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There are still significant - if narrowing - wage differentials
between women and men across the EU and Norway, of the
order of 20% to women’s disadvantage. This remaining pay
gap is of increasing concern to policy-makers, practitioners
and women themselves at both national and European level.
The issue is especially topical at present, in the light of the
EU’s European employment strategy and its focus on equal
opportunities. 

The comparative supplement in this issue of EIRObserver
looks at: the general development of the pay gap in the EU
and Norway; statutory measures to combat pay discrimination
against women and improve their pay conditions; the rela-
tionship between the issue of gender pay equity and collec-
tive bargaining; the approach taken by the social partners;
and the pay equity issue within EU Member States’ National
Action Plans for employment. It concludes that, despite occa-
sional successes and moderate progress made in the right
direction, the road towards pay equity is proving a long one.
The general impression is that pay equity is not a central issue
in collective bargaining, despite some innovative initiatives. 

EIRObserver presents a small edited selection of articles based
on some of the reports supplied for the EIROnline database,
in this case for March and April 2002. EIROnline - the core of
EIRO’s operations - is publicly accessible on the World-Wide
Web, providing a comprehensive set of reports on key indus-
trial relations developments in the countries of the EU (plus
Norway), and at European level. Please note that the address
of 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. 
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Across the EU (plus Norway) average
collectively agreed weekly working
time remained relatively stable
between 2000 and 2001 at around
38.2 hours. Collectively agreed paid
annual leave entitlement averages
nearly 26 days.

The duration of working time remains a
fundamental issue in industrial relations
in the EU. While major general cuts in
weekly working hours have been rare
for some years (with the notable excep-
tion of the introduction of a statutory
35-hour week in France), they remain
on the agenda of many trade unions
and some governments. Furthermore,
less dramatically, smaller working time
reductions may often be negotiated as
a quid pro quo for workers, in
exchange for forms of flexibility sought
by employers. The EU’s 2002
Employment Guidelines invite the social
partners to negotiate agreements to
modernise the organisation of work,
covering a range of issues including the
reduction of working hours.

The annual update, based on contribu-
tions from the EIRO national centres,
aims to provide an overview of the
duration of working time - as set by
collective agreements and legislation -
in the European Union (plus Norway) in
2001 (and 2000). It is a brief summary
of a full update published on the
EIROnline website, which provides more
detail, outlines the sources of the infor-
mation and sets out the problems of
comparison and the caveats that apply.
The figures provided should be treated
with extreme caution, and readers
should refer to the full EIROnline
update and read the various notes and
explanations

Average agreed weekly hours 

Collective bargaining plays a key role in
determining the duration of working
time in all the countries considered
here. However, the nature of this role
differs widely between the countries,
with different bargaining levels (inter-
sectoral, sectoral, company etc) playing
different parts, and bargaining cover-
age varying considerably. Furthermore,
the importance of bargaining differs
considerably between sectors and
groups of workers. The relationship
between bargaining and legislative pro-
visions also varies between countries.
The figure opposite sets out the aver-
age normal weekly working hours for
full-time workers as set by collective
bargaining, across the whole economy,
for all 16 countries concerned in 2001. 

Agreed hours in 2001 were in most
cases identical to those in 2000. The

overall average weekly hours for the 16
countries increased slightly from 38.1 in
2000 to 38.2 in 2001, but this was
largely due to the fact that a figure is
now available for the whole of
Germany (we previously used just the
west German figure), while the Finnish
figure is now calculated somewhat dif-
ferently. 

In 2001, as in the previous three years,
major working time reductions were
absent across the EU (with the notable
exception of France and, to a lesser
extent, Belgium). However, working
time cuts are still being achieved in
some countries in particular sectors and
companies (as in Portugal or Spain).
Smaller reductions and shorter working
time in the form of additional leave,
often linked to the introduction of
greater flexibility, are still common (as in
Sweden). Over 2001, France continued
to implement the statutory 35-hour
week, with much of the emphasis dur-
ing the year on the public sector.
Furthermore, the 35-hour week has
been extended to French private sector
companies with under 20 employees
from January 2002. Belgium’s current
intersectoral agreement provides for the
introduction of a maximum normal
working week of 38 hours (down from
39) from January 2003. 

In 2001, the range of normal weekly
agreed hours across the 16 countries
was five hours - ie between 35 hours
(France) and 40 hours (Greece).
However, 13 countries have a normal
working week of between 37 and 39
hours inclusive.

Agreed weekly hours by sector 

Our update also examined average nor-
mal weekly working hours for full-time
workers as set by collective bargaining
in sectors selected to represent manu-
facturing industry (metalworking), serv-
ices (banking), and the public sector
(local government). 

Comparing the three sectors, in 2001
the highest average collectively agreed
weekly hours were found in metalwork-
ing at 38.2 hours, followed by local
government at 38.1 hours and banking
at 37.5 hours (the same ranking as in
1999). In all three sectors, average
hours were at or below the overall
whole-economy average of 38.2 hours.
The only major change between 2000
and 2001 was the cut from 39 to 35
hours in French banking, providing
more evidence of an apparent standstill
in the move towards shorter working
hours in almost all countries.

In metalworking, in 2001 the longest

weekly hours (40) were found in
Greece, Italy, Portugal and Sweden and
the lowest - by some distance - in
France and Germany (35). The overall
ranking of the countries is similar to
that for the whole-economy figures,
though working hours in German and
Luxembourg metalworking are notably
lower than the national average, while
those in Italy, Portugal and the
Netherlands are notably higher.

In banking, the longest weekly hours
(40) in 2001 were found in
Luxembourg and the lowest in Belgium,
France and Portugal (35). Working
hours in Belgian, Portuguese, UK,
Greek and Dutch banking are notably
lower than the national average, while
those in Germany and Luxembourg are
notably higher.

In 2001, the longest weekly hours (40)
in local government were found in
Austria, Greece, Luxembourg and
Sweden, and the lowest in Portugal
(35). Working hours in Belgian, Finnish,
Italian, Dutch and Portuguese local gov-
ernment are notably lower than the
national average, while those in
Austria, France (pending the introduc-
tion of the 35-hour week) and
Luxembourg are notably higher.

Statutory maxima 

Collective bargaining on the duration of
working time takes place in all coun-
tries within the framework of statutory
rules on maximum working times.
These should, at the least, respect the
provisions of the 1993 EU working time
Directive, which include a 48-hour max-
imum working week (on average over a
reference period not exceeding four
months), a minimum daily rest period
of 11 hours and a daily hours limit of
eight hours for night workers. Denmark
previously had no legislation on this
issue, with the EU Directive implement-
ed through collective bargaining (as is
the norm in this country), but - follow-
ing a controversy over implementation
by this method - the Directive was
implemented by law in late 2001. This
meant that collective agreements on
relevant working time rules were given
legal force, with supplementary legisla-
tion covering areas not covered by such
agreements. 

On weekly maxima, the countries break
down into two main groups: those
which set their maximum weekly hours
at the 48 hours specified in the EU
working time Directive (Denmark,
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the
UK); and those which operate a rather
lower limit of 40 hours (Austria,
Finland, Norway, Portugal, Spain and
Sweden) or 39 hours (Belgium). In the
first group of countries, the statutory
maximum is far in excess of average
collectively agreed weekly working
hours, and of actual or usual average
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weekly hours - it thus appears to oper-
ate essentially as a safety net. In the
second group of countries, the statuto-
ry maximum is far closer to average
agreed or actual/usual weekly hours
(and is identical to agreed hours in
Belgium), indicating a more active role
for the law in governing working time.

These statutory maximum figures may
be exceeded in many countries, in the
context of working time flexibility
schemes allowing weekly hours to be
varied around an average over a refer-
ence period (as permitted by the EU
Directive).

All the countries considered here also
have a form of statutory maximum
working day. In Denmark, Ireland, Italy
and the UK there is no explicit maxi-
mum working day (except for night
workers), but a 13-hour maximum can
be derived from the application of the
working time Directive’s minimum 11-
hour daily rest period. Elsewhere, the
daily maximum varies from 10 hours
(Austria, France, Luxembourg and
Portugal) to eight (Belgium, Finland,
Germany, Greece and Sweden). Again,
daily hours may often be higher in the
context of working time flexibility
schemes.

Actual/usual weekly working
hours

National data on average actual weekly
hours are problematic for purposes of
comparison, given differing definitions.
However, according to the Eurostat
2000 labour force survey, the usual
hours actually worked per week (includ-
ing extra hours - paid or unpaid - nor-
mally worked) of full-time employees
stood at an average of 39.8 across the
EU and Norway. The longest usual
hours were found in the UK (43.6),
Greece (40.9) and Spain (40.6) and the
shortest in Italy (38.6), Belgium (38.5)
and Norway (38.5). Usual hours worked
were in almost all countries higher than
the average normal collectively agreed
working week. The average usual work-
ing week was within one hour of the
agreed normal week in eight countries.
However, in five countries usual hours
exceeded agreed hours by two hours or
more - Denmark, France, Germany, the
Netherlands and (most notably) the UK. 

For part-time workers, the Eurostat fig-
ures indicate that the usual hours
worked per week averaged 20.7 in
2000, with the longest hours found in
Italy (24.0), France (23.1) and Sweden
(22.8) and the shortest in the UK
(18.5), Spain (18.1) and Germany
(18.0).

Annual leave

The annual duration of working time is
strongly influenced by the amount of
paid annual leave to which workers are
entitled. The average number of days of
collective agreed annual leave for the
13 countries where data are available
(harmonised on the basis of a five-day
working week) stands at 25.7 days. The
figures apply generally to 2001, with
the only significant change from 2000
being a two-day increase in Norway,
following the outcomes of the 2000
collective bargaining round. There was
also a slight increase in leave in
Germany and a slight fall in the UK.
The effect was to increase the Europe-
wide average entitlement slightly from
25.6 days in 2000 to 25.7 days in 2001
Agreed annual leave entitlement varies
considerably, from 31.5 days in the
Netherlands and 29.1 in Germany to 23
days in Greece and Norway and 20 in
Ireland.

All 16 countries examined here have a
statutory minimum period of paid
annual leave. The countries fall into two
groups: those which have a 20-day
minimum entitlement (Belgium,
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the
Netherlands and the UK) or 21 in the
case of Norway and 22 in the case of
Portugal, as laid down in the EU work-
ing time Directive; and those with a 25-
day minimum entitlement (Austria,
Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Spain
and Sweden), or 24 in the case of
Finland. Average collectively agreed
annual leave exceeds the statutory min-
imum by four or more days in
Denmark, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands and the UK - indicating
that the law acts essentially as a safety
net in these countries. Average collec-
tively agreed annual leave and the
statutory minimum are close or the
same in Austria, Finland, Ireland and
Sweden, indicating a more active role
for the law. 

TN0202103U

4 March 2002
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Average collectively agreed normal weekly hours, 2001

Source: EIRO;* 1999 figure.
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A new joint text on lifelong learning
was signed in February 2002 by the
EU-level social partners. Aimed at
supporting the lifelong development
of competencies, the text highlights
four priority areas for action: identifi-
cation and anticipation of competen-
cies and qualifications needs; recog-
nition and validation of competencies
and qualifications; information, sup-
port and guidance; and resources.

After 14 months of negotiations, the
European-level intersectoral social part-
ners concluded on 28 February 2002 a
joint text on training and competence
development. The ‘Framework of
actions for the lifelong development of
competencies and qualifications’ was
presented to the European Council
which was held in Barcelona on 1516
March 2002 (EU0203205F). The social
partners organisations involved were:
the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC), along with rep-
resentatives of liaison committee for
managerial and professional staff,
which brings together the ETUC-affiliat-
ed Council of European Professional
and Managerial Staff (EUROCADRES)
and the independent European
Confederation of Executives and
Managerial Staff (CEC); the Union of
Industrial and Employers’
Confederations of Europe (UNICE), in
cooperation with the European
Association of Craft and Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (UEAPME);
and the European Centre of Enterprises
with Public Participation and of
Enterprises of General Economic
Interest (CEEP). 

Challenges
The social partners’ framework lists a
number of key challenges which
employers, employees and society as a
whole are currently facing. These
include the development of new infor-
mation and communication technolo-
gies which accelerate the flow of trade.
This means that businesses need to
adapt their structures more rapidly in
order to remain competitive. Many
companies are adapting by making
more use of teamwork, flattening hier-
archies, devolving responsibilities and
making ‘multi-tasking’ more wide-
spread.

The text states that the ability of organ-
isations to identify and mobilise key
competencies is an important element
of competitive strategy, allowing com-
panies to meet customer expectations
and employees to improve employabili-
ty and career prospects. Employees are
also confronted with greater geographi-
cal and occupational mobility and the
need to maintain and improve their
competencies and qualification levels. 

Finally, the ageing population and high-
er levels of education of younger gener-
ations mean that opportunities for all
age groups must be ensured if signifi-
cant increases in qualification and skills
levels are to be achieved. Lifelong learn-
ing can contribute to the development
of an inclusive society and the promo-
tion of equal opportunities.

The parties to the accord go on to state
that this text highlights the joint
responsibility of employers and employ-
ees for the lifelong development of
competencies and qualifications in
Europe. It identifies four areas for prior-
ity action as follows:

• identification and anticipation of
competencies and qualifications needs;

• recognition and validation of compe-
tencies and qualifications; 

• information, support and guidance;
and

• resources.

Identifying and anticipating needs
The social partners believe that the
needs in terms of competencies and
qualifications should be identified on
two levels: at enterprise level; and at
national/sectoral level. 

At enterprise level, responsibility for the
overall competencies development plan
lies with senior management. However,
defining and meeting competency
needs requires the joint involvement of
both employers and employees. This
should be carried out by means of both
individual competencies development
plans and by developing a ‘learning
environment’.

At national and/or sectoral level, the
priorities are the collective analysis of
competency needs and the develop-
ment of vocational or professional qual-
ifications. The social partners state that
it is necessary to work in partnership
with education and training providers
and to develop networks to collect
information and exchange experiences.

Recognising and validating com-
petencies and qualifications
The parties state that this is essential to
ensure that employees are aware of
and encouraged to develop their com-
petencies, and that employers have the
tools to better identify and manage the
competencies in the company. They
maintain that dialogue in this area
should be deepened in order to
improve transparency and transferability
and facilitate geographical and occupa-
tional mobility. In particular, there
should be a system for transferable
qualifications and the links with recog-
nised diplomas should be identified.
Further, ongoing discussions on these
issues at European level will continue.

Informing, supporting and provid-
ing guidance
The text states that employees and
companies particularly small and medi-
um-sized companies should have access
to all the necessary information and
advice in the area of training. In partic-
ular, the parties to the accord call for
the development of facilities which sup-
port training and allow its content to
be tailored. These could take the form
of a ‘one-stop shop’ facility in Member
States, including databases.

Mobilising resources
The framework states that, in addition
to the social partners, public authori-
ties, companies and individual employ-
ees should play a part in the lifelong
development of competencies. Actions
could include exchanges between
national social partners and public
authorities in Member States, to ensure
that taxation systems encourage invest-
ment in competencies and develop-
ment, and the targeted use of the
European Social Fund.

Actions
While the framework is not a binding
text, the signatory parties hope to make
an effective and specific contribution to
the realisation of lifelong learning with-
in the framework of the objectives
established by the EU. The signatories’
member organisations will promote the
text ‘at all appropriate levels’ in the
Member States. They will also draw up
an annual report on the national
actions carried out on the basis of the
four priorities listed above. After the
drafting of three annual reports, the
partners will evaluate the impact of this
exercise on employers and employees,
which may lead to the updating of the
priorities. The ad hoc group on educa-
tion and training will present this evalu-
ation in March 2006.

Commentary
This joint text tackles an issue which is
becoming increasingly important across
the whole of Europe. As labour markets
develop and change, due to a range of
factors including the ageing population,
technological change and globalisation,
it is essential that workers in all EU
Member States update and acquire
skills and competencies which will
ensure that they can continue to play
an active role in the labour market.
Training and competence development
is also essential for those people wish-
ing to gain a foothold in the labour
market. Although the text is not bind-
ing in any way, it constitutes a signifi-
cant step towards the coordination of
training and development efforts and
actions around Europe. (Andrea
Broughton, IRS)
EU0204210F

19 April 2002
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Austria’s Vice-Chancellor has
announced controversial plans to
reduce the current absolute protec-
tion against dismissal for civil ser-
vants, dividing the government and
bringing trade union protests.

In March 2002, Susanne Riess-Passer,
the Vice-Chancellor and chair of the
populist Freedom Party (FPÖ), raised the
contentious issue of what is known in
Austria as ‘Pragmatisierung’ - the sys-
tem of permanent tenure for career
public servants, which provides absolute
protection against dismissal. In line with
prevailing public opinion, the coalition
government of the FPÖ and the conser-
vative People’s Party (ÖVP) intends to
reform the relevant public service regu-
lations to restrict this right of absolute
protection against dismissal to a certain
narrowly defined group of public
employees. 

A recent study, commissioned by the
daily newspaper Der Standard and con-
ducted by market-Institute, revealed
that 65% of Austrians surveyed regard
the ‘Pragmatisierung’ as obsolete and
think that civil servants should be treat-
ed like employees in the private sector.
Only 29% support the counter-argu-
ment that public service activities are
distinct from the private sector and
hence require a different employment
relationship. 

However, the president of Austria’s
Supreme Administrative Court recently
defended the current absolute protec-
tion against dismissal for civil servants.
He emphasised the importance of a
specific dismissal protection for both
civil servants who perform ‘sovereign
functions’ (hoheitliche Funktionen) and
public employees whose functions can-
not for reasons of particular importance
for public life be entrusted exclusively
to individuals who are employed in an
employment relationship governed by
private law.

Employment relationships in the
public service
In the Austrian public service, there are
two types of employment relationship
between public employees and their
employer: that of the career public ser-
vant (Beamter), which is a public-law
relationship; and that of the ‘contract
public employee’ (Vertragsbediensteter),
which is a private-law relationship. 

Both career public servants and contract
public employees of the federal govern-
ment and the regional governments
(Länder) have service regulations
(Dienstrecht) which are laid down in
detail by statute. According to prevail-
ing legal opinion, the state is not

obliged to assign ‘sovereign functions’
exclusively to career public servants and
other functions exclusively to contract
public employees, but has a right to
choose. Nevertheless, sovereign func-
tions are usually performed by career
public servants, while their auxiliary
staff are frequently contract public
employees. 

The difference between the two forms
of employment in the public service lies
mainly in the fact that a career public
servant is appointed and, as a matter of
principle, remains in the service of a
public employer for life. This is the basis
of the ‘Pragmatisierung’, which includes
the abovementioned absolute protec-
tion against dismissal. When career
public servants reach pensionable age,
they do not leave the public service but
are shifted into a ‘retirement relation-
ship’ (Ruhestand). By contrast, contract
public employees hired under a private-
law contract of employment may be
dismissed under certain circumstances,
and after the employment relationship
ends and pensionable age is reached
they receive a pension under the statu-
tory scheme provided for by the
General Social Insurance Act (ASVG). 

Reform proposal
Although both partners in the coalition
government, the ÖVP and the FPÖ, crit-
icise what they see as the ‘anachronistic
nature’ of the ‘Pragmatisierung’, they
disagree on which group of public
employees should be exempted from its
abolition. While Vice Chancellor Riess-
Passer wants to provide absolute pro-
tection against dismissal only for
employees performing judicial and
police tasks, Chancellor Wolfgang
Schüssel of the ÖVP also wants to
retain the ‘Pragmatisierung’ for school
teachers. 

The reform proposal made by Ms Riess-
Passer, who also holds the position of
the Federal Minister for Public Services,
includes details about the proposed
new type of employment relationship
for civil servants. The cornerstones of
the proposal are as follows: 

• employees newly entering the public
service will become public employees
with improved protection against dis-
missal. However, the absolute dismissal
protection for these employees will be
abolished, ie persons hired under the
new type of employment relationship
may be dismissed under certain narrow-
ly defined circumstances;

• on reaching pensionable age, these
employees will receive a pension under
the statutory scheme provided for
under the ASVG; 

• newly hired public employees may be
entitled to severance pay under the
recently proposed new severance pay-
ment scheme (EIRObserver 1/02 p.3); 

• contract public employees (see above)
will be able to transfer into the new
employment relationship. Therefore,
their existing pension fund might be
replaced by the new severance payment
scheme; and

• an earnings limit for contributions to
social insurance, which is currently
applicable only to employment relation-
ships in the private sector could also be
introduced for public employees. 

Unions protest against reform
Despite fierce protests from the Civil
Service Trade Union (GÖD) and criticism
from the ÖVP, Ms Riess-Passer intends
to enact her reform proposal within the
current legislature, ie not later than
summer 2003. Until then, she is pursu-
ing a strategy of taking small steps.
While at present, the conferring of
‘Pragmatisierung’ on civil servants
above the age of 45 years requires the
consent of the Federal Minister for
Public Services, Ms Riess-Passer wishes
to extend her decision-making power
over this issue to civil servants from the
age of 40. In effect, this means that she
would refuse any further
‘Pragmatisierung’ of employees within
this age group. 

Unions are strongly opposed to the
abolition of the ‘Pragmatisierung’ and
Fritz Neugebauer, the chair of GÖD,
claims that the proposed reform of the
public employment relationship would
involve exorbitantly high additional
costs over the next 20 years. 

Commentary
Since civil servants generally have
greater protection against dismissal
than private sector employees, the pub-
lic may consider this an unfair privilege
and thus demand that the
‘Pragmatisierung’ of public employees
be abolished. The FPÖ seems to know
well how to utilise prevailing public
opinion in order to gain approval for its
reform proposal. However, the FPÖ
faces heavy opposition from the unions
as well as from its coalition partner, the
ÖVP, albeit for different reasons. While
the conservative ÖVP wishes to protect
its own supporters - notably teachers -
from losing their right to absolute pro-
tection against dismissal, unions want
to uphold prevailing conditions in order
to prevent political interference. Since
several attempts to reform the career
public servant employment relationship
have failed in the past, it does not seem
sure that the reform plans will be
realised in the near future. (Susanne
Pernicka, University of Vienna)
AT0204201F (Related record: AT0112231F)

19 April 2002
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The Finnish Sonera and Swedish Telia
have announced their intention to
merge, creating the largest telecom-
munications operator in the Nordic
countries. According to the compa-
nies, the merger will not result in job
losses at this stage. Trade unions are
satisfied with the plan and believe
that jobs will be secure.

A long-forecast merger between Nordic
telecommunications operators seems
likely to become a reality with the
announcement on 26 March 2002 by
the Finnish-owned Sonera and Swedish-
owned Telia that they intend to join
forces. The merger will involve a share
exchange, with the current Telia share-
holders owning 64% of the new com-
pany and current Sonera shareholders
36%. Both companies are mainly state
owned - the Swedish state owns 70%
of Telia, and the Finnish state 53% of
Sonera. The Swedish state would own
45% of the new merged company, and
the Finnish state 19%. The combined
preliminary pro forma revenue of the
companies was EUR 9 billion in 2001.
The new company would have a work-
force of about 35,000. Because the
new operator would have a large mar-
ket share, the merger requires approval
from the European Union competition
authorities.

Background to the merger

A background factor to the merger is
the expansion of Sonera into global
telecommunications markets. The com-
pany decided to take part in the auc-
tions of ‘third-generation’ (universal
mobile telephone services, UMTS)
mobile telecommunications licences
held in several countries in 2000. The
licences became very expensive and
Sonera got into heavy debt. In autumn
2001, the company tried to find a way
out of its dire straits by announcing a
10% cut in its workforce. However,
instead of making 1,000 employees
redundant as originally planned, it sub-
sequently decided to decrease the num-
ber to 500. 

Then, in November 2001, the company
decided on a share issue whereby it
acquired new equity worth about EUR
1 billion. The Finnish state subscribed to
shares amounting to about half of this
sum. This operation was intended to
strengthen the balance sheet of Sonera
and take care of the debt problem. At
the same time, speculation about a
possible merger with another operator
increased. Rumours of a merger
between Sonera and Telia had already
been strong earlier in the autumn, but
at that stage the negotiations failed to

reach a result. After the equity injec-
tion, however, both companies were
prepared to merge.

Unions embrace the deal
The Communications Union (TLL), an
affiliate of the Finnish Confederation of
Salaried Employees (STTK), regards the
merger of Sonera and Telia as part of
an inevitable development. After hear-
ing the news, the chair of the union,
Tapio Vaahtokivi, stated that mergers
are dictated by economies of scale -
only large companies can survive in the
face of global competition. The best
solution, from his viewpoint, is one
where cooperation emerges from both
partners having the same kind of oper-
ational culture and similar terms of
employment and ‘rules of the game’
and ‘in this respect, Telia can be con-
sidered a good partner for Sonera.’ TLL
regards it as important that the com-
pany’s bargaining system should stay as
before - the present agreements and
partners should remain in place and the
benefits of the personnel therefore be
safeguarded.

The Metalworkers’ Union (Metalli), affil-
iated to the Central Organisation of
Finnish Trade Unions (SAK), is also tak-
ing the merger calmly. In the view of
the union’s secretary, Erik Lindfors,
Nordic development in telecommunica-
tions must be strengthened in order to
stand up to the larger European opera-
tors. In his estimation, the merger
would not decrease jobs in Finland. In
addition, the Swedish Union for Service
and Communication (SEKO) and the
Swedish Union for Technical and
Clerical Employees in Industry (SIF) are
taking a positive attitude about the pro-
posed merger, and seeking collabora-
tion with their Finnish counterparts.

No job losses announced
At this stage, the companies have
announced that there will not be any
need for workforce reductions after the
proposed merger. Telia has a personnel
of about 25,000, and Sonera about
10,500. Operational management will
be shared in the new company, with an
(as yet unspecified) Swede holding the
post of managing director. The present
managing director of Sonera, Harri
Koponen, is to become the vice manag-
ing director of the new company. The
chair of Sonera’s board, Tapio Hintikka,
will continue in this role in the new
company. Lars-Eric Petersson, a Swede,
has been chosen for the position of vice
chair. The net debt of the new compa-
ny will be EUR 3.9 billion, which equals
a 29.6% net debt to equity (gearing)
ratio. The ratio for Sonera was formerly

71.2%, which means that the debt
problem will be under control in the
new company. However, the compa-
nies’ share prices dipped after the
merger news was announced, which
was considered a little surprising.

As to subsequent moves, the new man-
agers announced that ‘this is only a
start for future operator mergers.’
There have been suggestions that the
Danish telecommunications operator,
TDC, may join the new company, con-
stituting a similar kind of Nordic merger
between Finnish, Swedish and Danish
firms as has occurred in the banking
sector.

Commentary

European telecommunications opera-
tors are making preparations for the
launch of the third-generation mobile
telecommunications technology . The
planned merger between Sonera and
Telia has been forecast for a long time.
This merger is a natural one because
the operational cultures are equivalent
and the firms’ home markets consist of
the Nordic and Baltic countries. The
new company would become the
biggest telecommunications operator in
the area. Telia had to seek a new part-
ner, because otherwise it would have
been a small player confined to the
Nordic countries. Sonera was an easy
co-partner, because it has business
activities in many European countries
and also globally extending to the large
Russian markets. Telia needed opportu-
nities for expansion and Sonera needed
help with its debt problems. Telia has a
strong balance sheet and the new com-
pany has better chances of survival in
increasingly competitive market. The
merger is unproblematic for the unions,
too, at any rate as long as no job losses
have been announced. When the new
company’s business activities start in
reality, some rationalisation is to be
expected, but also a need for personnel
due to growth. Dismissals on a mass
scale are hardly likely, because that
would be very hard for Sweden’s Social
Democratic government to accept.
(Juha Hietanen, Ministry of Labour)
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Over March-May 2002, works council
elections are taking place in German
companies - the first elections since
the legislation governing works coun-
cils was reformed. Trade unions have
organised a major campaign around
the elections.

Between 1 March and 31 May 2002,
works council elections are taking place
in German establishments under the
terms of new Works Constitution Act
(Betriebsverfassungsgesetz, BetrVG)
passed in 2001 (EIRObserver 5/01 p.5).
The BetrVG, which had previously
remained almost unchanged for 30
years, determines the legal framework
for co-determination at the establish-
ment level in the private sector. 

The highly disputed reformed BetrVG
has been in force since 28 July 2001.
The current ‘red-Green’ government’s
aim in reforming the BetrVG was to
make it more compatible with modern
company and work organisation. The
main focus of the reform is on meas-
ures to maintain and strengthen works
council structures and to enable works
councils to adapt to changed structures
at establishment and company level.
Various provisions to streamline the
procedure for the election of works
councils and to increase their size have
been introduced and, further, the new
Act will improve the representation of
women on works councils. Moreover,
the law seeks to give works councils a
say in areas such as training, employ-
ment security, protection of the envi-
ronment and fighting xenophobia and
racism at the workplace.

Essential points of the reform   

The former BetrVG was regarded as not
being compatible with changes which
have occurred in company and work
organisation, and this was seen as the
major reason for the decreasing spread
of works councils in Germany.
Fundamental changes in companies’
organisational structures have taken
place through various forms of restruc-
turing, owing to increasing numbers of
mergers and acquisitions, a concentra-
tion on ‘core’ business activities and the
outsourcing of peripheral activities.
Additional factors have been the split-
ting of companies into various business
units and profit centres and the intro-
duction of ‘lean management’ meth-
ods. Changes in work organisation
have taken place, particularly through
the introduction of various forms of
group or team work, new flexible work-
ing time arrangements and the
increased use of temporary work, sub-
contracting and teleworkers.

Works councils may be established in
establishments with at least five
employees. However, works councils are
rare in small and medium-sized estab-
lishments. According to figures from
the establishment panel of the Institute
for Employment Research (IAB), in west-
ern Germany only 12.5% of private
sector establishments with at least five
employees, employing 49.5% of all
employees in such establishments, had
a works council in 2000. The equivalent
figures for eastern Germany were
12.6% and 39.6%

Against this background, a central
trade union demand in the reform of
the BetrVG was to simplify the election
procedure in order to make the estab-
lishment of a works council easier, par-
ticularly in small establishments. The
new Act did indeed streamline the pro-
cedure.

Streamlined election procedure
The revision of the works council elec-
tion procedure was the most disputed
element of the draft reform of the
BetrVG. The trade unions argued that
the existing rules often kept employees
in small and medium-sized companies
from initiating the election of a works
council. The employers, however, feared
that a facilitated election procedure in
companies with up to 50 employees
would make it easier for small radical
minorities to create works councils.
Finally the government followed the
unions’ reasoning that there must be
democratic way of representing
employees’ interests in small companies
too, and introduced a ‘streamlined elec-

tion procedure’. The new Act provides
for a simplified and less bureaucratic
election procedure which reduces
obstacles to establishing a works coun-
cil. Furthermore, the new procedure
should contribute to reducing the costs
of works council elections.

The streamlined election procedure is
compulsory in companies with between
five and 50 employees. In companies
with between 51 and 100 employees,
management and employee representa-
tives can agree voluntarily to apply the
streamlined election procedure as well.
Under the streamlined procedure in
companies without works councils, the
election procedure is divided into two
stages. First, an electoral board is set up
and candidates for the works council
nominated. After a period of one week,
the actual election takes place. In com-
panies with existing works councils, the
nomination and election takes place
during the course of a single meeting.
The complicated and lengthy former
rules provided for a period of six weeks
between the nomination of the candi-
dates and the election. There had been
cases where employers in small and
medium-sized companies reportedly
made candidates feel insecure, with
employees thus resigning as candidates
before the election. It also became clear
to critics that small companies have a
different type of management which
was not in line with the old election
procedure.

In addition, the new BetrVG abolished
the so-called ‘group principle’, accord-
ing to which blue- and white-collar
workers held separate elections for rep-
resentatives of their group on the
works council. This has been replaced
by a single joint election for both
groups.

7
2002 works council elections start

The reform of Germany’s works coun-
cil legislation is likely to be followed by
changes of varying degrees to the
employee involvement rules of some
other EU Member States, following
the adoption by the European
Parliament and Council in February
2002 of the EU Directive (2002/14/EC)
establishing a general framework for
informing and consulting employees.
Under the Directive, all undertakings
with at least 50 employees (or estab-
lishments with at least 20 employees)
must inform and consult employee
representatives about business devel-
opments, employment trends and
changes in work organisation. The
Directive will have its biggest impact
on the ‘voluntarist’ industrial relations
systems of the UK and Ireland. These
two countries are, broadly speaking,

the only EU Member States without a
generally applicable system of infor-
mation and consultation through
works councils or similar bodies estab-
lished by law or by central collective
agreement.

The Directive formally entered into
force on 23 March 2002 - the date of
its publication in the Official Journal.
The transposition deadline will be
March 2005. However, transitional
arrangements are available to Member
States without established statutory
systems of employee consultation and
representation - essentially Ireland and
the UK - allowing them to phase in
the coverage of the Directive for small-
er companies until 2008.

EU0204207F

EU consultation Directive adopted
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‘Equality quota’

According to the German Federation of
Trade Unions (DGB), 43% of employees
are women but only a quarter of all
works councillors are female. A major
aim of the new BetrVG is to improve
the representation of women in works
councils. At the centre of the new law
is the so-called ‘gender equality quota’,
which provides that the gender which is
in the minority within the establish-
ment’s workforce must be represented
by at least a corresponding proportion
of works council members. For the
majority of establishments, this estab-
lishes a minimum quota for female rep-
resentation.

Moreover, the new law acknowledges
the special difficulties experienced by
women in combining work and family
life and provides for various measures
to facilitate their participation on works
councils. In addition, the Act now oblig-
es the works council to contribute to
real success in achieving equality
between men and women.

Trade union campaign   

DGB is spending EUR 2 million on a
new campaign entitled ‘I work well.
Better with a works council.’ (‘Ich
arbeite gut. Besser mit Betriebsrat’),
launched in February 2002. DGB is
seeking to motivate employees to elect
works councils in companies where
they currently do not exist - the so-
called ‘blank spots’ - and, furthermore,
to encourage women to run for elec-
tion as works councillors. The campaign
involves:

• the provision of extensive information
online;

• regional telephone ‘hotlines’ for legal
and practical questions about works
council elections;

• the organisation of ‘information
evenings’ both of a general nature and
for women in particular, with the long-
term aim of building networks for
mutual exchange of experiences;

• contacting employers who are willing
to cooperate in introducing works
councils in small and medium-sized
companies;

• a major public relations and press
campaign;

• winning over public figures to support
the creation of works councils;

• an ‘information bus’ touring the
country during the period of the elec-
tions;

• campaign activities in front of compa-
ny premises; and

• after-work parties starting with infor-
mation and discussions, with a disco to
follow.

At regional level, DGB has drawn up a
wide-ranging programme of activities in
cooperation with affiliated trade
unions, which will provide support dur-
ing the works council elections through
various activities. For example, visits to
major trade fairs have been used to
present the works council elections.
Also DGB-affiliated trade unions are
providing extensive online information,
including a ‘frequently asked questions’
section on the elections, specimen texts
relating to the election procedure and
information in languages other than
German.

First results   

The lengthy debates on the reform of
the BetrVG and the trade union cam-
paign appear to have attracted the
attention of many employees in small
companies and educated them about
their right to elect works councils and
the relevant procedures. According to
the IG Metall metalworkers’ trade
union, first experiences show that the
interest among employees in creating
works councils has increased consider-
ably since the last elections in 1998. In
mid-April 2002, some half-way through
the election period, many new works
council elections had taken place, espe-
cially in small companies. In the sectors
covered by IG Metall, just under 150
new companies had established a
works council so far, of which 42%
were craft companies, 28% were in
metalworking and electrical industrial
enterprises and 8% in the information
technology branch. In nearly all these
companies, internal problems were
reportedly the reasons for initiating an
election. According to IG Metall, the
simplified electoral procedure has been
helpful for many employees.

Particularly in small companies, the
interest in creating works councils has
increased since the new law has been
in force. The Office for Social Research
has been observing and analysing the
works councils elections since the
reform of the BetrVG. According to the
Office, the increased interest in the
election of works councils is due not so
much to the detailed legal provisions in
the reformed law, but more to the
detailed public discussions about the
arguments for and against works coun-
cils in small companies. 

The experiences of regional trade union
representatives with the streamlined
election procedure are, to date, some-
what different. On the one hand, in
many cases the new procedure, with its
reduced periods between nomination
and election, is seen as supporting a
prompt and smooth election in small
establishments. On the other hand,
much work has been necessary in the
preparation of the elections. Moreover,
there has often not been enough time
to contact employees and make the

trade union known among the work-
force because of the short duration of
the election procedure. The Office for
Social Research has now started an
online survey about works councils’
experiences with the streamlined elec-
tion procedure.

Commentary   

The reform of the BetrVG was the first
step towards extending the possibilities
of introducing co-determination at the
workplace, particularly in the large
number of small and medium-sized
companies without works councils. The
second step is to make use of the new
streamlined election procedure to
reduce the ‘blank spots’. The lengthy
discussions about the reform of the
BetrVG and the trade unions’ campaign
seem to have supported this aim.

Whether the public discussion has also
been useful in increasing the number of
women in works councils will be seen
when the election results are available.
However, the campaign conducted by
DGB and its affiliated trade unions sup-
ports the aim of increasing the share of
women in works councils. While the
government’s reform did not introduce
a real right of co-determination for
works councils relating to equal oppor-
tunities between men and women, the
new law does offer many possibilities to
support equality. So it depends on
works councillors, both female and
male, to use the possibilities offered by
the new law by representing women’s
interests. (Verena Di Pasquale, Institute
of Economic and Social Research, WSI)

FDE0204205F (Related records: DE0107234F,
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After two months of bargaining,
Greece’s new two-year National
General Collective Agreement was
signed in April 2002. 

On 15 April 2002, representatives of
the General Confederation of Greek
Labour (GSEE), the Federation of Greek
Industries (SEV), the General
Confederation of Greek Small
Businesses and Trades (GSEVEE) and the
Federation of Greek Traders’
Associations (ESEE) signed a new two-
year private sector National General
Collective Agreement (EGSSE) for 2002-
3. The new agreement - succeeding the
2000-1 accord - covers pay and ‘institu-
tional’ issues, as well as containing joint
declarations by the two sides concern-
ing their role, and joint positions on
issues addressed both to the govern-
ment and to their own spheres of activ-
ity. 

Employers’ negotiating positions

After an invitation on 9 January 2002
by GSEE to its employer counterparts to
open bargaining over a new EGSSE, the
negotiations started officially on 12
February and lasted about two months.
Five official meetings were held
between the two sides. 

In response to the overall framework of
demands presented by GSEE - which
included the aim of pay convergence
with the rest of the EU -  the three
employers’ organisations, on the basis
of arguments put forward by SEV,
voiced the following views:

• the new EGSSE coincides with the
historic change of Greece’s entry into
the ‘euro-zone’. By adopting the single
currency, Greece has also entered a
zone of price stability, in which it carries
out most of its international transac-
tions using the euro. The basic objective
is real economic convergence, but this
requires long-term efforts and consis-
tency in the objectives and policies
adopted - first because the gap the
country is seeking to narrow is consid-
erable, and second because policies
require time to produce results. Along
this road, any setbacks not only length-
en disproportionately the time needed
to achieve real convergence, but in cer-
tain conditions may even reverse the
interim results of previous efforts;

• the prices of domestically produced
goods are increasing faster than those
of imported goods. The different condi-
tions in Greece are expected to gener-
ate higher inflation in 2002-3, com-
pared with the EU average. This will put
competitiveness directly at risk and
bring about the loss of market shares; 

• productivity is expected to increase
more rapidly in Greece than the EU
average. According to some forecasts,
the average pay of employed earners
will increase more than two percentage
points faster in Greece than the EU
average. With such increases in nominal
wages, real convergence of the level of
employees’ pay with levels elsewhere in
the EU is being achieved. In the next
two years, this figure will rise by 1.2-1.3
percentage points a year. However, this
will have a negative impact on competi-
tiveness, as Greek unit labour costs will
increase by around one percentage
point faster than EU averages;

• if Greece does not stick to  average
pay increases of around 5.5% in the
next two years, the economic sectors
that are exposed to international com-
petition, mainly industry and tourism,
may face problems of development
and/or survival of borderline enterprises.
GSEVEE stated that it would support
higher pay increases, since higher
incomes for workers boost consump-
tion to the benefit of small enterprises;

• with regard to working time reduc-
tions - GSEE demanded the introduc-
tion of a 35-hour week - the employ-
ers’ organisations, with some initial
reservations from GSEVEE, formulated a
proposal to reduce the working week
to 39 hours (from the current average
of 40 hours), on the condition that
alongside this there would be more
flexible use of overtime exceeding maxi-
mum working hours and a reduction in
its cost, following the severe burdens
introduced by the recent law
2874/2000 (EIRObserver 1/01 p.7). They
also stated that reducing the working
week by one hour increases costs by
2.5%; and

• finally, the employers said that most
of the unions’ other non-pay demands
would directly result in higher costs,
which must also be taken into account.
They also acknowledged the necessity
of regulating some demands of a social
nature, which support social cohesion.

The agreement
On pay, the agreement reached by the
social partners provides for a pay
increase of 5.4% in two instalments in
2002. This figure includes 1.1% owed
on the basis of a clause in the 2000-1
EGSSE. Furthermore, a clause in the
new agreement guarantees an increase
of around one percentage point higher
than official average inflation for 2002.
For 2003, a one-off pay increase of
3.9%, without a corrective clause, was
agreed. Because of differing views on
the issue of regulating overtime exceed-

ing maximum working hours, the two
sides assigned the issue of working
time to a special committee, which will
report its findings before the end of
May 2002. The accord also contains a
series of new ‘institutional’ regulations,
as follows:

• better compensation for blue-collar
workers on termination of employment
contracts;

• a shorter period of service required
before annual leave is first granted;

• an extra 22 days of annual leave for
people undergoing haemodialysis;

• lengthening by six months the period
during which parents may work shorter
hours and granting additional leave to
one-parent families with children under
the age of 12;

• measures to activate projects by the
Account for Employment and
Vocational Training (LAEK);

• measures for the protection of elderly
and dependent persons;

• support for volunteer work related to
the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens;
and

• increased contributions to the
Workers’ Housing Organisation.

Commentary   
All parties involved consider the 2002-3
EGSSE to be a positive one, since it
guarantees workers’ incomes, takes the
country’s economic conditions and
competitiveness into consideration, and
makes provision on issues of social
interest. When they entered into bar-
gaining, the social partners were aware
of their responsibility with regard to the
parameters affecting Greece’s economy,
and in this framework they took serious
account of official data and held discus-
sions with the relevant banking and
governmental authorities. National
agreements have a positive impact on
the labour climate in the private sector.
They serve as a framework for sectoral
agreements, and point up the sensitivity
of the sides in labour and social issues.

The inability to agree on the issue of
working time reduction underlines the
important problems created by  law
2874/2000 - which the workers’ side
also acknowledges in part - on issues of
flexibility and costs, at a time when
Europe as a whole is moving in the
direction of reducing inflexibilities and
facilitating the operation of the labour
market.

Finally, the two sides agreed that this
agreement should stress the stronger
role they have to play in labour issues,
and that they should urge the govern-
ment to adopt the social partners’ joint
agreements and enact them in law.
(Eugenia Tsoumani, SEV)
GR0204109F (Related records: GR0201146N,
GR0104104N )
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In early 2002, various Italian internet
and other ‘new economy’ businesses
reacted to the crisis in the sector by
threatening job losses or closures. As
a consequence, workers approached
trade unions and used innovative
forms of action and communication.

The widespread collapse of share prices
and the bursting of the speculative
bubble that arose around internet busi-
nesses at the end of the 1990s have
thrown the ‘new economy’, a sector
with a driving role in economic devel-
opment, into crisis. The same business-
es that only a few months previously
prompted talk of skill shortages now
find themselves having to make redun-
dant highly-skilled workers, many only
recently hired, or having to make sub-
stantial wage cuts (EIRObserver 2/02
p.10). 

The first case that attracted media
attention in Italy was the job losses
announced by Matrix, the company
which runs Italy’s largest web portal.
The Matrix workers defended them-
selves by traditional means, such as
joining a trade union and strike action,
as well as innovative ones like creation
of a dedicated website and media ini-
tiatives. As a consequence, the job loss-
es were suspended and restricted to
those workers who voluntarily accepted
the severance package offered by the
company. Recourse to ‘social shock
absorbers’ (such as mobility lists) - the
schemes which cushion the effects of
redundancies and restructuring in some
sectors - was not possible because,
according to the National Institute for
Social Insurance (Inps), they do not
apply to ‘dot.com’ businesses. A num-
ber of unions contest this decision.

The Blu crisis   

In early 2002, the Matrix case has been
joined by others in the new economy,
most notably Blu, the fourth-largest
national mobile telephony operator,
with more than 2,000 employees and 2
million subscribers, accounting for 10%
of new mobile phone activations.
Despite the company’s relatively good
position in the industry, its main share-
holders (Autostrade, Benetton, BT and
Mediaset) have decided to sell it off.
Because of the state of the market, a
single purchaser has been impossible to
find, and the company may be broken
up and sold, or liquidated. Jobs are
therefore at risk. Already, 100
work/training contracts and numerous
temporary agency contracts have not
been confirmed. The 750 work/training
contracts at the company’s call centres
in Florence and Palermo, which expire

in 2002, are also threatened, as well as
the 800 employees on open-ended
contracts. Because the company is less
than three years old, its workers are not
eligible for mobility allowances.

The trade unions represented at Blu -
Slc-Cgil, Fistel-Cisl and Uilte-Uil - met
with management and the Minister of
Communications, arguing that breaking
up the company would be a serious
error, with harmful consequences for
the whole sector, and asked for talks to
be held so that ‘this situation can be
halted and reversed’. Because this
request was not granted, the unions
called a nationwide company strike on
1 March 2002, along with a demon-
stration in Rome attended by more
than 1,500 people. 

A group of Blu workers created a web-
site dedicated to their situation. The
strike and the demonstration attracted
media interest, two questions were
asked in parliament, and the Cgil gen-
eral secretary pledged his union’s sup-
port for the workers. While the Minister
of Communications declared that he
could not intervene, the partners refi-
nanced Blu so that it could continue in
business in the short term while await-
ing developments.

Other cases   

Other cases of new economy compa-
nies in difficulties have been reported in
early 2002. Freedomland, a company
which has tried to launch internet tele-
vision in Italy, announced, after serious
corporate and legal problems, its inten-
tion to make redundant more than
one-third of its 60 employees: negotia-
tions between the unions and the com-
pany were in progress at the time of
writing. 

The Ipse consortium (600 employees),
which runs call centres and possesses a
UMTS licence, intends to close its Rome
call centre which employs 100 fixed-
term workers, and the company’s future
is in jeopardy because of losses at its
main shareholder, the Spanish-based
Telefónica. The two Italian subsidiaries
of the UK-based Marconi, which oper-
ates in network infrastructures and
mobile telephony, have announced 800
redundancies out of a total workforce
of 3,200 - the Italian ‘contribution’ to
the group’s global workforce reductions
(14,000 redundancies worldwide) made
necessary by severe indebtedness. The
unions maintain that the crisis is ‘con-
junctural’ in nature and reject the
redundancies, declaring themselves
instead ready to bargain to use the
ordinary wages guarantee fund (one of
the ‘social shock absorbers’) to ride out

the crisis, as well as training and
retraining, with internal employee
mobility. In this case, too, a strike was
announced.

Commentary
When the first signs of the crisis of the
new economy became apparent, the
most observant commentators stated
that it would give increased weight to
unions and industrial relations in a sec-
tor in which the predominant practice
was individual management of the
employment relationship (see the sup-
plement to EIRObserver 5/01). Current
events in Italy confirm these predictions
and suggest that they should be devel-
oped further. A first point of interest is
the recourse to the unions made by
young and well-educated workers,
highly skilled and culturally far away
from unions’ normal working class tra-
ditions. A second interesting point is
the use of new technologies and pro-
fessional expertise as instruments of
collective action suited to the informa-
tion society, exemplified by the creation
of websites by mobilised workers. A
third notable point is the unions’ ability
to respond to demands by these work-
ers, even if their attitude to the unions
is not entirely uncritical.

One problem to be addressed is the
fragmentation of representation charac-
teristic of the sector in Italy. A new col-
lective agreement for telecommunica-
tions workers signed in 2000, which
should have covered the new economy,
has not been extended to all companies
in the sector. Furthermore, considering
the cases mentioned above, workers at
Matrix and Freedomland are organised
by the commerce sector unions, those
at Blu and Ipse by the telecommunica-
tions unions, and those at Marconi by
the metalworking unions. On the
employers’ side, the situation is even
worse: the sector’s industry associations
(Federcomin and Assinform) do not
concern themselves with industrial rela-
tions, so employers lack representation. 

Although there are numerous problems
to be tackled, it may be that the cur-
rent crisis will create the conditions for
unitary representation to develop on
both sides. The rationalisation of indus-
trial relations is necessary, not least
because it may thus be possible to
define fair criteria for access by new
economy businesses to the ‘social shock
absorbers’. (Gabriele Ballarino,
University of Milan)

IT0203305F (Related records: SE0202107F, IT0202101N,
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April 2002 saw the conclusion of a
new collective agreement in the
trend-setting Norwegian engineering
industry, which was followed by set-
tlements in a number of other private
sector bargaining units.

The 2002 collective bargaining round
commenced on 11 March with indus-
try-level negotiations in the engineering
sector between the Federation of
Norwegian Manufacturing Industries
(TBL) and the Norwegian United
Federation of Trade Unions
(Fellesforbundet). Following almost a
month of negotiations and mediation, a
proposal for a new collective agreement
was made on 9 April. 

The bargaining outcomes in engineer-
ing (or manufacturing as a whole) play
an important role in bargaining in
Norway,  providing the framework for
negotiations and outcomes in the other
sectors. Normally, only minor deviations
from the manufacturing deal will occur
in the remaining sectors, at least with
regard to the overall economic frame-
work. However, in 2002 a number of
trade unions in the public sector in par-
ticular have called for significant wage
rises that go beyond the increases
agreed in manufacturing.

Private sector negotiations
The agreement between
Fellesforbundet and TBL provides for a
general hourly wage increase of NOK
2.75 (EUR 0.36) from 1 April 2002,
which is within an economic framework
of a 5% increase (including wage
‘carry-over’ and estimated wage drift, ie
subsequent local negotiations). It is
seen as good result for the employees,
which will increase growth in real
wages. A special wage package was
also introduced for employees in off-
shore engineering and shipbuilding
yards, who will receive an additional
increase of NOK 6.00 (EUR 0.79) per
hour to bring their pay up to the level
of similar jobs on the mainland. 

The proposed introduction of an agree-
ment-based occupational pension
scheme, a demand made by the
Norwegian Confederation of Trade
Unions (LO) for the whole 2002 bar-
gaining round, was rejected by TBL. In
its place, voluntary procedures were
introduced relating to how the parties
at company level may influence
employers to introduce occupational
pension schemes. The employers’
demand for more flexible working
hours was not accepted by the union.
The parties agreed to negotiate an
‘intermediate’ settlement in 2003, and
company-level negotiations will occur

as usual. The proposed collective agree-
ment was to be put to a ballot of
Fellesforbundet members in the engi-
neering industries on 26 April 2002,
with approval considered most likely.

The negotiations in the building and
construction industries between the
Federation of Norwegian Construction
Industries (NBL) and Fellesforbundet
produced a result similar to that in the
engineering industry with regard to
general wage increases and occupation-
al pensions. Here, an agreement was
also reached to raise minimum wage
levels. Fellesforbundet also won its
demand for compulsory local negotia-
tions when a company wishes to use
hired labour or subcontractors for work
falling within the normal operations of
the company.

The wholesale and retail trade sector
was the first ‘low-wage’ bargaining
area to conclude an agreement in
2002. The negotiations between the
Norwegian Union of Employees in
Commerce and Offices (HK) and the
Federation of Norwegian Commercial
and Service Enterprises (HSH) produced
a general hourly wage increase of NOK
3.00 (EUR 0.40) and a special increase
for low-paid workers of NOK 2.00 (EUR
0.26), as well as a skilled worker’s
increase of NOK 1.00 (EUR 0.13). The
occupational pension issue is to be con-
sidered at company level.

However, bargaining in the hotel and
restaurant sector broke down and strike
actions started in mid-April over the
union’s main demand for enhanced
wage rates during inconvenient work-
ing hours and special  increases for
low-paid workers.

Commentary   

The president of the Confederation of
Norwegian Business and Industry (NHO)
stated in a press release that the gener-
al wage increase awarded in the engi-
neering industry negotiations was unex-
pectedly high, and that there is not
much room for company-level increases
if the joint social partner goal of mod-
erate wage growth is to be achieved in
2002. Indeed there may be a significant
improvement in wage earners’ purchas-
ing power if forecasts of record-low
inflation of 1.5% proves correct,
because in addition to significant wage
increases that may well exceed 5%
when the settlements are over, tax cuts
are also being implemented.

Most Norwegian financial institutions,
including the Bank of Norway, predict-
ed the overall wage growth for 2002 to
be approximately 5%; according to

these estimates, private manufacturing
would contribute to bring the wage
growth rate down, while the public sec-
tor settlements would bring the rate
up. However, following the outcome of
manufacturing industry bargaining, it
now seems that the final wage growth
may exceed 5%, because public sector
unions are seeking larger wage increas-
es than the private sector. There are
fears that this will force the Bank of
Norway to raise interest rates.

The issue of occupational pension
schemes has been very important for
the unions in the private sector, and
was raised as a priority demand in
advance of the 2002 bargaining round.
All public sector employees are covered
by occupational pensions schemes, sup-
plementing the ordinary state pension,
but around 1 million private sector
employees are not. Failure to obtain an
agreement-based occupational pension
scheme in the 2002 manufacturing
negotiations was not seen as a defeat
by the leader of LO, Gerd-Liv Valla, who
argues that the voluntary arrangements
achieved provide the first step towards
a more just pension system. However,
other private sector unions were less
happy with the outcome on pensions
and the leader of NTF, Per Østvold, stat-
ed that the transport union will not set-
tle for voluntary guidelines and proce-
dures, but wants a closer commitment
to the establishment of occupational
pensions. 

NHO is greatly opposed to the introduc-
tion of such schemes, not least because
of the perceived consequences for the
more vulnerable private sector indus-
tries, and may have instructed TBL, and
other employers’ associations, not to
make any concessions in this regard.
Thus the employers may be willing to
accept relatively large wage increases in
order to avoid making any concessions
on pensions.

The public sector negotiations started in
April, and the results of private sector
bargaining usually provide the frame-
work for these negotiations. However a
number of groups in the public sector
have expectations of wage increases far
beyond what is perceived as a responsi-
ble economic framework for the public
sector wage settlement. Thus the nego-
tiations in the public sector and in the
hospitals in the bargaining area covered
by the NAVO employers’ organisation
pose a significant challenge to the par-
ties. (Håvard Lismoen, FAFO Institute of
Applied Social Sciences)

NO0204103F (Related records: NO0202104F,
NO0007198F, NO0202101N, NO0103125F,
NO0203103N)

19 April 2002

NORWAY

Private sector bargaining produces signifi-
cant wage increases
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C O M P A R A T I V E  S U P P L E M E N T

Studies show that a wide - though nar-
rowing - pay gap persists between
women and men in all EU Member
States and in Norway, to the detriment
of women. Although a variety of fac-
tors are cited to explain gender wage
differentials, most studies conclude
that, in addition to the gap arising from
these factors, there is an unexplained
difference in wages, presumed to be
due to discrimination.

The aim of this comparative supple-
ment is to give a broad overview of
national frameworks and instruments to
combat pay discrimination against
women and improve gender pay equity
(GPE) in the 15 EU Member States plus
Norway. It is an edited version of a full
study - based on the contributions of
the EIRO national centres - available on
the EIROnline website. The supplement:

• considers the development of the
wage gap;

• reviews statutory measures to combat
pay discrimination against women and
improve their pay conditions;

• looks at the relationship between pay
equity and collective bargaining and the
approach taken by the social partners;

• examines the pay equity issue within
the EU Member States’ National Action
Plans (NAPs) for employment.

The full study includes a section, omit-
ted here, on the quality and coverage
of wage statistics.

The gender pay gap

The 1995 European Structure of
Earnings Study (SES) found that the
average earnings of women employed
full-time in industry and services in the
EU were around 75% of those of men,
although with significant variations
between countries. The gender pay gap
was widest in the Netherlands and
Greece, and narrowest in Belgium,
Denmark, Luxembourg, Sweden and
the former East Germany. 

The SES will not be repeated until
2002. However, in 2001 Eurostat pub-
lished a study of gender pay gap devel-
opments during the 1990s, finding that
the ‘average earnings of women has
risen relative to those of men in most
Member States of the Union, but the
rise has been small.’ The gender pay
gap has been closing somewhat in
seven out of 13 Member States (there is
no information on Italy and France),
remained stable in three countries
(Denmark, Ireland and Finland), and
increased by 1%-2% in three countries
(Austria, Portugal and Sweden).
Although the general impression is of a
slight narrowing of the pay gap, the

study found that ‘in the countries in
which [women’s] average level was low-
est in relation to that of men in 1995,
there seems to have been comparatively
little increase in the subsequent years.’
The data provided by EIRO national
centres very much confirm the impres-
sion that the pay gap is closing,
although slowly - see table 1 on p.ii. 

Legislation

All countries examined have legislation
concerning pay discrimination. Gender-
based pay discrimination is explicitly
prohibited by the constitutions of eight
countries Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal
and Spain - and indirectly by that of
Belgium. In all 16 countries there are
specific laws providing for the principle
of equal pay for women and men. In all
countries national legislation is reported
to be completely harmonised with EU
law, mainly with:

• Article 141 of the European
Community Treaty which provides that
‘each Member State shall ensure that
the principle of equal pay for male and
female workers for equal work or work
of equal value is applied’; and

•  the 1975 ‘equal pay’ Directive
Directive (75/117/EEC). This obliges
Member States to implement the princi-
ple of pay for men and women, which
means, ‘for the same work or for work
to which equal value is attributed, the
elimination of all discrimination on
grounds of sex with regard to all
aspects and conditions of remunera-
tion. In particular, where a job classifica-
tion system is used for determining pay,
it must be based on the same criteria
for both men and women and so
drawn up as to exclude any discrimina-
tion on grounds of sex.’ 

Table 2 on p.iii lists the titles and dates
of the main national legislation con-
cerning pay equity between women
and men. In all countries, the relevant
legislation prohibits direct or indirect
pay discrimination on the grounds of
sex. It classes as pay discrimination any
form of (prejudicial) pay differentiation,
which is not justified on objective
grounds. Equal pay for equal work or
work of equal value must apply to all
elements and conditions of pay (includ-
ing areas such as company benefits or
job evaluation systems).

Provisions aimed at achieving equal pay
for equal work or work of equal value
have thus been in existence for a very
long time at both Community and
national level. However, as the statistics
referred to above show, in spite of the

legislation, a wide, though narrowing,
pay gap remains in all Member States.

It is perhaps for that reason that in
some countries amendments to the
existing legislation, additional provisions
and/or new laws have, over recent
years, sought further to achieve GPE.
Almost all such changes seek to fight
wage discrimination or improve the pay
conditions of women rather more indi-
rectly. For example:

• in Austria, the 1993 Act on Equal
Treatment on Men and Women relating
to the employees of the federal state,
lays down a general requirement for
positive action in favour of women (in
hiring, promotion and training), while
in the private sector a 1999 amend-
ment to the Labour Constitution Act
obliges employers to consult with
works councils on positive action for
women;

• in Greece Law 2839/2000 introduced
a gender-based employment quota sys-
tem in the public sector, and a 2001
amendment to Article 116 of the
Constitution allows for positive action
for promoting gender equality; and

• in Italy, law 125 of 1991, which deals
with affirmative action for the achieve-
ment of parity between men and
women in the workplace, provides
among other measures for the creation
of a national body with the task of pro-
moting initiatives to combat gender-
based discrimination. However, imple-
mentation of this law has proved
extremely difficult. A decree law
(196/2000) was thus issued in 2000 to
support the activities of the National
Equal Opportunities Committee and of
equality advisors.

A few countries have gone a step fur-
ther by passing ‘proactive’ legislation,
most notably France and Sweden:

• in France, under Article L.432.3.1 of
the Labour Code, employers are
required to draw up an annual report
and submit it for approval to the works
council, comparing the general employ-
ment conditions and training for
women and men in the company. This
report must show, among other points,
the respective situation of women and
men in terms of actual pay for each
occupational category. The report lists
the steps taken during the previous
year to ensure equality at work, as well
as the objectives planned for the fol-
lowing year. Trade union delegates are
also sent the report. Wage bargaining
at sector and company level must
address the objective of gender equality
at work. A new law on gender equality
passed on 9 May 2001 requires
employers to negotiate at company and
sector levels on the objectives of occu-
pational gender equality; and

• in Sweden, under the Act on Equality
between Men and Women employers

Gender pay equity in Europe



must produce yearly plans and reviews
of the wage situation for male and
female workers. The employer and
employees must cooperate in this area,
with the employer required to provide
unions with all available information on
the gender wage situation, in order to
draw up the annual plan. Since January
2001, it is explicitly stated in the Act
that the main purpose of these manda-
tory annual plans is to discover, correct
and prevent wage discrimination, as
well as to estimate the cost of the nec-
essary pay adjustments. 

A new legal obligation on Danish
employers to compile, on request, gen-
der-differentiated wage statistics (as
from June 2002), could also be seen as
a form of proactive legislation.

In Germany and the UK, efforts to
introduce legislation of this type have
been opposed by employers’ organisa-

tions, which  prefer to develop volun-
tary models.

Minimum wage legislation

Another tool regarded as a form of pro-
tective legislation in preventing wage
discrimination against women is mini-
mum wage legislation. Nine of the
countries considered here have a
national minimum wage, set either by
law or by a national intersectoral agree-
ment. In Belgium, France, Greece,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal
and Spain, there appears to be no pub-
lic debate on minimum wages as a way
of preventing gender pay discrimina-
tion, although in cases such as France
and the Netherlands such a discussion
occurred when the relevant legislation
was originally introduced. However, the
gender pay gap tends to be narrower in
countries with strong statutory or col-

lectively agreed wage protection - eg a
minimum wage and/or relatively cen-
tralised wage fixing, as in Sweden,
Denmark and France. This finding is fur-
ther supported if we consider Ireland
and the UK, which until recently had no
statutory national minimum wage.

In Ireland, the impact of the minimum
wage legislation on the gender wage
gap is currently a major issue. A nation-
al minimum wage (NMW) was first
introduced by law in April 2000. The
unions and the government view the
NMW as a key means of preventing
wage discrimination, while employer
groups oppose the NMW. Union offi-
cials claim that the gender wage gap
has fallen by approximately two per-
centage points since the NMW was
introduced, because women accounted
for a large proportion of the low-paid
workers whose earnings fell below the
NMW rate before its introduction. 
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Table 1. Gender pay gap developments in EU and Norway

Country Current trends, according to national data (% refers to Current trends, 
women’s average pay as proportion of men’s) according to Eurostat*

Austria Stable or increasing, from 68% (1990) to 67% (1999) (figure refers to Increasing.
monthly gross earnings). 

Belgium No statistics available on whole economy, but narrowing in industry - Narrowing.
falling from 75.3% (1991) to 79.4% (1996) for blue-collar workers and 
from 64.2% (1991) to 70.1% (1996) for white-collar workers (figures 
refer to gross annual earnings). 

Denmark More or less stable, at around 82% in private sector (figure refers to hourly pay). Stable. 

Finland More or less stable, narrowing from 80% (1990) to 82% (1999)  Stable. 
(figures refer to monthly earnings).

France Gradually narrowing for full-time employees, from 84.2% (1991) No information.
to 88.2% (1998) (figures refer to monthly pay). Stable (75%-76%) 
when part-time employees included.

Germany Narrowing slowly, significant differences between the former eastern Narrowing 
and western Germany (no total economy figures available). 

Greece Narrowed substantially over last decade Narrowing.

Ireland Narrowing, from 80% (1987) to 84.5% (1997) (figures refer to Narrowing.
hourly earnings). 

Italy Stable, rising slightly from 82.3% (1991) to 81.7% (1998) No information.
(figures refer to annual income).

Luxembourg Narrowing (no figures). Narrowing.

Netherlands Narrowing; from 73% (1990) to 77% (1998) (figures refer to hourly pay). Narrowing. 

Norway Stable (average based on major sectors), narrowing slightly from Not included in study. 
85% (1990) to 86% (1998) (figures refer to annual pay for 
full-time employees). 

Portugal Relatively stable over last few years, rising slightly from 77% (1997) Increasing.
to 76.5% (1998) (figures refer to basic monthly pay). 

Spain Gradually narrowing, from 74.9% (1996) to 76.9% (2000) Narrowing. 
(figures refer to monthly pay). 

Sweden Stable, with small increase from 84% (1995) to 82% (2000) Increasing.
(figures refer to monthly pay). 

UK Gradually narrowing, from 76.6% (1990) to 80.6% (2000) Narrowing.
(figures refer to hourly pay). 

Source: EIRO and Eurostat data.



Similarly, in the UK a strong relationship
is reported between the NMW, intro-
duced in April 1999, and the narrowing
of the gender pay gap. Women were
twice as likely to be affected by the
NMW as men due to their concentra-
tion at the bottom of the earnings dis-
tribution, with part-time women work-
ers making up half of all those affected
by the NMW. In the NMW’s first year,
the average hourly gender pay gap nar-
rowed by approximately 1% - the
largest fall of the decade. 

A 2000 report for the Swedish EU
Presidency on Highlighting pay differen-
tials between women and men con-
nects the effectiveness of minimum
wage legislation as a means to prevent
pay discrimination against women
and/or to improve their pay situation,
with the level at which the minimum

wage is set: if the minimum wage is
too low, the gender pay gap will not be
dramatically affected.

The role of court cases
Despite legislation, discriminatory pay
practices still exist in all countries con-
sidered. In this framework, one way of
tackling unjustified gender pay differen-
tials is to take a case of suspected wage
discrimination to court. Whether in
ordinary courts, labour/industrial courts
or some other type of court, depending
on the legal system of each country, in
all 16 countries covered it is possible to
take cases of pay discrimination to
court. How often this is done and who
has recourse to the law varies consider-
ably. In Finland, Germany, Greece and
the UK it is only the individual employ-
ee who can bring a case before the

courts, while in Denmark, France, Italy,
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain
and Sweden a case can be brought by
both workers and their representatives
(ie trade unions or works councils).
However, even in countries where there
is no right to collective representation
in this area, unions have a significant
role in aiding individual complainants.

Apart from Germany, Greece and
Luxembourg, in all other countries con-
sidered legislation provides for equal
opportunities bodies, either govern-
mental and/or state-funded, or inde-
pendent, charged mainly with ensuring
the application of the law and promot-
ing equality of opportunity. However, in
most countries these bodies are adviso-
ry and consultative. Only in Italy and
Sweden are they entitled to bring wage
discrimination cases before the courts
on behalf of workers.

Despite the possibility for employees to
bring cases of wage discrimination to
court, the number of complaints is very
small in most countries, with a signifi-
cant barrier being the time involved. For
example, in the UK an equal pay case
takes on average between 11 and 28
months and an equal value case can
take between five and 48 months. In
addition, only a small proportion of
cases is determined by a tribunal hear-
ing, while the success rate at such hear-
ings is not high (30%). Therefore, the
UK government has consulted on
amending the law, with the aim of sim-
plifying and speeding up procedures. 

Despite these problems, the role of
court cases as a means of fighting gen-
der pay discrimination should not be
underestimated. For example, in
Germany and Spain court cases have
been significant in dealing with indirect
pay discrimination, while in Ireland and
the UK a number of successful cases
have encouraged employers to be
proactive in examining pay systems and
reviewing grading structures.
Furthermore, at EU level, there have
been many landmark rulings in this area
by the European Court of Justice.

Collective agreements
Collective agreements can be both a
barrier and a facilitator in combating
gender pay inequality. On the one
hand, they may be used to identify and
fight pay discrimination. On the other
hand, agreements, and the pay systems
they establish, can be conservative ele-
ments, cementing existing pay differ-
ences.

National reports indicate that in most
countries some aspects of GPE directly
or indirectly are or have been on the
bargaining agenda, as indicated by
table 3 on p.iv. However, there is sub-
stantial variation as to how and to what
degree. This mirrors the different bar-
gaining systems and industrial relations
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Table 2. National legislation concerning pay
equity between men and women

Country Main legal provisions

Austria The 1979 Act on Equal Treatment on Men and Women, as amended
since.

Belgium The 1999 Law on Equal Treatment for Men and Women (Articles 12
and 25) and the Royal Decree of 9 December 1975.

Denmark The 1976 Act on Equal Pay for Men and Women, as amended since
to include additional points.

Finland The 1995 Constitution (section 5, paragraph 4) and the Act on
Equality between Men and Women (section 8, paragraph 2).

France The 1946 Constitution and Articles L.140.2 and thereafter of the
Labour Code.

Germany The 1949 Constitution or ‘Basic Law’ (Article 3), and the Civil Code
(Articles 611a and 612).

Greece The 1975 Constitution (Article 22(1)), as amended in 2001, and Law
1484/1984 (Article 4).

Ireland The 1998 Employment Equality Act, repealing the 1974 Anti-
Discrimination (Pay) Act and the 1977 Employment Equality Act. 

Italy The Constitution (Articles 3 and 37), Law 903/1977 (Article 2) and
Law 125/1991. 

Luxembourg The 1981 law relating to equal treatment between men and women,
and the 1974 Grand-Ducal Regulation of relating to equal pay for
men and women (Articles 1, 2, 3(1), 3(2) and 4).

Netherlands The Constitution (Article 1) and the 1994 Law on Equal Treatment.

Norway The 1978 Act on Gender Equality (currently under review).

Portugal The Constitution (Article 59) and Law 105/1997 relating to equal
treatment at work and in employment.

Spain The Constitution (Article 35), and the Workers’ Statute (Articles 17
and 28). 

Sweden The 1980 Act on Equality between Men and Women/Equal
Opportunities Act, as amended since.

UK The Equal Pay 1970, as amended by Equal Value Regulations of
1983, and the Sex Discrimination Act of 1976 and 1986.

Source: EIRO.
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Table 3. Gender pay equity and collective bargaining/collective
agreements, EU and Norway,

Country Bargaining and agreements relating to gender pay equity (GPE)

Austria GPE is set out in concrete terms in collective agreements (mainly sectoral in Austria) only in exceptional instances. One example is
the metalworking industry agreement, which states that ‘the pay scales are to be established without differentiating on the basis of
age and gender. Performing the same work deserves the same wage.’ 

Belgium GPE has been addressed in the two most recent national intersectoral agreements. The 1999-2000 agreement provides that ‘sectors
where the job classification system leads to an absence of equal opportunities between men and women shall carry out a review of
these systems.’ The 2001-2 agreement sustained this work by encouraging the use of analytical or equivalent systems of classifying
jobs. However, so far only a few sectors have established study groups to examine a new sectoral job classification system. 

Denmark In general, GPE is not an issue of great importance on the bargaining agenda. Gender equality more generally is addressed in sec-
toral agreements and in the private sector Cooperation Agreement between the Confederation of Danish Trade Unions (LO) and the
Danish Employers’ Confederation (DA). A 1991 protocol to the latter commits DA and LO to finding ways of tackling the gender
pay gap. An additional DA/LO agreement on equal opportunities obliges company-level cooperation committees to set up an equal
treatment committee which can map the differences in treatment between men and women in areas such as recruitment, dis-
missals, pay determination and education. Gender (pay) equity is seldom on the local bargaining agenda. 

Finland Recent years have seen bargaining mainly dominated by central incomes policy agreements, and research indicates that such agree-
ments have had a restraining effect on any widening of the gender wage gap. In the 2001-2 central agreement, the social partners
agreed an ‘equality allowance’ - an additional pay increase to be used at sector level to improve the position of women and lower-
paid workers. Aspects of GPE may also be dealt with in some sectoral agreements, for example the 2001-2 municipal sector accord
provides for new job-evaluation procedures. 

France Gender equality issues generally, and GPE specifically, have tended to be dealt with by law rather than bargaining. A 1989 intersec-
toral agreement, which sought to promote lower-level bargaining on equality, reiterated the principle of equal pay for equal work,
and its objectives included eliminating discriminatory clauses in sectoral collective agreements. However, it produced little effect at
sector level, where bargaining on equality has been generally scarce, though in 2000 the legal principle of gender equality was artic-
ulated for the first time in 10 sectoral agreements. There has been little company-level equality bargaining. However, legislation
passed in May 2001 will oblige companies to negotiate annually on defined gender equality objectives and measures to attain them.
The law also makes it compulsory to negotiate at sector level ‘on the steps towards bringing about gender equality at work [...] and
those for rectifying identified inequalities’ every three years. Moreover, in companies with 200 plus employees, a committee for gen-
der equality at work must be set up within the works council.

Germany GPE is currently not a major issue on the bargaining agenda and there are no collective agreements that deal explicitly with the
issue. Some sectoral agreements (eg in chemicals or tobacco) cover GPE more indirectly, mostly under the heading of ‘equal oppor-
tunities’. There are several works agreements at establishment level (eg at Opel or Frankfurt airport) which include more concrete
measures to improve women’s employment position and status. In some collective and works agreements, there are provisions on
promoting women’s employment in certain (usually better paid) positions, a measure which might affect GPE. 

Greece In general, equal opportunities and collective bargaining are not linked. There are some agreements, at both national and sectoral
level, which could be considered ground-breaking by Greek standards, although none contain special regulations on pay discrimina-
tion against women. In the 1993 National General Collective Agreement, the parties committed themselves to promoting equal
treatment and equal opportunities for men and women, including on the issue of pay. To date, it appears that both unions and
employers’ organisations are failing to implement these provisions in practice.

Ireland The current national agreement, the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (PPF), contains many provisions explicitly and implicitly
dealing with GPE. A consultative group examining gender pay differentials was established under the PPF and a national minimum
wage with some impact on reducing gender wage differentials was introduced. The PPF also incorporates a framework agreement
on equal opportunities at the workplace and a national framework for family-friendly policies. GPE is yet to emerge as a significant
issue in company-level bargaining. 

Italy Some collective agreements at both sector and company level contain rules to protect women from any wage discrimination in pro-
ductivity bonuses, which are awarded on an individual basis. Examples are two agreements (in municipal electricity companies and
the RAI broadcasting company) that state that such bonuses must be awarded on the basis of a worker’s productivity and absences
from work, and that compulsory maternity leave does not count as absence from work. 

Luxembourg All collective agreements must provide for the application of the principle of equal pay for men and women. Under legislation
adopted in 1999, the social partners must negotiate the implementation of the principle of equal treatment between men and
women. Negotiations must focus on setting up an equality plan, and on making the enterprise and its continuing training measures
accessible to people wishing to re-enter the labour market after a career break. 

Netherlands Given the existence of legislation on gender (pay) equity (which is observed by employers), bargaining does not deal with the sub-
ject. In 2000, within the bipartite consultative Labour Foundation (STAR), employers and unions agreed an opinion on a government
plan for achieving equal pay, which deals directly with pay systems. The partners stated that they will cooperate in planned govern-
ment campaigns, ensuring that the information reaches the relevant parties. In 2001, the STAR developed a checklist on equal pay,
serving as the social partners’ own instrument for use when implementing, applying or evaluating pay systems.   

Norway GPE is to a certain degree on the agenda in central-level bargaining, as unions argue that female-dominated employee groups
should be given priority. In the public sector, the parties have on several occasions agreed to give women priority in subsequent
company-level negotiations, stating that women should have a more than pro-rata part of the funds set aside for such negotiations.
The equal pay principle is incorporated in most agreements, and several state that men’s and women’s wages should be mapped in
order to identify pay gaps that cannot be accounted for. 

Portugal GPE is presently on the bargaining agenda. Several agreements state the principle of equal pay for equal work. 

Spain GPE is not an issue in bargaining, and in principle wages should be the same for men and women. 

Sweden Unions - and especially those with many female members - always place claims on GPE and gender equity in general on the sectoral
bargaining agenda, though attempts to create specific women’s pay ‘pots’ have been rejected by employers in recent years. A num-
ber of sectoral ‘gender equality agreements’ affirm the legislative principle of equal pay, but do not deal with specifics. There is no
specific local-level bargaining about gender aspects of pay, but legislation requires a local review at company level every year, where-
by the local parties should adjust any possible lower pay for female workers. 

UK GPE is not generally an important issue on the private sector bargaining agenda (at company or lower level) but has a higher priority
in public sector bargaining. An example of ‘good practice’ relates to the civil service which, after decentralisation of pay to individual
departments, was required to ‘equality proof’ its pay systems in the 1990s. An example of a subsequent departmental agreement is
that reached in 1998, which committed the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council and unions to a joint equal pay
audit - which was conducted the following year - leading to a range of equal opportunities activities. 

Source: EIRO.



traditions, but also variations with
regard to what aspects of GPE and
equality are seen as appropriate to be
addressed through bargaining.

The principle of equal pay for equal
work has been included in collective
agreements in many countries. As the
principle is incorporated in legislation as
well, this does not necessary change
the status quo. However, there are also
examples of agreements where this leg-
islative principle has in some measure
been extended, or where the company-
level social partners are asked to exam-
ine their agreements to make sure that
these are gender neutral. In addition,
‘intentional agreements’ exist in some
countries - central-level framework
agreements or declarations on gender
equality in a broader context.

In many countries, collective agree-
ments include initiatives to achieve
more gender equality in general.
Examples are measures to: improve
women’s integration in the labour mar-
ket; ensure the training and promotion
of women; and facilitate the reconcilia-
tion of work and family obligations.
Indirectly, and in a long-term perspec-
tive, such measures might have an
impact on GPE. Several such initiatives
are reported, and indeed we would
expect to find aspects of this approach
in bargaining in most countries.
Concrete initiatives can be found in
central agreements (as in Ireland), or
company-level agreements (as reported
in Germany), or may form part of the
social partners’ more general coopera-
tion (eg in the Nordic countries).

In some countries, gender pay equity
specifically has been placed on the bar-
gaining agenda in a more direct way.
One example is the Finnish national
agreement for 2001-2, which intro-
duced an ‘equality allowance’ at sector
level with a view to improving the posi-
tion of women and lower-paid workers.
The funds set aside for this purpose
depend on the proportion of women
and lower-paid employees in each sec-
tor, meaning that sectors with many
lower-paid women will allocate more
money than the others. The ‘equality
allowance’ is activated only if an agree-
ment is reached on the issue by the
sectoral parties. If no such agreement is
reached, the amount is instead paid as
a general increase. The principle of
fighting gender pay discrimination by
giving priority to female-dominated
and/or low-paid sectors through cen-
tral-level negotiations is not uncom-
mon, at least not in a Nordic context.

In several countries it is possible to
identify an interplay between legislation
and collective agreements that may
lead to an increased role for company-
level bargaining on gender equality in
the future. Swedish legislation states
that ‘an employer shall ... annually

review the existence of pay differentials
between men and women in various
types of works and for different cate-
gories of employees as well as prepar-
ing an annual equal opportunities plan.’
The employer and the employees are to
cooperate on this review. Likewise, in
France (2001) and Luxembourg (1999),
recent legislation states that companies
are obliged to pursue annual negotia-
tions over gender equality. In France,
such negotiations must also be con-
ducted at sectoral level every three
years. Even if such agreements/plans
focus on a broader spectrum of issues
than just pay (pay may not even be
mentioned), such obligations will neces-
sarily put gender equality on the agen-
da and might lead to a higher aware-
ness of the question of pay.

Job evaluation
There are collective agreements and
provisions that focus more directly on
pay structures, and notably job-evalua-
tion schemes and the role of job classi-
fications. While separate pay rates for
men and women in the same positions
disappeared years ago, one of the
remaining challenges regarding GPE is
the (different) valuation of women’s
jobs and men’s jobs. Many would argue
that a (re)evaluation of jobs based on
objective criteria and with a gender per-
spective might lead to a favourable val-
uation of ‘typically female’ occupations,
also in relation to pay.

Job evaluation, and the quality of pres-
ent job-classification schemes, is on the
agenda in many countries. Such
schemes are regarded, by both trade
unions and labour market/gender
equality authorities, as a means to com-
bat ‘value discrimination’. Job evalua-
tion as a means to increase GPE is
under debate in the Nordic countries,
Germany, Austria, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Spain and the UK. In sev-
eral of these countries, such schemes
have been tried out on a voluntary
basis. In most countries, some research
has been conducted, or guidelines/
handbooks etc have been produced.
For instance, in the UK job evaluations
have been employed in the public sec-
tor on several occasions. A 1986 agree-
ment for local government manual
workers led to higher valuation of pre-
dominantly female jobs, such as care
workers, and a downgrading of some
male jobs, such as refuse collectors.

However, it is not unproblematic to
introduce and use such schemes. One
problem is the extent to which it is pos-
sible to compare jobs across bargaining
areas, eg those for blue- and white-col-
lar workers. In Germany, this is one of
the issues under discussion by the social
partners in metalworking. Linked to this
is the challenge of how to compare
very different jobs on the basis of com-
mon and objective criteria, an obstacle

that arises since women and men often
work in different jobs and in different
sectors. A third issue is the role of ‘mar-
ket value’, which is relevant since men
more often work in private sector in
many countries, and can argue that the
wages here are higher due to the
labour market situation. In Sweden, the
‘market value’ argument has caused
the failure of most of the equal value
cases based on job evaluation brought
before the Labour Court. Another
obstacle to the implementation of job
evaluation schemes is that they may be
time-consuming and expensive in terms
of wage adjustments, especially when
nominal wage increases are low.

Table 4 on p.vi sets out brief details of
the job-evaluation debate in 12 coun-
tries. No information is available for
France and Ireland, while the issue is
not reported to have arisen in a signifi-
cant way in Greece and Italy. 

Employers’ organisations
In principle, in all the 16 countries
examined, employers’ organisations are
in favour of equal opportunities in gen-
eral and GPE in particular. However,
their action to achieve GPE appears
very limited. 

Of crucial importance in examining the
position of employers’ organisations is
the fact that in almost all countries
these organisations share the view that
existing wage differentials between
men and women are not an expression
of discrimination against female
employees. In Belgium, for example,
the main employers’ association argues
that the pay situation of women is
explained by certain objective factors,
such as skills, while employers in
Denmark explain gender pay differen-
tials on the basis of ‘human capital’
theory (ie they are a result of men and
women behaving differently on the
labour market in areas such as choice
of career, and of the division of labour
in households). 

Similarly, in Germany the general atti-
tude of, for example, the
Confederation of German Employers’
Associations (BDA) is that wage differ-
entials between men and women are
the result of different ‘job biographies’.
A recent study by the employer-related
Institute of the German Economy (IW)
stated that direct gender pay discrimi-
nation no longer exists in Germany, and
that existing gender pay differentials
could be explained by the different
gender-specific job biographies.

Given this general attitude, it is not sur-
prising that the employers’ organisa-
tions in many of the countries exam-
ined appear to see no particular need
for action in the field of GPE. No rele-
vant initiatives are reported in Belgium,
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Luxembourg, and the UK. However,
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these countries should not be treated
as a homogeneous group. In Greece,
for example, the employers’ organisa-
tions do not appear to devote any par-
ticular attention to the issue of equal
opportunities in general. On the con-
trary, in Luxembourg a number of gen-
der issues seem to be high on the
employers’ agenda. It could be said that
gender pay issues are indirectly
addressed in all the other countries
apart from Greece. 

In Germany, for example, the
Gesamtmetall metalworking employers’
association supports various projects to
increase the number of female employ-
ees in male-dominated sectors (eg engi-
neering and information technology). In
Ireland, the Irish Business and

Employers Confederation (IBEC) calls for
initiatives that promote the supply of
childcare and ‘family-friendly’ provi-
sions. This is in line with IBEC’s general
position that the biggest single cause of
the gender pay gap is that women’s
labour market experience and participa-
tion is often less than that of men. The
problem of wage differentials is there-
fore addressed in terms of eliminating
barriers to female participation in the
formal workforce during the child-bear-
ing and child-rearing years. 

Similarly, the Confederation of British
Industry (CBI) believes that the best way
to close the gender pay gap is to
remove barriers to equality of opportu-
nity in the workplace - for example,
improving childcare facilities, promoting

flexible working patterns, providing bet-
ter careers advice and breaking down
gender stereotypes. 

In almost all other countries for which
some information is available - Austria,
Denmark, Finland, France, the
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal and
Spain - employers’ organisations have
introduced various initiatives aimed at
promoting GPE. However most of these
initiatives are arguably rather isolated
and fragmentary, or are part of joint ini-
tiatives with the government and/or the
trade unions. 

Another very important issue when dis-
cussing the position of employers’
organisations in relation to GPE is the
role they ascribe to legislation. As men-
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Table 4. Gender-related job evaluation in the EU and Norway

Country Job evaluation developments/debate

Austria Put on the agenda by the trade unions. Research has been carried out. 

Belgium Since the late 1990s, the federal government has frequently intervened with the social partners to urge them to
modernise job classifications. Legislation authorises the government to formulate a certain number of conditions that
job-evaluation systems must fulfil in order to be gender-neutral, but so far this has not occurred. The issue has also
been covered in recent intersectoral agreements (see table 3). 

Denmark Job evaluation is discussed as one way of combating the gender pay gap, but its mandatory use has not been consid-
ered. In 2001, the Ministry of Labour published an analysis on job evaluation and equal pay, concluding that job eval-
uation might be a way of narrowing the gender pay gap. 

Finland Job evaluation is considered as a tool to narrow wage differentials. The first concrete expression of this approach is
the 2001-2 agreement for the municipal sector (see table 3). More generally, the social partners have been drawing
up a job-evaluation system, which is being implemented at the workplace in an ongoing process.

Germany In the early 1990s, the former Public Services, Transport and Traffic Union (ÖTV) - now part of the Unified Service
Sector Union (ver.di) - started a campaign for upgrading of ‘typically female’ jobs (eg in care and education). In 1998,
ÖTV set up an ‘upgrading commission’ to draw up concrete proposals for ‘gender-fair’ job evaluation in the public
sector. In metalworking, the bargaining parties have been negotiating over a modernisation of job-evaluation sys-
tems, including the creation of joint agreements for blue- and white-collar workers. In this context, the IG Metall
metalworkers’ union is demanding a reassessment of various jobs dominated by women. 

Luxembourg Not an issue so far, but job evaluation is an issue dealt with in the 2001-5 action plan on equal opportunities. 

Netherlands Job evaluation is perceived as a possible means by which GPE may be attained. In 2000, the Under-Secretary for
Social Affairs published research aimed at making pay comparisons gender-neutral and more objective. In connection
with this initiative, the social partners developed a checklist to prevent unequal pay (see table 3). 

Norway The relevant ministry has decided to try out job evaluation as a means to reduce the gender pay gap, and will finance
projects to this end, although the government has stated that it will not put forward any proposal to make job evalu-
ation mandatory. During the 1990s, job evaluation as a means of achieving GPE was tried out in the state sector and
the municipal sector, and among companies in the private sector. The responses have mainly been positive. 

Portugal Job evaluation is seen by researchers and unions as an important mean of creating GPE and is a subject of debate.
However, its practice has been difficult. 

Spain The application of an objective job-evaluation procedure is seen an essential means of fighting pay discrimination. A
fundamental problem is the general lack of agreement on what is understood by the value of work, which makes it
difficult to apply the principle of ‘equal pay for work of equal value’. In recent years the public authorities and social
partners have been drawing up proposals to facilitate the detection and correction of pay discrimination, including a
‘Guide to good practices in job evaluation’ published in 2000. 

Sweden The Equal Opportunity Ombudsman issues material about job evaluation and provides consultative support to parties
wishing to conduct job evaluations. The issue of value discrimination has been brought before the Labour Court on
several occasions, but it has rejected most cases from the 1990s onwards, stating that it is impossible not to consider
‘market-based wages’, which are normally higher for men. However, in one case in March 2001, the Labour Court
for the first time accepted the job-evaluation methods presented by the employee side. 

UK Job evaluation is seen as one means to secure equal pay for work of equal value. Job evaluation is used increasingly
in public sector organisations to overcome historical inequalities. It is estimated that virtually all 470,000 civil service
jobs are covered by properly developed evaluation processes. A national job-evaluation scheme is a core element of
the new pay system currently in development in the National Health Service. 

Source: EIRO.
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tioned above, at least in theory,
employers are bound by law to comply
with the relevant legislation and not to
conclude contracts that constitute
direct or indirect discrimination against
women. However, in practice we have
seen that the legislation has still not
achieved the necessary impact. For that
reason some countries have gone a
step further, either by improving exist-
ing ‘prohibiting’ legislation or by pass-
ing ‘proactive’ legislation. 

However, in many cases employers’
organisations have opposed such initia-
tives. In Germany, for example, BDA
rejects all binding regulations on the
topic, and it also recently rejected the
idea of a law on equal opportunities in
the private sector (preferring instead to
reach a bilateral agreement with the
government on the subject). Moreover,
in France, though the issue of gender
equality was on the agenda of ‘industri-
al relations overhaul’ project launched
by the Movement of French Enterprises
(MEDEF) in late 1999, MEDEF ‘disap-
proves of the new interference by par-
liament in social dialogue represented
by the Act of 9 May 2001 [see above]
creating a statutory obligation to nego-
tiate on this matter [equality] at compa-
ny and sector levels.’

The report Highlighting pay differentials
between women and men prepared for
the Swedish EU Presidency in 2000 (see
above), notes that a valuable contribu-
tion on the part of the European
Commission to putting the equal pay
principle into practice at company and
sectoral levels was the 1996
Communication on ‘A code of practice
on the implementation of equal pay for
work of equal value’, which gives con-
crete advice, mainly to employers at
company and sectoral levels. However,
the seven countries - Belgium, Finland,
Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Norway and
Portugal - which provided some infor-
mation on the matter, report no impact
at all of this initiative. The main reason
reported is that the code has not been
disseminated among employers or pro-
moted to enterprises.

Trade unions
In all countries covered it is widely
believed by trade unions, unlike
employers’ organisations, that gender-
based wage discrimination still persists
despite the relevant legislation and the
progress made in collective agreements.
Overall, the actions taken by trade
unions in relation to pay equity are
more or less similar in all 16 countries
and can be classified as follows. 

• Actions to increase public aware-
ness on gender pay discrimination,
which include campaigns, conferences,
symposiums, debates, seminars, pam-
phlets, handbooks, brochures, videos,
websites and newsletters.

• Research to identify the causes
and practices of discrimination,
which includes: studies on factors
determining the pay differential
between men and women; research on
company-level good practice; studies
analysing job-evaluation systems and
identifying job descriptions which dis-
criminate against women; and studies
on union action in companies.

• Exchanges of views and informa-
tion and cooperation in the formu-
lation of measures to tackle discrim-
ination, which includes: regular con-
certation meetings; internal working
groups bringing together full-time offi-
cials who are experts in job classifica-
tions and officials responsible for gen-
der issues; and collective reflection and
discussion between different actors. 

• The implementation of procedures
to combat gender discrimination,
which includes: procedures for central-
ising requests for legal interventions
concerning gender discrimination; des-
ignation of at least one official in each
trade union responsible for gender
equality issues; the assertion of
women’s rights by means of bargaining;
bringing cases of discrimination to
court; providing funds for correcting
discrimination progressively; and the
establishment of working groups to
draw up concrete proposals for ‘gen-
der-fair’ job evaluation.

• Training, which includes: providing
help for union representatives to com-
bat gender discrimination; training
courses on negotiating for equal pay;
‘equality at work’ courses; and using a
model agreement on equal pay.

Cooperation between partners 
Cooperative initiatives between the
social partners on GPE are rather rare.
In most cases, initiatives do not deal
directly with pay systems/pay issues.
They deal with gender pay inequality
indirectly. 

In some countries - Austria, Belgium,
Greece, Ireland, Luxembourg and Spain
- GPE is not an important issue for
cooperation between the social part-
ners. In these countries, such coopera-
tion is non-existent or limited to the
formation of study groups, provision of
training courses and other relatively
minor activities. In Germany, Italy,
Norway, Sweden and the UK, coopera-
tion between the social partners is still
limited but rather more developed (in
the UK, this refers to addressing family-
related causes of the gender pay gap).
In another group of countries, it seems
that cooperation between social part-
ners is generally more developed -
Denmark, Finland, France, the
Netherlands and Portugal. 

A good example of an action seeking
to increase public awareness is the pub-

lication in 2000 in France of a guide-
book for collective bargaining on GPE
produced at the request of the Higher
Council for Equality at Work by the
Ministry of Employment and Solidarity.
It brought together employers, unions
and specialist researchers. Its goal was
to facilitate the work of negotiators, at
both sector and company level, by
offering them a number of reference
points such as the current pay differen-
tials between male and female employ-
ees, and issues linked to them. 

Another good example comes from the
Netherlands, where the social partners
have jointly developed a checklist on
equal pay, for use when implementing,
applying or evaluating pay systems (see
table 3). The checklist is intended for
bargaining parties at sector or company
level, employers, human resource man-
agers and members of works councils.

Public authorities and NAPs
Increased GPE is among the main priori-
ties identified in the EU’s current
‘European employment strategy’. The
recent Employment Guidelines to the
Member States indicate that equal pay
is progressively playing a more promi-
nent part in the strategy. The 2002
Employment Guidelines note that: ‘The
significant level of the pay gap between
women and men in many Member
States has been identified as a potential
disincentive for women to take up work
or to remain at work.’ The Member
States, where appropriate with the
social partners, are thus called on to
‘adopt a multi-faceted strategy to
achieve gender pay equality in both the
public and private sectors, and consider
the setting of targets to tackle the pay
gap. Such a strategy could include inter
alia a review of job classification and
pay systems to eliminate gender bias,
improving statistical and monitoring
systems, and awareness-raising and
transparency as regards pay gaps.’

However, it is reported from the 15 EU
Member States that pay gender equity
does not always have a prominent posi-
tion in NAPs implementing the EU
guidelines. Looking at the 2001 NAPs,
GPE is not an issue at all in those of
Austria, Finland, and Spain, while the
NAPs of Greece, Italy, Luxembourg,
Portugal and Sweden include general
and fragmentary references to the pay
gap between women and men and
ways of addressing it. 

In France and Germany, although there
are no specific initiatives which directly
address the issue of GPE, the various
initiatives on the promotion of women
in the labour market contained in these
countries’ NAPs might have an indirect
positive impact on GPE. However, the
same could be said for the other coun-
tries, since the desired objective of EU
policy is to integrate a gender main-
streaming approach for promoting
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equal opportunities for men and
women in all policy areas. 

However, there are five countries -
Belgium, Denmark, Ireland, the
Netherlands and the UK- where GPE is
a more important issue within the
NAPs. The 1999 Belgian NAP focused
its anti-discrimination measures on the
‘reabsorption’ of pay inequality (‘to pro-
mote equal pay for equal work or work
of equal value, classifications must be
made gender-neutral’), and the 2000
NAP confirmed this approach. 

Similarly, the Danish NAP for 2001
includes several points dealing with
GPE. First, the government proposed a
bill (since adopted, see above under
‘Legislation’) which, by increasing trans-
parency in wage data, seeks to con-
tribute to uncovering differences in the
payment of men and women and
thereby improve the conditions for
prosecuting cases concerning gender
pay inequality. Furthermore, the gov-

ernment has organised a GPE cam-
paign. Several companies have been
invited to participate in the establish-
ment of company networks with the
object of creating interest in monitoring
of equal pay, job evaluation and opti-
mising the use of employees’ qualifica-
tions. The NAP also reported that the
social partners in the municipal and
county sectors have initiated a project
on drawing up guidance material about
the formulation and implementation of
wage policies that prevent an unequal
distribution based on gender.

GPE is also an important issue within
the Irish NAPs. However there is exten-
sive overlap between the gender provi-
sions contained in the NAP and those
contained in the current national agree-
ment, the PPF (see table 3). The Dutch
NAP for 2000 included an analysis of
research projects on pay differences and
on job-evaluation systems. The Ministry
for Social Affairs and Employment also
announced new research to develop

gender-neutral job-evaluation systems,
to be used by the social partners and
those drawing up job-evaluation
schemes, emphasising action by work
councils and expecting the social part-
ners to bear the prime responsibility. 

Finally, the UK NAP for 2000 identified
action in three areas to tackle the gen-
der pay gap:

• strategies for breaking down gender
stereotypes, including a new careers
service strategy;

• help in reconciling work and family
life; and

• working with social partners and non-
governmental organisations to address
discrimination in pay systems, including
simplification of the employment tribu-
nal system and the Equal Opportunities
Commission’s work.
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Commentary
Although there is significant consensus about the principle of GPE in the EU countries and Norway, this comparative supple-
ment demonstrates that there is no easy way to accomplish this goal. The principle of equal pay is established in law, the
differentiated wage scales of men and women were done away with a long time ago, and many collective agreements give
emphasis to the principle of ‘equal pay for equal work’. Available data nevertheless show a significant wage gap between
women and men, and that the move towards a narrowing of wage disparities is progressing slowly.

The general impression is that labour market gender equality, and especially the issue of pay equity, are not central issues in
collective bargaining in the EU countries and Norway. There are several reasons that may provide explanations for this. Pay
discrimination and pay differences are to a certain degree regarded as a matter of legislation and politics, rather than a
problem to be solved through collective agreements. This may be further explained by the fact that existing wage discrepan-
cies between men and women are seen as a consequence of positional differences in working life, which is too big an issue
to be solved through negotiations. Furthermore, the pay equity issue, at least in some countries, seems to be seen as less
urgent than measures to increase women’s employment participation rate, to make it easier to combine work and family, or
to ease the re-entry of women (mothers) into working life.

Surprisingly, recourse to labour law - in the form of court cases and complaints to public authorities - is rarely used as a
means to combat gender pay discrimination. In most countries, the number of such cases is rather limited. However, as
many will argue, the most important function of the legal framework is to prevent wage discrimination taking place.

National authorities and the social partners to a certain extent aspire to find other and more efficient means than just legal
directives, by which to combat wage discrimination. Measures to enable more women to combine work and family life are
regarded by many as an indirect means to achieve wage equality. However, such measures also have other purposes, such as
increasing the employment rate among women, especially those with children. There is evidence, however, of the occasional
initiative focusing in a more direct way on the gender wage differences that still exist. 

First, some countries have ‘proactive legislation’ aimed at encouraging a more active stance vis-à-vis GPE, among other
means by forcing companies to justify existing wage differences between women and men, as well as committing compa-
nies to enter into negotiations over equal opportunities measures. Most of these measures are still in their infancy, and it is
thus too early to say whether they will bring changes to existing wage structures or not. There are, however, reasons to
expect greater efforts and activity than is usually the case in relation to voluntary measures which are often reported to have
had little or no effect. 

Second, in many countries we find an increased focus on the ‘valuation’ of women’s and men’s labour, often in the form of
new job-evaluation systems. The idea is that such systems make it possible to uncover and correct underlying discrimination
in relation to the valuation of the work carried out by women. There are, however, no reasons to believe that this will auto-
matically lead to a levelling of wages, because of both practical obstacles in relation to the modification of existing systems,
and more profound challenges connected with the development of high-quality and objective systems for comparing often
significantly different jobs and occupations.

However, despite the occasional successes and the moderate progress made in the right direction, the only viable conclusion
to be drawn from this comparative supplement is that the road towards pay equity is proving a long one in the EU countries
and Norway. Furthermore, it is also evident that there are a variety of reasons for the differences in wages between men and
women, and there is no straightforward strategy to combat this problem. There seems to be a general consensus that the
most important challenges are related to positional inequalities in the labour market as well as the integration of women
into the labour market. (Kristine Nergaard, FAFO Institute for Applied Social Science, and Eva Soumeli, INE-GSEE/ADEDY)
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