given
the heterogeneity of the areas it cov-
ers, has four committees, covering
separate sections: commerce, tourism
and services; credit and finance; insur-
ance; and logistics, despatching and
transport. Each committee is responsi-
ble for its individual section and
reports to the board of directors.
Finally, the Confindustria fund has two
extra bodies: a committee for voca-
tional training; and a committee for
health and safety at the workplace.

Organisation of the funds



Arbed (Luxembourg), Usinor (France)
and Aceralia (Spain) have merged to
create the world’s largest iron and
steel producer, Arcelor. The
Luxembourg government and social
partners have agreed that Arbed’s
model of co-determination and tri-
partism should continue and be
strengthened in Arcelor’s
Luxembourg operations.

In February 2001, three iron and steel
companies Arbed (Luxembourg), Usinor
(France) and Aceralia (Spain) announced
their intention to merge, and thereby
establish the world’s largest iron and
steel enterprise with 45 million tonnes
of steel produced a year, a turnover of
EUR 30 billion, and a workforce of
110,000 worldwide. The European
Commission gave the go-ahead to the
merger on 21 November 2001, but
imposed conditions relating to products
with steel casings. The new giant
group, known as Arcelor, was intro-
duced to the international press on 13
December 2001, and was due be oper-
ational, after three public share-
exchange offers, in February 2002.

Co-determination at Arbed 

The Luxembourg iron and steel industry
was on the brink of bankruptcy in the
1970s, but was saved as a result of a
call to ‘national solidarity’ and the
efforts of the entire country. The quid
pro quo was the creation of an inten-
sive form of tripartism, with the state
also becoming a 30% shareholder in
Arbed. Arbed also has particularly well
developed dialogue and co-determina-
tion through staff representative struc-
tures and the presence of employee
representatives on its board of direc-
tors. Given its pioneering role in this
area, subsequent legislation introducing
general employee participation meas-
ures in Luxembourg - such as employee
committees/works councils and compa-
ny joint committees - have always been
drafted with reference to the iron and
steel sector.

Positions on the merger 

At the presentation of the new Arcelor
group in December 2001, Arbed’s rep-
resentative stated that the ‘Luxembourg
model’ would not be called into ques-
tion, and that social dialogue would
continue as it had done in the past.
Although the state did not take a com-
prehensive position in public, the Prime
Minister nonetheless said that he
intended to appoint a ‘steel tsar’ whose
job it would be to oversee and defend
Luxembourg interests.

The trade unions followed develop-
ments in the merger process very close-
ly, and intervened at all stages. Various
informal and tripartite meetings culmi-
nated in an ‘action day on steel’ on 20
November 2001 organised by the
Luxembourg Confederation of
Independent Trade Unions (OGB-L), the
Luxembourg Confederation of Christian
Trade Unions (LCGB), SESM and the
Neutral Union of Luxembourg Workers
(NGL). The day commenced with pick-
ets and culminated in a demonstration
followed by a march led by union lead-
ers, in which 1,500 iron and steel work-
ers took part. 

Through their action, the unions sought
to send the government a clear mes-
sage ‘that the planned merger should
not be simply a success for sharehold-
ers, but one for the workforce as well’.
The speeches at the rally referred to the
need to save iron and steel production
sites in Luxembourg and preserve
employees’ status and pay in the
merged group. The unions called on
the state to continue playing the role of
the state in the future group, and not
that of an anonymous shareholder.
They emphasised that the social dia-
logue and special tripartite structures
for the Luxembourg iron and steel
industry, which had ensured industrial
peace for several decades, should be
maintained.

After the day of action, OGB-L, LCGB
and NGL stated that it had been mainly
aimed at the Luxembourg government
with a view to clarifying, in the context
of the establishment of Arcelor, matters
relating to the definition of the role of
the state in the merged group. This
referred to: the state’s role in Arcelor’s
future board of directors and the
boards of related companies; the main-
tenance and adaptation of iron and
steel tripartite structures in the context
of the new situation; and the details of
future co-determination arrangements.
They claimed that, as far as support for
trade union demands was concerned,
no real political will on the part of the
state had been observed.

On 3 December 2001, the unions
announced that a general sectoral
strike would be held on 1 February
2002 if they were not satisfied with
developments.

Trade unions satisfied 

At a meeting on 9 December 2001
with OGB-L and LCGB, the government
made it clear that it would not be with-
drawing capital from the merged com-
pany, and that it would appoint a civil
servant with responsibility for defending

national interests and coordinating the
work of the various actors. 

A tripartite meeting held on 9 January
2002 led to the matter being complete-
ly resolved, and as a result, the strike
announced for 1 February was can-
celled. It was agreed that tripartite
meetings will be held quarterly after the
establishment of Arcelor, while the gov-
ernment confirmed its intention to
remain a stable shareholder of Arcelor
in the long term. The current co-deter-
mination model will be retained for
Arcelor iron and steel enterprises in
Luxembourg, and also in companies
where this is not required by law. Arbed
SA will continue to be run by its own
board of directors, on which represen-
tatives of the trade unions and the
Luxembourg state will have seats.

An innovative feature of the deal
reached in January is that if one of the
partners so wishes, the situation in the
Arcelor group’s non-iron and steel
enterprises in Luxembourg (ie Paul
Wurth, Circuit Foil and IEE) may be
placed on the agenda of tripartite
meetings. This broadening of the
boundaries of tripartite dialogue was a
trade union demand. However, these
companies will not be administered by
a system of co-determination.

The trade unions expressed satisfaction
with the outcomes of the meeting, say-
ing that they felt stronger as a result of
the negotiations. The Prime Minister
and the unions also support the view
that Arcelor should cease to be a public
limited-liability company, and rapidly
acquire the status of a European
Company, as provided for in the recent-
ly adopted European Company Statute.

Commentary 

The trade unions’ fear of a possible
attack on the Luxembourg tripartite
model, an institution that the iron and
steel sector brought into being, proved
to be unfounded. The agreement to
maintain this system may be held up as
an example to an increasingly glob-
alised world, which has a tendency to
ignore participative models and focus
mainly on the interests of shareholders.
If the Arcelor merger is as successful as
hoped, it could even serve as a power-
ful reference point for a more balanced
approach to industrial relations world-
wide. (Marc Feyereisen)
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The Netherlands’ tripartite Social and
Economic Council has reached an
agreement on the problematic issue
of occupational disability. 

On 19 January 2002, the tripartite
Social and Economic Council (SER)
reached an agreement on a perennial
problem in Dutch industrial relations -
adapting the Occupational Disability
Insurance Act (WAO). According to the
Council, the agreement will decrease
the number of employees entering the
WAO benefit system to less than
30,000 each year, compared with the
current 80,000-100,000. The key ele-
ments of the agreement are as follows:

• the rights of current WAO recipients
(950,000 people) will not be affected;

• fines will no longer be levied on
employers whose employees enter the
WAO system;

• employees off work through sickness
will receive 70% of their pay during the
first year of absence. This is usually
topped up to 100% on the basis of
provisions in collective agreements;

• unlike now, employees will continue
to receive pay during the second year
of absence. However, it will no longer
be topped up to 100%;

• only employees declared to be at least
80% long-term disabled by the staff
doctors of a new organisation which
will administer the system, the UWV,
will be awarded full WAO benefits -
75% of average pay in the last three
years of employment (de facto approxi-
mately 72.5% of last-earned salary, 5%
more than now);

• a new scheme will apply to employ-
ees determined by UWV doctors to be
35%-80% unable to work. The
employer will pay their salary for the
days on which these employees can
work. Overall, these employees will
receive 70% of previous pay, topped up
by private insurance towards which
employers and employees pay equal
amounts. Employer and employee must
do everything possible to find appropri-
ate work for the employee. Should the
employer not fulfil this obligation, it
may be required to pay benefits for
over two years. If employees do not
meet their commitments, dismissal may
result; and

• employees judged to be less than
35% unable to work will remain
employed by their employer, which
must make maximum efforts to allow
them to resume work activities.

Mixed reactions 
The agreement received mixed reactions
in the Ministry of Social Affairs and

Employment. Minister Willem
Vermeend distanced himself from a
claim by Hans Hoogervorst, the State
Secretary, that the annual cost of the
WAO will increase by EUR 2 billion as a
result of the agreement. Mr Vermeend
preferred to await calculations from the
Central Planning Office.

The social partners’ reactions varied
from moderately to extremely
favourable. According to the Federation
of Small and Medium-Sized Businesses
(MKB), the SER has provided the
answer to the problematic WAO issue.
The Christian Trade Union Federation
(CNV) stated that ‘the government
should humbly adopt the [SER] WAO
plan.’ 

However, unions affiliated to CNV and
the Dutch Trade Union Federation (FNV)
criticise the SER agreement for prohibit-
ing the top-up of WAO benefits in the
second year of absence. They want the
agreement to be revised in the bipartite
Labour Foundation, but employers are
opposed.

The Labour Party, the main party in the
ruling coalition, and the opposition
Christian Democrats are positive. Most
criticism has come from the liberal side
in the coalition government. The Party
for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) -
and to a lesser extent the social liberal
D66 - argue that the agreement falls
short of its objectives. The VVD worries
that higher benefits for employees
declared completely unable to work will
have a negative effect, and doubts
whether examining doctors will be able
to distinguish between long- and short-
term disability. Other criticism focuses
on the abolition of the fines for the
employers of employees who are
unable to work.

The ‘polder model’ 
Commentators have called the SER
agreement on WAO reform a typical
example of the Dutch ‘polder model’ -
a highly developed consultation struc-
ture with a vital role for social partners
in the decision-making process, com-
bined with willingness to compromise,
wage moderation and a high degree of
labour peace. Prominent components
of the polder model include institutions
such as the Labour Foundation and the
SER. Recent achievements include the
1996 Working Time Act, the 1998
Flexibility and Security Act, the 2000
SER compromise on co-determination
and the structure of large businesses
and now the WAO agreement.

The WAO agreement comes at a time
when the debate on the polder model
has resumed. Although neither the criti-

cism nor the model is new, the fre-
quency of criticism has increased, as
has the number of critics. For example,
a Harvard Business School economist,
Michael Porter, recently stated that the
Dutch emphasis on long-term wage
moderation has a negative effect on
labour productivity. The president of the
Bank of the Netherlands has criticised
the drawn-out decision-making process,
the weakening of the political system
and the lack of differentiation in wage-
setting which are supposedly products
of the polder model. Furthermore,
prominent spokespersons for the social
partners, government and parliament
have been regularly expressing their
opinion on the topic in the press. Most
criticism comes from the liberal side,
joined by economists.

Employer and employee representatives
raise their own questions, but prefer to
emphasise the positive aspects of the
model. The chair of FNV recently said
that he felt ‘badgered’ by the criticism
and wants only for the government to
leave the social partners alone.
However, he feels that the effects of
the model are not sufficiently visible in
the workplace and that the social part-
ners must work towards reaching a
consensus, though not if it means giv-
ing up everything else.

Commentary 
Attitudes towards the SER compromise
on the WAO follows closely the tradi-
tional dividing lines in Dutch society
between liberal, confessional and social
democratic viewpoints. The dividing line
thus does not run between ruling coali-
tion and opposition - but rather within
the coalition itself - and not even
between employers’ associations and
unions. Instead, the line is primarily
between the social partners on the one
side and the ‘rest’ on the other.

The discussion on the polder model
occurs on two levels: the model itself
and its concrete elements. The discus-
sion is relatively vague on the first level,
but this does not mean that the discus-
sion will not weaken the fundaments of
the model in time. As far as the con-
crete elements of the model are con-
cerned, the short-term effects of criti-
cism are bound to be more severe.
Examples include: the criticism of the
SER compromise regarding the law on
co-determination and the structure of
large companies, whereby shareholder
representatives were eventually given a
better position to voice their opinions;
and especially the trade union represen-
tativeness debate, which recently led
directly to an adaptation of the practice
of extending collective agreements.
(Robbert van het Kaar, HSI)
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In early 2002, many companies in the
Swedish information and communi-
cations technology (ICT) sector are
seeking pay cuts or freezes to help
them adjust to more straitened eco-
nomic circumstances. It is not certain
that the employers will succeed in
this aim, not least because pay in
many longer-established ICT compa-
nies is regulated by collective agree-
ments.

According to an enquiry carried out in
February 2002 by the business editorial
staff at Svenska Dagbladet, the conser-
vative Stockholm daily newspaper, the
management of about half of the
largest information and communica-
tions technology (ICT) consultancy com-
panies quoted on the stock exchange
want to reduce the salaries of their
staff. At least 10 of the 20 largest com-
panies want to freeze or reduce pay
levels during 2002. The goal for the
businesses as a whole is to decrease
their total wage costs by 10%.
Furthermore, in 12 of the companies
the managers say that they want to
establish a closer relationship between
pay and results, returning to the more
flexible wage systems that existed in
the sector in the 1980s.

Icon Medialab is one ICT services com-
pany currently negotiating with the
employees about reducing pay and
making it more flexible. ‘Our pay agree-
ments were signed at a time when all
ICT companies were fighting to hire the
right personnel. Now that the market
has turned downwards we can see that
the fixed salaries are too high,’ said a
management spokesperson at the firm.

At the end of 2001, the software com-
panies Intentia, Telelogic and C
Technologies announced that they were
planning to reduce pay in 2002, at least
temporarily. The broadband company
Utfors announced a little later that it
was going to do the same, as did the
ICT consultancy company Know it. It is,
however, far from sure that the ICT
companies will succeed in carrying out
the planned wage reductions. Many of
the longer-established ICT companies
have concluded collective agreements
that limit their freedom of action.

Union response 
The Swedish Association of Graduates
in Law, Business Administration and
Economics, Computer and Systems
Science, Personnel Management and
Social Science (Jusek) - a trade union
affiliated to the Swedish Confederation
of Professional Associations (SACO) -

represents professionals in sectors
including ICT, where it has around
6,000 members. It has recommended
to its members not to agree to wage
reductions, as these may have a nega-
tive effect on their pensions, sickness
insurance and wage guarantees in
event of the company’s bankruptcy.

Jusek, together with the Swedish Union
of Technical and Clerical Employees in
Industry (SIF), has recently prevented an
attempt by the ICT company Softronic
to persuade its employees to give up
10% of their pay in 2002. However,
one Softronic employee was reported
as stating that Swedish trade unions
have a rigid way of looking at things
and that companies must have flexible
wage systems in order to cope with
bad times.

SIF, which has about 15,000 members
in ICT, has also recently brought a case
against the ICT consultancy company
Cap Gemini in the Labour Court
(Arbetsdomstolen). Cap Gemini has,
according to the union, been issuing
redundancy notices to employees that it
wants to shed due to a shortage of
work, and not followed the legal rules
on the order of priority in redundancies.
Cap Gemini states that the workers
concerned in fact handed in notices of
resignation.

If employers and the trade unions at
local level and national/sector level can-
not agree on reductions in collective
agreed pay levels at ICT companies, the
issue may be pursued in the ordinary
way at the Labour Court. The Court will
then judge whether there has been a
breach of the relevant collective agree-
ments or not. However, at workplaces
where there are no trade union mem-
bers, or where the employer is not a
member of an employers’ association,
the employers and the employees may
come to a mutual understanding with-
out the help of the social partners. In
the case of possible disagreements in
such non-unionised ICT companies, it
may turn out that the employees will
seek to join unions. The unions have
reported a rising interest in membership
among ICT employees from 2001
onwards. In 2000, about 60% of ICT
workers in the private sector in Sweden
were organised, while a little more than
60% of the employees were covered by
collective agreements of some sort. 

Commentary 

Demands from ICT employers for pay
cuts are strongest in those companies
where there are no collective agree-

ments (about 30%-40% of ICT firms in
the private sector). However, the issue
has also arisen in companies covered by
collective agreements, and several man-
agers have recently announced, prior to
annual local pay negotiations, that they
want a ‘zero’ agreement for 2002.
Such an agreement would mean a
reduction in real pay, according to SIF,
as there will be no compensation for
inflation. The ICT sector is undergoing a
process of restructuring, but this should
not be borne solely by employees, the
union states.

If the local bargaining parties agree on
a pay cut or freeze, this is permissible
under the terms of national sectoral
collective agreements, says Göran
Trogen, managing director of the
Employers’ Association of the IT Trade
and Industry (ALMEGA IT-företagens
Arbetsgivarorganisaton). ALMEGA
would also like to see future sectoral
collective agreements affecting the sec-
tor setting no fixed general wage rise. 

As the issue of reducing or freezing pay
in bad times may be of interest to sev-
eral other sectors with economic prob-
lems, the coming local negotiations in
ICT and the responses of the trade
unions will be followed intently. (Annika
Berg, Arbetslivsinstitutet)
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The Trades Union Congress has high-
lighted the long working hours of
millions of UK employees and called
for an end to the provision in the EU
working time Directive enabling indi-
vidual employees to ‘opt out’ of the
48-hour limit on average weekly
hours.

Under the EU working time Directive
(93/104/EC), Member States may allow
workers to exceed the Directive’s 48-
hour limit on average weekly working
hours, if employers first obtain the
agreement of individual workers to do
so. The UK is the only Member State to
have used this provision. By November
2003, the European Commission must
prepare a report reviewing the ‘individ-
ual opt-out’ exemption and make pro-
posals to the Council of Ministers,
which must decide on what action to
take.

In February 2002, the Trades Union
Congress (TUC) published a report
highlighting the UK’s ‘long hours cul-
ture’ and urging the government not to
argue for an extension of the individual
opt-out provisions beyond November
2003. The report coincided with a
major TUC conference on 5 February
intended to ‘launch a national debate
on working time policy’.

Main points of the report 

Drawing on data from the UK’s Labour
Force Survey (LFS) and a TUC-commis-
sioned opinion poll, the TUC report
argues that, in spite of the implementa-
tion of the EU Directive and a range of
government initiatives to promote flexi-
bility, ‘millions of UK employees are still
working very long hours and ... flexible
working time arrangements are non-
existent in too many workplaces.’

The report quotes LFS statistics showing
that nearly 4 million employees (16%
of the total) now work over 48 hours
per week, compared with 3.3 million
(15%) in the early 1990s. The great
majority of these are men (nearly 3.2
million). The number and proportion of
male employees working over 48 hours
peaked in 1998 when the UK’s Working
Time Regulations (WTR) were intro-
duced, though the number of women
working over 48 hours continued to
rise despite a slight decline in propor-
tional terms. The TUC comments that
the impact of the WTR has been both
‘small scale’ and ‘one-off’, in that there
has been little or no reduction in the
numbers of employees working over 48
hours per week in the past three years.

Managerial and professional employees
are the most likely to work long hours.
Long hours are also prevalent amongst
skilled trades and other manual workers
in the manufacturing, construction and
transport sectors.

The report cites various studies which
have found the extensive use of ‘indi-
vidual opt-outs’ from the 48-hour limit
by UK companies, including a CBI sur-
vey in 2001 which suggested that 47%
of companies have used opt-outs for
some groups of workers, rising to 71%
in the case of companies with 500-
5,000 employees.

As regards access to flexible working
time arrangements, 42% of full-time
employees told the TUC’s opinion poll
that they had no flexibility at all to vary
their stated working hours. LFS data
show that 10.3 million employees
(42%) would like to work shorter hours
and 2.5 million (10%) would be willing
to take a pay cut to do so. The report
highlights ‘a striking polarisation in
working time patterns in the UK labour
market’: while many employees would
like to reduce their time at work, LFS
data show over 2 million employees say
they want (or need) more paid working
hours.

Views of the key players 
John Monks, the TUC general secretary,
told the conference that the individual
opt-out had ‘postponed the day when
the excessive working hours problem
will be addressed’. He said that ‘regula-
tion is essential to fairness. Employers,
left to their own devices, will allow the
inflexible, excessive hours culture to
continue. They will dictate the number
of hours people work.’ He argued that
cutting working hours was essential to
boosting UK productivity: ‘High produc-
tivity depends on staff being at work
and ‘raring to go’ rather than fatigued
or absent through sickness or injury.
The truth is that the longer you work
the less you produce.’

The CBI employers’ organisation is
pressing the government to resist pres-
sure for the individual opt-out to be
abandoned. The CBI’s deputy director-
general, John Cridland, argued that
reducing long hours should be a matter
of ‘individual choice’: ‘The working
time Directive gives people the right to
say ‘no’ to working extra hours. But
having the existing individual opt-out
from the 48-hour limit also gives people
the right to say ‘yes’. The CBI will vigor-
ously defend that right.’

Patricia Hewitt, the trade and industry
secretary, told the conference that the

government wanted people to have far
greater choice about their working
hours. She outlined the Labour govern-
ment’s actions on working time, includ-
ing the implementation of the working
time Directive and a range of statutory
provisions to promote ‘family-friendly’
working patterns, most recently the
right for working parents to request
flexible working hours incorporated in
the Employment Bill currently before
parliament. The minister emphasised
that cultural change was necessary as
well as legislative change. She called for
renewed efforts by employers and
unions to ‘attack the long hours culture
and promote flexibility’ and identified
initiatives designed to support innova-
tive working time reform and spread
best practice. 

Commentary 
The research findings highlighted in the
TUC’s report are generally consistent
with recent research for the
Department of Trade and Industry (DTI).
This suggested that the effect of the
WTR on most UK organisations was
limited and that long hours continued
to be worked consistently by a signifi-
cant minority of employees, facilitated
by exemptions from the legislation and
the use of employee opt-outs.

It is widely expected that the
Commission’s review of the Directive’s
provision enabling individual opt-outs
from the 48-hour limit will result in a
recommendation for its discontinuation,
particularly as the average weekly
working hours of full-time employees in
the UK are the highest in the EU. The
TUC thinks that such an outcome is
‘almost certain’. Interestingly, Ms
Hewitt’s speech to the conference made
no reference to the future of the indi-
vidual opt-out, and in reply to questions
on this issue she was non-committal
about the government’s likely stance,
stating that the DTI would consult on
the Commission’s eventual report.
However, the Financial Times recently
reported that ministers want to keep
the opt-out provision.

Beyond the individual opt-out issue,
both the TUC and the government
favour concerted action to promote vol-
untary agreements to reduce long
working hours and extend the availabil-
ity of flexible working time arrange-
ments to more employees. The TUC,
however, is already pressing for further
statutory intervention too. In particular,
it would like to see the proposed new
right to flexible working for the parents
of young children strengthened and
extended to all workers. (Mark Hall,
IRRU)

UK0202102F (Related records: UK9810154F,
UK0111104N, UK0112105N, UK0112104N,
UK0105133F, UK0107139N)
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In the 1980s and 1990s, a primary
focus of collective bargaining over
working hours was various schemes
that traded shorter hours for increased
flexibility. The context was set by slow-
ing economic growth, rising unemploy-
ment, economic globalisation and the
intensification of competition associat-
ed with new forms of productive
organisation. Trade unions had begun
to consider a substantial shortening of
the working week as a way of aiding
job creation and avoiding job losses;
and employers wanted flexible working
time in order to increase responsiveness
to fluctuating demand and utilisation of
production facilities. In some countries,
governments became actively involved,
either by modifying legislation or by
encouraging negotiations (with finan-
cial incentives, for example).

Such bargaining remains important, but
in recent years the policy agenda has
changed somewhat. There have been
calls for greater flexibility to suit the
needs of workers as well as employers
particularly ‘family-friendly’ arrange-
ments, reflecting the increasingly signif-
icant participation of women in the
labour force. The argument for a better
‘work-life balance’ also reflects social
changes such as the rise of dual-career
families, single parenting and the exten-
sion of dependent care through ‘elder-
care’. It is also a product of employ-
ment change, particularly the need to
maintain ‘employability’ in a more
uncertain labour market, the use of
flexible work arrangements to recruit,
retain and motivate staff, and to help
reduce work stress. As a result, the
quality of working life has begun to
assume greater importance for the
political and industrial relations actors .

So far, at EU level, agreements have
been reached between the intersectoral
social partners under the ‘Maastricht
process’ (ie the procedure for involving
European-level representatives of man-
agement and labour in formulating and
implementing EU social policy, as set
out in Articles 138 and 139 of the
European Community Treaty), subse-
quently implemented by Directives,
dealing with parental leave and part-
time work. 

The EU’s employment strategy is also
firmly established, with added emphasis
on the quality of work. Under the 2001
EU Employment Guidelines, the social
partners are invited to ‘negotiate and
implement at all appropriate levels
agreements to modernise the organisa-
tion of work, including flexible working
arrangements, with the aim of making
undertakings productive and competi-

tive, achieving the required balance
between flexibility and security, and
increasing the quality of jobs. Subjects
to be covered may, for example, include
the introduction of new technologies,
new forms of work and working time
issues such as the expression of work-
ing time as an annual figure, the reduc-
tion of working hours, the reduction of
overtime, the development of part-time
working, access to career breaks, and
associated job security issues.’

Likewise, under the European
Commission’s current five-year social
policy agenda:‘ The overall focus will be
the promotion of quality as the driving
force for a thriving economy, more and
better jobs and an inclusive society:
strong partnership, dialogue and partic-
ipation at all levels, access to good serv-
ices and care, social protection adapted
to a changing economy and society.
Extending the notion of quality - which
is already familiar to the business world
-to the whole of the economy and soci-
ety will facilitate improving the inter-
relationship between economic and
social policies. ’

‘Such an approach means striving to
achieve competitiveness, full employ-
ment and quality of work, quality in
industrial relations and quality of social
policy ... Quality of work includes better
jobs and more balanced ways of com-
bining working life with personal life.
This is to the advantage of the individ-
ual, the economy and the society. It
implies better employment policies, fair
remuneration, an organisation of work
adapted to the needs of both compa-
nies and individuals. It is based on high
skills, fair labour standards and decent
levels of occupational health and safety
and includes facilitating occupational
and geographical mobility.’ 

In June 2001, the Commission issued a
Communication on Employment and
social policies: a framework for invest-
ing in quality, which seeks to take for-
ward the social policy agenda commit-
ment to promote quality in employment
and social policy. It proposed a set of
possible indicators for quality of work,
which include indicators related to ‘flex-
ibility and security’ and ‘work organisa-
tion and work-life balance’, notably the
proportion of workers with flexible
working arrangements. This approach
was endorsed at the European Council
summit meeting in Laeken in December
2001.

Given this firm policy context, the aim
of this comparative supplement - based
on the contributions of the EIRO
National Centres in the 15 EU Member
States, plus Norway - is to review

developments in collective bargaining
over working time and the quality of
work. This concept, though often set
out only in general terms, has come to
be associated with developments such
as part-time work, time accounts, fami-
ly leave and sabbaticals, flexitime, tele-
working and flexible retirement. Even
allowing for problems in statistical com-
parability, it is evident that there is a
great variety in practice between the
countries on the extent of flexible work
arrangements. The purpose of this
comparative supplement is not to
describe these differences at length but
to examine emerging trends and pat-
terns and to analyse the role of collec-
tive bargaining in defining the emerg-
ing quality of work debate. Specifically,
the objectives are to: 

• appraise, where relevant, the ways in
which public policy and collective bar-
gaining dealing with links between
working time and quality of work are
articulated at national level and the
degree of consistency between them;

• identify the ways in which collective
bargaining over such links has sought
to achieve a better balance, and evalu-
ate the results; and

• measure the scope of new trends in
collective bargaining over such links.

This supplement is an edited version of
a full comparative study available on
the EIROnline website, which includes
data (omitted here) on the provision
and take-up of a variety of flexible
work arrangements in the 16 countries.

The emergence of national-level con-
cerns over working time and quality of
work has been the product of a num-
ber of factors. Governments have been
influenced by the initiatives at EU level
to promote ‘family-friendly’ work
arrangements through rights to part-
time work and family leave. The moni-
toring arrangements under the National
Action Plans (NAPs) on employment
drawn up by Member States in
response to the EU Employment
Guidelines have also played a role. At
the same time, governments and the
social partners have responded to
domestic pressures to increase competi-
tiveness by promoting flexible working
time through sectoral and, increasingly,
company-level bargaining. 

Government initiatives 

Government initiatives relating to work-
ing time and the quality of work have
covered many aspects and taken many
forms, as indicated below.

Working time reductions

In some countries, state initiatives over
working time have become a high-pro-
file and often highly contentious politi-
cal issue (see the box on p.iii for the

Working time developments and the
quality of work



case of Belgium). This is especially true
of the reduced working week. The
most prominent case is France, where
the state has attempted to reconcile
concerns over job creation and quality
of work with the need for competitive-
ness by effectively compelling the social
partners to negotiate over shorter and
more flexible hours. The 1996 ‘Robien’
Act providing incentives for agreed
working time reductions and the 1998
and 2001 ‘Aubry’ Acts introducing the
statutory 35-hour week essentially
obliged employers and unions to nego-
tiate over working time, prompting an
explosion of company-level bargaining
from the late 1990s onwards. These
negotiations were generalised beyond
the specific matter of weekly hours to
embrace broader, quality issues through
discussions on overtime, part-time
working, annualisation of working time,
holidays, personal leave and breaks.

The French experience helped stimulate
similar debates in neighbouring coun-
tries, for example:

• in Spain, a ‘popular legislative initia-
tive’ (a procedure provided for under
the Spanish Constitution that allows cit-
izens to present proposals directly to
parliament if they are endorsed by a
certain number of signatures) was pre-
sented in 1999 by a wide range of
social organisations, minority trade
unions and left-wing groups, with the

support of 700,000 signatures and
large-scale demonstrations. It proposed
a law introducing the 35-hour week
without a reduction in pay, though this
was rejected by a large majority in par-
liament. However, in the autonomous
community (region) of Andalusia local
governments introduced incentives for
the 35-hour week, particularly through
subsidies for recruitment, and in Madrid
compensation was provided for shorter
working hours through a reduction in
indirect wage costs in the transport sec-
tor. Some local authorities also intro-
duced the 35-hour week for their
employees;

• in Italy, a 1998 draft bill on the reduc-
tion of the working week to 35 hours
was substantially set aside, though in
November 1998 a new regulation on
overtime was issued with the explicit
objective that ‘the utilisation of over-
time work must be limited’; and 

• in Greece, the government has
sought to restrict overtime to promote
employment through law 2874/2000. A
circular from the Ministry of Labour
accompanying the law stated that
‘instead of hiring new staff, enterprises
tend to meet their needs for additional
hours of work by resorting to the use
of overtime exceeding maximum work-
ing hours. The present article seeks to
discourage the widespread use of such
overtime, by raising its cost, so that
enterprises prefer to hire new staff.’

Part-time work and leave

National governments have focused on
workers’ rights to part-time work and
leave, reflecting EU initiatives in these
areas. For example:

• in Greece, Law 2369/1998 introduced
a series of regulations aimed at ensur-
ing the employment rights of telework-
ers, homeworkers and the self-
employed as well as part-time workers;

• in Germany, a new law came into
force on 1 January 2001 which gives
workers in companies with more than
15 employees the right to reduce their
working time, as long as no internal
company reasons prevent such a reduc-
tion, making it easier to reconcile family
and work life; and

• in the Netherlands, the Adaptation of
Working Hours Act which came into
force on 1 July 2000 gives employees
the right to request the shortening or
lengthening of their working hours. As
a rule, the employer has to grant such a
request, unless there are sufficient
grounds for refusal. One of the aims of
this law is to promote the combining of
work and care duties for both men and
women. 

Legislation has also been introduced in
some countries to make it easier to
employ people on part-time contracts
and to introduce more variable hours.
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Table 1. Examples of initiatives aimed at giving older workers greater
choice over work or retirement

Country Initiatives

Austria Generous provisions regarding early retirement pensions, which represented for many years a means of relieving
the pressures on the labour market, have recently been revised. A half-time scheme for older workers was intro-
duced in 1999, in order to encourage their economic activity and offer a transition to retirement. 

Denmark The Ministry of Labour earmarked a pool of DKK 25 million in 1998 for policy initiatives to ensure that more older
workers maintain an attachment to the labour market. A further DKK 10 million has been allocated over 2000-3
to promote flexible job opportunities for older workers such as telework or temporary jobs. This is to be extended
to a so-called ‘life phase policy’, based on individual needs and the needs of families, to broaden the scope of flex-
ible working and prevent the older workers’ policy being seen as special treatment for weaker workers. 

Germany A Progressive Retirement Law was introduced in 1996 to provide workers who are at least 55 years old with an
opportunity to reduce their working hours and thus gradually to move into retirement. 

Netherlands Greater retirement flexibility has been introduced through collective agreements. Flexible pension schemes have
been agreed in 87 of the 132 largest collective agreements, covering 3.3 million employees (70% of the total),
and 69 collective agreements contain clauses that allow older employees to work up to eight fewer hours per
week (two-thirds without loss of pay). In 85 agreements, older employees can be exempted from irregular hours
patterns such as overtime, weekend working or shifts. The minimum age mentioned is 50 years; most frequent is
55 years. Ten collective agreements also contain clauses on career changes for older employees. An example is to
offer employees who are 55 years or older another job, with the same salary. 

Norway In Norway the agreement-based early retirement scheme (Avtalefestet pensjon, AFP) enables older employees to
remain active in the working population by combining some kind of pension with paid employment. The right to a
partial pension (combining a pension and paid work) was introduced into the AFP in the 1997 wage settlement
and almost 60% of all employed people in Norway are covered by agreements that incorporate the AFP. The num-
ber of people choosing to combine work and pensions is much higher in the public sector than in the private sec-
tor. A recent survey from the Fafo Institute for Applied Social Science found that in the state sector almost 40% of
all AFP pensioners chose a partial pension in 1999. However, the overall figures have dropped somewhat since the
rules for partial pensions were changed in January 2000. 

Source: EIRO.



In Italy, the framework of regulation of
part-time work has become more flexi-
ble with the latest legislative interven-
tion in 2000, which introduced the pos-
sibility for part-timers to work extra
hours and overtime and to agree a flex-
ible distribution of working time. The
flexible distribution of working time is
possible only if a collective agreement
explicitly envisages and regulates this
option.

Italy also introduced a new law on
parental leave in March 2000, which
transposed EU Directive 96/34/EC and
extended existing entitlements. This
was introduced as part of a new and
comprehensive set of regulations on
leave periods, including for training
purposes and continuing education.
The law also offers economic incentives
to firms which apply collective agree-
ments on positive actions for flexibility,
including working time and organisa-
tional flexibility for working parents and
training programmes for parents return-
ing to work after the leave period.

Family-friendly working

In the UK, the government’s policy on
‘family-friendly’ working has involved
awareness-raising as well as legislation
to implement the EU Directives. The
‘home-grown’ agenda reflects employ-
ment bottlenecks due to tight labour
markets and inadequate social provision
of childcare. A ‘work-life balance’ cam-
paign was launched in March 2000 by
the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and a
Green Paper, ‘Work and parents: com-
petitiveness and choice’ was published
on 7 December 2000. 

The government has made a number of
announcements on paternity leave and
improvements to maternity leave,
appointed a task force to report on
‘family-friendly’ ways of working and
commissioned an independent review
of equality and fairness at work. An
Employment Bill published in November
2001 included extended parental leave
rights and the government also
announced that provisions would be
added to the Bill during its passage
through parliament to place a duty on

employers to consider requests for flexi-
ble working arrangements from parents
with young children .

EU employment strategy

In countries such as Denmark, the EU
employment strategy has been a rele-
vant factor prompting action and
debate. Since the European Council
launched the NAP process in 1997, a
focus on working time flexibility has
been one of the elements on the
Danish agenda. The 1999 NAP stressed
a better combination of work and fami-
ly life with three targets concerning:
access to childcare; the promotion of
flexible working time arrangements
which take the family aspect into
account; and increasing the number of
family-friendly workplaces. 

The 2000 Danish NAP emphasised the
importance of locally agreed variations
of working time, with ‘a higher degree
of flexibility in the organisation of work
in the form of possibilities for locally
agreed working time arrangements
measured over a certain reference peri-
od for an average weekly working time
of 37 hours’. The government stressed
in the NAP that working time should be
adapted to local conditions and that
access to part-time work should be
guaranteed by collective agreements. To
these ends, a project entitled
‘Management, organisation and com-
petence’ (the LOK project) earmarks
DKK 237 million for measures to fulfil
the ambition that at least half of all
Danish enterprises will have introduced
a flexible work organisation by 2002. 

Deregulation and decentralisation
Deregulation of working time regula-
tions and the decentralisation of bar-
gaining arrangements for determining
working time is a theme in several
countries, including Norway, Sweden
and Austria (see also under ‘Collective
bargaining on working time and quality
of working life’ below). 

The emphasis of the Norwegian gov-
ernment has changed somewhat
recently towards encouraging a more
flexible labour force in the face of
pressing labour shortages in many sec-
tors, as well as declining productivity
and weakened competitiveness vis-à-vis
Norway’s main trading partners. To this
end, the government has taken steps to
soften regulations concerning the hiring
of labour and redundancy. In 1999, the
government-appointed ‘Colbjørnsen
committee’ recommended revisions to
the working time chapter of the Act
Relating to Worker Protection and
Working Environment (AML) to increase
flexibility. In February 2002, the new
centre-right coalition government
issued proposals to relax the Act’s provi-
sions concerning overtime work and to
deregulate shop opening hours. 
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Campaigning governments –
the case of Belgium 

Some governments, particularly those of the centre left, have explicitly adopted
a campaigning approach to working time and the quality of work. In Belgium,
working time has been a vital issue in recent years. The Socialist Minister of
Employment, Laurette Onkelinx, has made the ‘modernisation’ of working time
one of her main aims. In September 2000, the Minister announced a revised
version of her plan for a ‘global reform of the arrangement of, and reductions
in, working time’, called ‘More time for oneself. More jobs for all’. This address-
es two major issues: ‘how to enable every working man and woman to opt for
preferred time, and to put together a life project that harmonises working and
private time’; and ‘how to support people who want to lead a less stressful or,
better still, a more fulfilling last few years in employment’. As a result, the 2001-
2 national intersectoral agreement allocated a section to working time, though
employer opposition meant that it was much less ambitious in scope than the
‘Onkelinx plan’. 

In response, the Minister publicly denounced the ‘timidity’ of the agreement’s
chapter on the quality of life, and a firm legislative alternative was outlined. A
bill on ‘preferred time’ was approved by the Council of Ministers in early March
2001, and on 5 July, the House of Representatives adopted a law relating to
employment and quality of life. This contains the following measures: 

• a 38-hour working week no later than 1 January 2003, with financial incen-
tives to encourage a move to a 35-hour week; 

• entitlement to a four-day week (although this right, which is encouraged by
financial incentives, is limited to a period of five years); 

• the setting up of a time-credit scheme (in certain conditions, every employee
will qualify for a one-year career break, which may be extended to five years by
collective agreement); 

• the extension of paternity leave from three days to 10 days (also applicable in
cases of adoption); and 

• shorter working hours for workers in their 50s (all full-time workers aged over
50, and those with 20 years’ service and five years’ seniority in the company,
qualify for a part-time career break). Through this measure, the Belgian govern-
ment hopes to help reduce reliance on early retirement and thereby increase the
activity rate of the over-50s. 

In budgetary terms, the government intends to earmark EUR 42 million for
funding the collective reduction of working time in 2002, and EUR 40 million for
individual reductions.



In Sweden, a public committee is con-
sidering new working time regulations -
based either on law or collective agree-
ment - which enable greater flexibility
for both employers and employees. Its
report is expected in March 2003. 

In Austria, an amendment in 1997 to
the Working Time Act authorised col-
lective agreements to derogate from
statutory restrictions regarding, in par-
ticular, normal working hours. However
there remains political controversy over
the plans of the current right-wing
coalition government to liberalise shop
trading hours. German retailers have
also strongly argued for a lifting of
hours restrictions, with unions resisting
proposals on the grounds that this
would cause work conditions to deteri-
orate and force shop assistants to work
irregular hours. In 1996, the Christian
Democrat-led government began to
relax the restrictions set by the Shop
Closing Hours Act to allow shops to
open longer, but the present ‘red-
green’ coalition government is reluctant
to go further. 

Older workers

Governments have also chosen to
address the issue of quality of working
life in terms of facilitating greater
choice for older workers over work or
retirement. This has become an increas-
ingly important issue in the light of
changing dependency ratios and
increased welfare costs. Examples are
provided in table 1 on p.ii.

Less attention to working
time/quality of work

Notwithstanding the attention to the
issue of shop opening hours and part-
time work (see above), the issue of
working time and quality of work is not
usually high profile at governmental

level in Germany, apart from concerns
relating to the employment of older
workers (see above). The same can be
said of Ireland and Luxembourg,
though specific issues occasionally crop
up. For example, the Irish government
published a framework Code of
Practice on teleworking in 2000 and
there is a commitment to promote it in
the current national agreement (the
Programme for Prosperity and Fairness).
The government has also made a com-
mitment to introduce teleworking into
various areas of public service employ-
ment in the near future. In
Luxembourg, the state as employer has
led the way in the use of flexitime to
improve the quality of work, especially
in the last five or six years.

Views of the social partners 
On the whole the trade unions, as
might be expected, are in favour of
statutory or collectively agreed meas-
ures to improve the quality of work
with respect to extending choice and
protection over working time. However
they have concerns that the promotion
of ‘atypical’ employment contracts
could undermine established terms and
conditions of employment. They are
also suspicious that such contracts
might not always reflect workers’ free
choice, especially as the determination
of working time is often individualised
in sectors such as private services.
Examples of trade union positions and
actions in this area are set out in table
2 on p.v.

Generally, the position of employers is
perhaps even more ambiguous than the
unions. Though hostile to state inter-
vention and favouring deregulation,
they support the decentralisation of
bargaining and widening of the work-
ing time agenda that such intervention
has tended to promote. In France,

employers have on the whole been hos-
tile to the recent working time legisla-
tion, though at firm level many have
found significant advantage in the con-
sequent negotiation of working time
flexibility, including annualisation of
hours which has contributed to reduced
overtime costs. Likewise, in the
Netherlands, the social partners have
made major steps in the introduction of
flexitime in collective agreements, partly
in response to government measures,
many of which only define a framework
to be implemented at company level.

Employers’ associations in Norway are
generally opposed to centralised work-
ing time changes made applicable to all
employees through the legal frame-
work. In fact, the Confederation of
Norwegian Business and Industry (NHO)
would like to see reform of the AML
legislation to relax the rules relating to
workers’ protection and promote
greater flexibility of working hours.

In Italy, individual employers are often
keen to bargain over working time flex-
ibility and employers’ associations usu-
ally favour the introduction of tools
which may help increase the respon-
siveness of firms to demand fluctua-
tions (such as annualised hours). At
present, however, Confindustria, the
major employers’ organisation, is
emphasising the need to improve the
competitiveness of Italian firms by
labour market rather than working time
flexibility, through changes to employ-
ment contracts, rules on individual dis-
missals etc. 

Collective bargaining on working
time and quality of working life 
In most countries, collective bargaining
over working time has assumed greater
importance, especially at local/company
level, in recent years. However, this has
not always involved issues to do with
quality of work life, since it often
reflects an employers’ agenda of cost
cutting and raising productivity. 

In Germany, the bargaining focus has
shifted from sector-level negotiations
over the duration of the working week
to plant level and individual ‘time
accounts’. Such working time regimes
are reported to be mainly introduced at
the demand of employers which are
seeking to gain greater flexibility. 

In France, as mentioned above, the
most significant development has been
local bargaining over annualisation and
other forms of implementing the
reduced working week. However,
research suggests that one outcome is
that employees also frequently experi-
ence work intensification as a result. 

In Spain, the 2000 bargaining round
introduced the biggest reductions in
working hours since 1994, especially
through company agreements where
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Combining work and care –
the case of the Netherlands 

In the Netherlands, governments have played an important role in elaborating
and codifying the issue of quality of work, especially since 1994, in conjunction
with the social partners. An example is the Law on Flexibility and Security which
came into force in 1999, essentially based on an agreement between the
employers’ organisations and the trade unions in the bipartite Labour
Foundation (STAR). For the government, one of the prime issues is the combina-
tion of work and care. 

Two legislative initiatives are particularly relevant here. In 1996 a new Working
Time Act was introduced, eliminating many rules and creating more room for
individual arrangements to be made without official authorisation, though with
a strong monitoring role for works councils. The law has two aims: to promote
the safety, health and the wellbeing of employees in relation to work; and to
contribute to a better combination of work and care (or other responsibilities
besides work). The second initiative, passed in 2001, has a much wider scope.
The government introduced a single framework covering all aspects of work and
care, integrating existing regulations and creating new ones, from the right to
work part time to parental and emergency leave and childcare facilities. Most
resistance from employers was directed at a new entitlement to 10 days of paid
leave to care for sick children. Care leave for other sick relatives is still under
consideration. 



working time cuts were linked to annu-
alisation. However, union efforts to
widen the bargaining agenda to include
issues such as job creation or to reduce
the high levels of temporary employ-
ment have largely failed.

In some countries, such as Greece and
Luxembourg, there has been little bar-
gaining activity by the social partners in
this area, with the issue instead domi-
nated by state initiatives in areas such
as parental leave. In Finland, quality of
work is seen largely as a health and
safety issue, and has been dominated
by union concerns over the duration of
the working week, though the unions
have also begun to pay increased atten-
tion to issues of mental health and
stress. At national level, there has been
some relevant discussion in the Finnish
NAPs, but no action from the govern-
ment, and the role of national collective
agreements has also been limited. 

National level

Bipartite and tripartite discussions at
national and intersectoral level have
been important in some EU Member
States, reflecting their particular institu-
tional frameworks (see the box on p.vi
for the case of Ireland). The September

1996 tripartite ‘pact for employment’ in
Italy included measures to favour a bar-
gained reduction of working time, later
incorporated into law 196/97, and
envisaged interventions to support the
definition, through collective bargain-
ing, of leave and sabbatical periods to
support continuing training and educa-
tion. In the December 1998 ‘social pact
for economic growth and employment’,
the government committed itself to
defining initiatives to support collective
bargaining over working time reduc-
tions to be utilised for continuing train-
ing.

In April 1999, unions and employers in
the Netherlands reached agreement
within the bipartite Labour Foundation
on increasing the options for individual
employees within collective agreements.
The policy document, entitled Moving
towards customised conditions of
employment, recognises the increasing
decentralisation of collective bargaining
but stresses that sectoral collective
agreements must continue to fulfil their
primary role, including promoting equal
rights between employees, offering
security with respect to conditions of
employment, and preventing competi-
tion amongst employers regarding con-
ditions of employment in the same sec-

tor. Therefore, according to the policy
document, it is important to define the
boundaries for any individualisation of
conditions of employment within the
framework of collective agreements, or
agreements with the works council if
there is no collective agreement. With
that caveat, it proposes a ‘multiple-
choice model’ in which employees have
some scope to ‘trade’ time and money.
Examples include choices over participa-
tion in savings schemes, premia for flex-
ible pension plans, extra days off, year-
end bonuses and study leave. It remains
to be seen how widely the model is
implemented, however, as STAR policy
documents form recommendations to
unions and employers and are not
legally binding. Much therefore remains
to be done at the sectoral and compa-
ny levels.

Sector level 

In many countries the sector level has
been the most important focus of bar-
gaining, especially in facilitating trade-
offs between reduced and flexible
working time. Such agreements are
generally concerned with work-life bal-
ance only in the quantitative sense that
overall working hours are reduced; in

Table 2. Examples of trade union positions and actions on improving
the quality of work with respect to working time

Country Positions and actions

Austria Unions have been proactive on the issue. There have been a number of initiatives by the largest trade union, the
Union of Salaried Employees (GPA), to make explicit links between working time and quality of work. In April
1997, GPA prepared a model collective agreement, which it is now pursuing with employers, on a ‘social audit’,
designed in part to clarify and meet the needs of different groups of employees such as women, older employ-
ees, or employees on atypical contracts. 

Germany After the unions achieved substantial reductions in weekly and annual working time during the 1980s and
1990s, their focus has recently turned to reducing overtime work and promoting partial and early retirement
schemes. Overtime in particular is an issue that divides unions from employers, including in the tripartite national
Alliance for Jobs. While employers claim that they need this kind of flexibility to stay competitive, unions argue
that constantly high levels of overtime are contributing to high unemployment. 

Italy Unions have articulated a series of demands concerning the reduction of working time and the improvement of
opportunities to reconcile work and personal life. These include: constraints on overtime work; the promotion of
part-time work and bargained flexibilities to help create new jobs and improve reconciliation; the provision of
parental, training and sabbatical leave periods, in order to support the reconciliation between work and the per-
sonal and family needs that may emerge during the worker’s life-cycle; and the diffusion of local-level dialogue
and consultation on ‘city times’, aimed at achieving a better harmonisation between work and the opening hours
of local service and infrastructure systems 

Norway Unions have traditionally been reluctant to see greater flexibility in working hours, and have focused more on
maintaining the role of the Act Relating to Worker Protection and Working Environment (AML) in this area.
Nevertheless, within the framework of the AML, the unions are becoming more accommodating towards adapt-
ed working time schemes. The programme of action adopted at the 1997 congress of the Norwegian
Confederation of Trade Unions (LO) opened up for the first time the possibility of flexibility based on the 
individual preferences of employees. 

UK Unions are generally in favour of ‘family-friendly’ or ‘work-life balance’ initiatives but fear that flexible working
could be used to individualise and casualise employment. A Mori poll commissioned by the Trades Union
Congress (TUC) in 1998 found that two in five employees questioned said they had no choice but to work 
‘unsocial’ hours under flexible schemes, and far fewer had some control over working hours to balance work and
other commitments. The TUC has thus recently joined forces with the Industrial Society to urge employers to
adopt a more positive approach to work-life balance centred on employee choice. 

Source: EIRO.
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the more fundamental qualitative
sense, the flexibility that is agreed is
more often for the benefit of employers
rather than employees. However, other
concessions may also be made to
extend individual worker choice over,
for example, the balance between
wages and leave, or the ability to move
to work arrangements with fewer
hours. Examples of relevant sectoral
agreements are provided in table 3 on
p.vii.

Company level

The extent of company-level bargaining
over working time and the quality of
work varies according to different
industrial relations systems. However,
three patterns are apparent:

• competitiveness bargaining;

• bargaining on work-life balance poli-
cies driven by employers seeking new
ways to improve recruitment and reten-
tion in tight labour markets; and

• bargaining over the introduction of
working patterns clearly designed to
meet better the working time needs
and preferences of employees.

Competitiveness bargaining

Competitiveness bargaining is designed
to improve the plant or company’s com-
petitiveness through changes to work-
ing time arrangements. This generally
take three forms, and may or may not
address quality of work issues. 

In the first instance, there is largely
defensive bargaining to trade increased
flexibility of working time (possibly with
some reductions in hours as well) in

return for reassurances on employment
security. Such agreements have been
termed ‘pacts for employment and
competitiveness’ (PECs). These are
reported, for example, in Germany and
Italy. According to the 1999/2000
works council survey conducted by the
Institute for Economic and Social
Research (WSI), nearly a third of all
works councils in Germany have con-
cluded PECs. However, in a fifth of the
cases works councils have agreed to
extend work times or the operating
times of the establishment, and only
8% have agreed a working time reduc-
tion. 

In Italy, there have been examples of
working time reductions aimed at
avoiding redundancies during reorgani-
sation. This happened at Telecom Italia,
where a March 2000 agreement on a
company reorganisation plan included
part-time arrangements and job-shar-
ing, and a reduction of working time
and pay, in order to avoid redundan-
cies. Similar agreements have been
reached elsewhere, such as at Electrolux
in Luxembourg.

In the second instance, most notably
that of France, trade-off bargaining
over flexibility is linked to statutory ini-
tiatives such as introduction of a shorter
working week. Because of this, unions
may be in a stronger position than in
the case of PECs. However, in 80% of
French companies subscribing to sector-
level ‘Aubry’ agreements (a workplace
in which reduced working time has
been applied using a state grant), the
reduction of working time has also
involved some reorganisation of work.
These changes include adjustments to
fluctuations in activity (59% of compa-

nies), increased scope for opening
hours (26%), and an extension of the
period during which facilities and
equipment can be utilised (20%).
Almost 55,000 company-level agree-
ments and 185 sector-level agreements
had been signed by 2001 as a result of
the laws on the 35-hour week (see
above), the large majority of which
involve the reorganisation as well as
reduction of working time. 

In a sense, the French experience is but
one form of the third approach - the
traditional bargaining agenda of trading
reduced working time for greater work
and pay flexibility observable in many
European countries, whatever the leg-
islative context. Recent research spon-
sored by the Italian Ministry of Labour’s
National Equal Opportunities
Committee, for example, found that
the main reason for local negotiations
on working time is still the ‘technical-
productive requirements of firms’,
though ‘the needs of groups of
male/female workers’ are beginning to
be referred to. 

In the UK, examples of such bargaining
include the ‘Way Forward’ agreement
concluded at Royal Mail in early 2000
which reduced job demarcations and
introduced flat-rate overtime payments
in return for a 1.5-hour cut in the basic
working week. Many of the UK’s pri-
vate train-operating companies have
recently granted drivers a 35-hour week
in return for greater flexibility over
breaks and labour scheduling. Also
notable was the 1997 local government
‘single-status’ deal that introduced a
standard 37-hour week for full-time
employees - a two-hour cut for most
manual workers. It also facilitated
greater variations in shift patterns and
rotas and some moves to annualised
hours. 

In some cases, productivity bargaining
does not involve a cut in the basic week
but other compensations for increased
flexibility. In Finland, for example, the
engineering company Santasalo-
Vaihteet Oy has introduced variable
working hours alongside teamworking
arrangements and multi-skilling, to
allow employees considerable scope to
determine their own collective and 
individual hours of work.

Work-life balance bargaining

The second main pattern is the intro-
duction of work-life balance policies by
employers driven by tight labour 
markets to seek new ways to improve
recruitment and retention. 

In Ireland, the telecommunications
company Eircom has introduced an
ambitious work-life balance policy
embracing a wide range of practices
including domestic leave, parental
leave, career breaks, flexitime, job-shar-
ing, teleworking, study leave, a sub-
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National-level bargaining on work-life
balance - the case of Ireland

Working time and the quality of work has become an increasingly important topic
for collective bargaining in Ireland in recent years as a result of high economic
growth, increased female participation in the labour force, heightened competition
and an intensification of work. Collective bargaining over these issues has mainly
occurred through national-level agreements, with company-level bargaining on
such issues limited outside of the public and semi-state sectors. While there was lit-
tle mention of work-life balance issues in the 1997-2000 national agreement
(Partnership 2000), it is a central topic in the current Programme for Prosperity and
Fairness (PPF). 

A ‘national framework for family-friendly policies’ has been established under the
PPF to ‘support and facilitate the development of family-friendly policies at the level
of the enterprise’. Specific objectives contained in the PPF include: increasing child-
care places in both the private and community sectors; increasing out-of-school
hours childcare services provided by community groups and school management;
and further national fiscal and social policy measures to reconcile work and family
life. This last objective involves the promotion of ‘family-friendly’ policies at enter-
prise level, such as job-sharing, parental leave, flexitime, homeworking, and term-
time working. Many of these recommendations overlap with those contained with-
in the National Development Plan (NDP) and the Irish NAP. However, the voluntarist
nature of the framework means that employers are obliged only to engage in dis-
cussions on these issues, so that the diffusion of ‘work-life balance’ initiatives is like-
ly to be somewhat restricted.
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Table 3. Examples of sectoral collective bargaining on working time
and the quality of work

Country Agreements

Austria Only the metalworking industry has so far taken the opportunity provided by a 1997 amendment to the Working
Time Act to negotiate its own working time arrangements. It has introduced the ‘bandwidth’ model
(Breitbandmodell), which defines a reference period during which actual working hours may be varied within
upper and lower limits, in exchange for a reduction of overall working time. The weekly bandwidth in metal-
working is between 32 and 45 hours. The first specific collective agreement for Austria’s information technology
sector, concluded in October 2000, deals with working time flexibility and is regarded as a milestone for better
working conditions in the ‘new economy’. It includes regulations on teleworking and flexible working time - pro-
viding for flexitime (gleitende Arbeitszeit) and several other models, including the ‘bandwidth model’. 

Belgium Sectoral agreements have given workers some discretion over the form in which working time reductions are
applied. The 1999-2001 sectoral agreement for large retail chain stores introduced a 35-hour week from 1
January 2001, and the trade unions also successfully argued for workers to be able to choose how it is applied, ie
through additional days of leave or a weekly reduction in working time. When the agreement was signed, it was
described in trade union circles as a ‘major advance’ in the field of working time. Another advance was the col-
lective agreement for the banking sector signed in December 1999, which also deals with the move to a working
week of an average maximum of 35 hours from 1 January 2001, implemented on a company-by-company basis.
The agreement also provides for a ‘neutral’ sectoral survey on workloads, stress and shortcomings in work organ-
isation, and the systematic recording of attendance with a view to identifying, and better managing, overtime. 

Denmark Variable working time has become a common issue in sectoral agreements. The 1999 public sector agreements
introduced initiatives on local flexitime schemes and local working time agreements. In the private sector, after
the renewal of collective agreements in 2000, about 70% of employees in the bargaining area covered by the
Danish Employers’ Confederation (DA) and the Danish Confederation of Trade Unions (LO) are now covered by
collective agreements under which varying weekly working hours may be introduced. The average weekly work-
ing week is 37 hours over a reference period of 12 months or more. In the 2000 bargaining round, employers
gained a more flexible work organisation in the form of longer reference periods, and an extension of the dura-
tion of the agreements to four years, in return for providing higher occupational pension contributions and
extended holiday periods. The new agreements in 2000 also gave about half of all workers in the DA/LO field (up
from 40%) free access to part-time work. 

Germany Various sectoral agreements have introduced working time accounts, setting out the average weekly working
time and defining the maximum number of hours of credit or debit in such accounts (eg a maximum 150 hours
credit and 70 hours debit in the construction industry). Although the exact scheduling of weekly working time
under such schemes is in most cases initiated by the employer, employees still have some leeway to schedule
their work according to their needs - a recent survey found that around a third of employees covered by working
time accounts stated that these allowed their working time to be adapted to their needs. 

Italy The 1999 metalworking sector agreement allowed for the definition at company level, by agreement with trade
unions, of a weekly working time schedule varying between 32 and 48 hours around an average of 40 hours.
The agreement also introduced individual time accounts to set up an ‘hours bank’ for overtime, so that overtime
may be taken in the form of leave rather than pay. The metalworking, chemicals and banking sectors have devel-
oped ‘multi-period’ hours to the extent that annualised hours contracts have been introduced, in return for addi-
tional periods of leave. Almost all the latest renewals of sectoral agreements have introduced greater working
time flexibility, usually through the creation of a system of time accounts. Again, additional leave (rather than
reduced daily or weekly hours at work) has been included as compensation. Leave is also an issue in sectoral
agreements in the form of family-related time off. The chemicals sectoral agreement provides for all workers with
at least five years’ employment to ask for a leave period for serious personal and family reasons. The commerce
sector agreement establishes that workers have the right, for serious and proven reasons, to ask for leave lasting
between one and six months. This kind of leave can be granted only once and it cannot be divided into different
shorter periods. In such cases, the employer may replace the employee on leave by a worker on a fixed-term con-
tract. The metalworking and commerce agreements maintain the rights of workers to transfer to part-time work
for family reasons. However the expansion of part-time work under the commerce sector agreement probably
has more to do with meeting specific firm demands (through ‘weekend’ contracts, for example) and capturing
new labour market groups such as working students. 

Netherlands The metalworking sector agreement contains clauses on: extra leave; extra vacation days for older employees;
unpaid leave; emergency leave; a time-saving scheme with the aim of retiring early; and the right to work part
time. 

Sweden The social partners have only recently started to include working time issues in sectoral agreements, with the
1998 bargaining round providing the breakthrough. Cuts in the working week were introduced at sector level in
return for the introduction of ‘time accounts’, and this was further extended in the 2001 round. In metalworking,
around 300,000 blue-collar workers had an hours cut of 30 minutes per week, but the distribution of the extra
time off was to be negotiated locally . The options included a real cut in time, a deposit to a working time
account or an extra pension contribution. A similar arrangement has been negotiated for the paper industry. 

Source: EIRO.
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sidised company crèche, and an
employee assistance programme. The
objectives include: retaining experi-
enced employees; gaining an edge in
recruitment; helping reduce labour
costs; and improving productivity, job
satisfaction and commitment in order
ultimately to enhance customer service
and retention. 

In the UK, there are a growing number
of programmes concerning flexible
working time and work-life balance,
reflecting labour market pressures,
though there are very few collective
agreements explicitly linking working
time and quality of work. Employer ini-
tiatives are often found in service sector
firms where union organisation is low
(such as in retail), or may be human
resource management policies without
a direct or significant union input.
Commonly, a menu of flexible working
options is made available to employees
on an individual basis. Policies usually
include: a package of flexible working
(eg part-time, term-time, flexitime or
homeworking) extended to all staff;
special leave and time off provisions
(including sabbaticals and care leave);
childcare assistance; and initiatives on
health, stress management and employ-
ee well-being. 

Examples include: the Abbey National
bank’s policy on flexible home working,
originally piloted in 1998; the telework-
ing programme at the business services
company ICL, also launched in 1998;

and BT’s Options 2000 which makes
some form of homeworking available
to all employees. In the public sector,
similar initiatives tend to involve the
unions much more and at an early
stage. Surrey County Council’s well
publicised ‘Workstyle’ project of flexible
home-based working, originally devel-
oped in 1997, progressed with the joint
consultation of the unions Unison and
GMB, as well as through direct commu-
nication and consultation of employees
through roadshows, questionnaires,
‘brainstorming’ sessions, brochures,
team meetings and the organisation’s
intranet.

Bargaining oriented towards
employees’ needs

The third principal emergent pattern is
the introduction of working patterns
clearly designed with the social objec-
tives of better meeting the working
time needs and preferences of employ-
ees. This is much less common than the
other two patterns, and may be found
more often in the public sector, such as
the Swedish municipal and healthcare
sectors. 

Examples in the private sector refer
mainly to the introduction of particular
and relatively low-cost schemes such as
flexitime and additional leave for family
reasons. In Italy at Beiersdorf, a chemi-
cals company, an agreement was
reached in May 1996 on the flexibilisa-

tion of daily working time. Typically, this
introduced some choice over the start
of working hours for white-collar
employees, between 08.00 and 09.00.
Workers are allowed to choose a work-
ing day varying between six and nine
hours, from Monday to Friday, so long
as the working week averages 39
hours. In December 1995, Sony Italia
signed an agreement with its trade
unions which granted parents of chil-
dren under three years of age the
option of an extra three months’ leave,
and/or to transfer from full-time work
to part-time. 

However, more wide-ranging schemes
such as ‘cafeteria’ style benefits are
rare. One example of an agreement
approaching such a scheme to enable
greater individual choice over the bene-
fits package is found at Unilever in the
Netherlands, where from 2001 employ-
ees are entitled to determine aspects of
their own terms and conditions within
the framework of the company’s collec-
tive agreement. Individualisation of the
collective agreement’s terms and condi-
tions initially affects working time and
bonus systems. It is possible, for exam-
ple, for pay to be exchanged for up to
five days off and for overtime to be
compensated by money or time off. A
survey of employees’ wishes was due to
be conducted to help in the further
elaboration of the scheme.
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Commentary
As in other areas of human resource management, there appears to be a considerable gap between rhetoric and reality so
far as working time developments and the quality of work are concerned. There is no doubt that the issue has climbed up
the agenda of policy-makers and there have been significant government initiatives, especially in the form of legislation.
Collective bargaining, however, appears to be lagging behind, with the number of agreements introducing innovations in
the area very small. Overall, practices that have come to be associated with an improved work-life balance, such as sabbati-
cal leave and family-friendly practices, remain very thin on the ground.

For employers, the main issue is not so much the quality of working life, but securing the necessary operational flexibility to
reduce costs and boost productivity and competitiveness. The need to strike a better balance becomes more prominent in
tighter labour markets, but other less complicated options such as increasing part-time or temporary contract working are
usually available.

Trade unions have been giving increased attention to work-life balance issues, reflecting increased women’s participation in
the labour force, but have found translating this concern into concrete measures more difficult. Understandably, they remain
largely concerned with the duration of working time, especially as many employees are concerned about the potential loss
of income that may be involved in some of the developments being proposed. In short, narrower quantitative concerns
rather than a qualitative agenda dominate the issue of collective bargaining over working time.

In the circumstances, policy-makers will need to redouble their efforts if any real progress is to be made. At present, the pol-
icy debates at national level appear too abstract to guide the bargaining behaviour of the actors. The starting point might be
the ‘adaptability pillar’ of the EU’s employment strategy, with the quality of work made an explicit focus of the ‘open coordi-
nation method’. There are encouraging signs that such an initiative is now developing. Addressing delegates at the Belgian
Presidency conference ‘For a better quality of work’ in Brussels on 20-21 September 2001, Laurette Onkelinx (the Belgian
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Employment) said that quality of work was one of the priorities for the EU to meet
its commitment to become the most competitive, knowledge-based society in the world. In her address to the conference,
Commissioner Anna Diamantopoulou reiterated the message that ‘quality is an essential part of the way Europe works.’ She
stated that the development of quality of work indicators would ‘provide us with a tool-kit within a common overall frame-
work so that we can move towards a full, coherent, review of quality in employment policy encompassing goals, instruments
and indicators’. This initiative may also help overcome the serious information gap that presently exists - the lack of compa-
rable data from official sources on the quality of working life. (J Arrowsmith and K Sisson, IRRU)
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