
EUROPEAN 
INDUSTRIAL 
RELATIONS 

OBSERVATORY

UPDATE
4’03

Transnational Developments in industrial action Pages 2-3

EU First follow-up report on training framework Page 4

Denmark Internationalisation and trade unions Page 5

Finland Unions examine working time preferences Page 6

France Major controversy over pension reform Pages 7-8

Italy Company initiatives and agreements on reconciling work and family life Page 9

Luxembourg Social partners sign continuing vocational training agreement Page 10

Spain Bargaining increases working time flexibility Page 11

Supplement Overtime in Europe Insert

Overtime remains a significant issue in working time across
Europe, regarded by many employers as a vital element in
achieving flexibility and by many employees as an important
source of income. However, the regulation and use of
overtime is changing rapidly in a large number of countries,
under pressure from new, more sophisticated forms of
working time flexibility, from EU legislation and policy and
from trade union and (sometimes) government concerns to
reduce working time. The comparative supplement in this
issue of EIRObserver examines this issue in 19 European
countries - the 15 EU Member States, Hungary, Norway,
Poland and Slovakia. It outlines: the regulation of overtime
through legislation and collective agreements; the level of
overtime working; and the positions, strategies and debates
of the industrial relations actors.

Working time is also the theme of several features in this
issue, which look at the increasing tendency for Spanish
collective agreements to introduce more flexible working
time, the working time preferences of Finnish workers (which
often differ from their actual working time) and the ‘family-
friendly’ working time schemes introduced (alongside other
family/work reconciliation measures) by a growing number of
Italian companies. 

EIRObserver presents a small edited selection of articles based
on some of the reports supplied for the EIROnline database,
in this case for May and June 2003. EIROnline - the core of
EIRO’s operations - is publicly accessible on the World-Wide
Web, providing a comprehensive set of reports on key
industrial relations developments in the EU Member States
(plus Norway) and an increasing number of candidate
countries, and at European level. The address of the EIROnline
website is: 

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

EIRO, which started operations in 1997, is based on a
network of leading research institutes in each of the countries
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
disseminate high-quality and up-to-date information on key
developments 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
organisations and EU institutions.
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The level of industrial action has
varied considerably between
European countries in recent years,
though is generally low in historical
terms. Transport and communica-
tions, followed closely by
industry/manufacturing, are the
sectors most prone to conflict, while
the most common cause of industrial
action is disputes over pay.

Industrial action - strikes, lock-outs etc -
is one of the most high-profile aspects
of industrial relations, not least in terms
of media coverage and public impact
and attention. It is seen in some
quarters as an important indicator of
whether or not industrial relations
systems are functioning well, with some
viewing industrial action as a sign that
a system is malfunctioning, and others
regarding it as a relatively normal
feature of a healthy and well-
functioning system. In June 2001, the
European Commission issued a
Communication on Employment and
social policies: a framework for
investing in quality. This document
suggests ways of promoting ‘quality’ in
employment and social policy and
proposes a set of indicators for
measuring such quality. One of the
indicators listed for ‘social dialogue and
worker involvement’ is ‘working days
lost in industrial disputes’. 

Here we provide a broad indication of
trends in industrial action over recent
years in the EU Member States, Norway
and three of the countries which are to
join the EU in 2004 - Hungary, Poland
and Slovakia. This article is a brief
summary of a full report on the
EIROnline website, based on
contributions from the EIRO national
centres, which provides more detail (eg
on basic industrial action indicators),
covers additional areas (eg dispute
resolution mechanisms) and outlines
the sources of the information and the
caveats that apply. 

Industrial action is an area where
international comparisons are
notoriously difficult, largely because the
way in which statistics are produced
differs greatly between countries, with
the definition of the industrial action
recorded varying considerably, and the
data being collected by a variety of
official and other bodies. For example,
criteria for inclusion in the statistics may
vary in terms of: the length of the
industrial action; the number of
workers involved; the nature of the
industrial action; or whether or not the
action is official or unofficial. Some
countries measure hours lost due to
industrial action, while others measure
days. Some countries do not appear to
produce any statistics for some

industrial action indicators.
Acknowledging these problems, in
1993, the ILO’s International
Conference of Labour Statisticians
adopted a resolution setting out a
uniform set of definitions for recording
statistics related to labour disputes, but
this does not appear to have been
adopted in all EU Member States. The
figures below should thus be treated
with caution, and readers should refer
to the full EIROnline report and its
various notes and explanations. It
should be noted that no gender-
segregated statistics for industrial action
are available.

Industrial action indicators 

Statistics are available from most
countries examined on: the number of
working days lost through industrial
action; the number of workers involved
in industrial action; and the number of
disputes. These figures provide
indications of trends in individual
countries. Looking at the 1998-2002
period (though in most countries,
figures for 2002 were not yet available
in early 2003, or only partial figures
could be obtained), notable points that
emerge include the following: 

• very low levels of industrial action -
and indeed absence in some years - in
Austria, Luxembourg and Slovakia;

• the fact that increases in dispute
activity often follow the course of the
bargaining cycle - eg the multi-year
cycles in Denmark, Finland, Norway and
Sweden are mirrored in the industrial
action figures, with upsurges in the
years of large-scale bargaining rounds; 

• a lack of any consistent trend in most
countries, with figures often rising and
falling from year to year. These annual
variations can be enormous - with
countries often experiencing major
peaks in action before and after years
of relatively lower action. Among the
few countries where any kind of overall
trend can be discerned are Portugal,
where levels of industrial action fell
consistently over 1998-2000, Poland,
where levels have been falling since
1999, and the UK, where levels have
been rising since 1999; and

• very different pictures in the broadly
comparable (in size terms) ‘big five’ EU
Member States. France, Italy and
especially Spain show considerably
higher levels of industrial action than
Germany (notably so) and the UK -
though the latter country appears to be
‘catching up’.

These absolute statistics are of little use
for international comparison. The very
different sizes of the countries mean

that they give little indication of the
extent to which countries are strike-
prone or otherwise in comparison with
others. The only measure which enables
this to be compared is the number of
working days lost per 1,000 employees.
The figure opposite gives the average
figures for working days lost through
industrial action per 1,000 employees
over 1998-2001 (insufficient data were
available for the inclusion of 2002).

On average over 1998-2001, the
highest levels of industrial action were
found in Denmark (462 days lost per
1,000 workers) and Spain (173 days)
and the lowest in Austria (0.2 days) and
Slovakia (no days). The average for all
countries was 60.6 days lost, while that
for the EU and Norway was slightly
higher at 67.1. The countries can be
divided into three groups:

• countries where industrial action was
at low levels, with an average of under
20 working days lost per year for every
1,000 employees - Austria, Germany,
the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal,
Slovakia, Sweden and the UK; 

• countries where industrial action was
at moderate levels, with an average of
20-70 working days lost per year for
every 1,000 workers - Belgium, Finland,
France, Greece, Hungary, Italy and
Luxembourg; and 

• countries where industrial action was
at relatively high levels, with an average
of over 70 working days lost per year
for every 1,000 workers - Denmark,
Ireland, Norway and Spain. 

However, the figures for such a short
period cannot give a proper picture of
national situations and trends. Notably,
the very high figure for Denmark in
1998 (nearly 1,300 days lost per 1,000
workers), arising from a major dispute
in the private sector, distorts both the
Danish figures and the overall average.
Over 1999-2001, the annual average in
Denmark was only 37.2, placing the
country in the moderate-action
category. Omitting the ‘one-off’ events
in Denmark in 1998 from the
calculation of the overall average for all
countries reduces it from 60.8 days to
38.5. There are also other cases where
a particular year has seen an unusually
high level of action in a country,
compared with the other years
examined - such as Hungary or Spain in
2000 and Luxembourg in 1998.
However, relatively stability appeared to
be the norm over 1998-2001 in
countries such as France, Germany,
Italy, Slovakia, Sweden and the UK.

Although there are considerable
differences between the levels of
industrial action in the various
countries, it should be noted that levels
throughout the EU are generally at a
low level, when compared with
previous years. In the first half of the
1980s (according to Eurostat), countries
such as Greece, Ireland, Italy, Spain and
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the UK averaged over 400 days lost per
1,000 workers annually, while
Denmark, France, Luxembourg and
Portugal averaged over 100. While
levels of activity generally dropped off
in the second half of the 1980s, Greece
and Spain still averaged over 600 days
lost annually, while Ireland, Italy and the
UK averaged over 100. The late 1990s
and early 2000s have thus been a
period of relative industrial peace in
many countries. 

Sectors most affected 
Industrial action is rarely spread evenly
through the economy, often being
concentrated in particular sectors,
either generally or in particular years.
We have identified the three sectors
most affected by industrial action each
year over 1998-2002 in 15 countries for
which information is available.

Across the countries covered (and
allowing for differing definitions of
sectors), the sector most affected by
industrial action over 1998-2002 was
probably transport and
communications, followed closely by
industry/manufacturing (particularly
metalworking). The broad public sector
(notably health and social work and
education) was the next most industrial
action-prone sector. Private sector
services rarely figured in the top three
sectors in any country, though with
exceptions such as commerce/retail in
Germany and Italy. Although the nature

of the data does not always allow the
private and public sectors to be
distinguished, it appears that the
distribution of industrial action between
the two varies considerably between
countries. For example, countries where
a relatively high proportion of the most
strike-prone industries are in the public
sector include Austria, Ireland,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland
and Portugal, while the private sector
seems more prominent in countries
such as Germany, Italy and Sweden.

A particular sector may dominate the
industrial action figures in a particular
year. For example, a single sector
accounted for half or more of all
working days lost in Denmark over
1999-2001 (industry), Germany in 2001
(metalworking), Ireland in 1999
(nursing) and 2001 (teaching), the
Netherlands in 1998 and 1999
(education) and Norway in 1998
(transport/communication) and 2000
(manufacturing).

Reasons for industrial action 
Industrial action statistics or other
sources allow the main causes of
industrial action to be identified in 14
countries. Taking the three main cause
for industrial action in these countries
over 1998-2002 (data are not available
for all years in all cases), we find,
unsurprisingly, that the leading reason
for industrial action is undoubtedly pay.
It features specifically among the

leading issues in all countries but
Austria, the Netherlands and Spain -
and in the latter two cases, pay can
probably be assumed to be involved in
many of the ‘collective bargaining
disputes’ which are prominent causes
of action. Pay is consistently the leading
single issue in industrial action in
Denmark, France, Hungary, Ireland,
Norway, Portugal, Sweden and the UK,
and is a leading issue in Belgium,
Finland and Italy. 

Employment is probably the next most
important reason for industrial action
(as in Belgium), especially when
dismissals (prominent in Denmark and
the UK), redundancies and job losses
(prominent in Finland and Italy) are
included in this category. The next most
common reason is issues arising out of
the bargaining process (as in Italy, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and
Finland) - which may of course include
concerns over pay and other
substantive matters. Working time (as
in Portugal, France and the
Netherlands) and working conditions
(prominent in Belgium and France)
come some way behind. Within these
overall trends, there are a number of
national peculiarities, such as the
prominence of accidents/health and
safety and political issues in Spain.

TN0303104U
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Working days lost through industrial action per 1,000 employees,
annual average 1998-2001

Average

EU and Norway***

Slovakia

Austria

Germany

Netherlands

Sweden

UK

Poland**

Portugal**

Belgium

Luxembourg

France

Italy

Greece*

Finland

Hungary

Ireland

Norway

Spain

Denmark 461.7

173.1

94.8

82.6

61.6

50.8

43.1

38.5

37.3

23.8

20.6

18.6

16.6

15.3

6.3

5.7

1.1

0.2

67.1

60.6

0.0

* Average of two years only; ** average of three years only; *** average.
Source: EIRO.



The EU-level social partners have
issued the first report on
implementation of the framework of
actions for the lifelong development
of competencies and qualifications
they agreed in March 2002. 

In March 2002, the central EU-level
social partners agreed a ‘framework of
actions’ for the lifelong development of
competencies and qualifications
(EIRObserver 3/02 p.4). The framework
identified four priority areas for action:
identifying and anticipating
competencies and qualifications needs;
recognising and validating
competencies and qualifications;
informing, supporting and providing
guidance; and mobilising resources.

While the framework is not binding,
the signatory parties hope to make an
effective and specific contribution to
the realisation of lifelong learning
within the framework of EU objectives.
The signatories’ member organisations
are to promote the text ‘at all
appropriate levels’ in the Member
States. The framework includes a
monitoring clause which states that the
social partners will draw up each year,
from 2003 to 2005, an annual report
on national operations carried out in
line with the framework’s priorities.
After three annual reports, the social
partners will assess by 2006 the impact
on companies and workers.

The first follow-up report, issued in
March 2003, describes how the
framework has been included in social
partner activities. It also provides
information on the actions taken at
cross-industry, sectoral and company
level, illustrated by examples of good
practice where appropriate. 

EU-level actions 
Actions at EU level underpin many of
the individual country initiatives, with
the European social partners
disseminating the framework of actions
and organising meetings with national
and European sectoral social partners.
They also support projects organised by
their members to promote the
framework, notably within the EU’s
Leonardo da Vinci vocational training
programme. Additionally, there have
been several developments in the
sectoral European social dialogue,
including: a joint declaration on lifelong
learning in the banking sector; bipartite
discussions in the textiles, clothing,
footwear and leather sector; a joint
document on skills in engineering,
metal and technology-based industries;
and a European vocational training
agreement in the agricultural sector. 

National actions 
The report identifies four major types of

follow-up action in Member States at
national, sectoral and company level:

• dissemination activities, including
translation of the framework and
meetings to inform, analyse and discuss
the priorities;

• discussion on the framework between
social partners and integration of the
priorities in collective agreements;

• promotion of the framework’s
approach and priorities through
tripartite concertation; and

• follow-up of one or several priorities
through more focused actions and
projects, either jointly between social
partners or separately. 

Identification and anticipation
Several countries have conducted
reports and studies taking account of
the economic and labour market
situations and prospects in the
country/sector concerned. For example,
an Irish taskforce on lifelong learning
published its report in October 2002,
and in Italy a national analysis of
training needs in various sectors has
been conducted by employers’
organisations and unions. In the UK,
the social partners have jointly launched
a set of case studies on dealing with
low literacy and numeracy in the
workforce. Other activities include
actions to develop the competencies of
certain categories of workers. For
instance, in Belgium, the social partners
and the government have agreed to
enlarge the system of paid educational
leave to part-time workers for
vocational training. In Luxembourg, the
construction sector has created a
sectoral training institute to ensure that
workers’ skills keep abreast of current
requirements. A further set of actions
are designed to match training offers
with the needs of companies and the
labour market, as in Germany.

Validation and recognition
Activities in this area are said to
demonstrate clearly the social partners’
concern to build bridges between the
world of formal education and the
world of work. The report details a
wide range of initiatives such as that in
the transport sector in Denmark, where
the social partners have devised a
system to validate competencies
acquired on a non-formal basis and
supply ‘missing’ qualifications on a
formal basis. In France, a mechanism to
allow the validation of work experience
is currently subject to tripartite
implementation and in Spain, new
legislation, adopted in June 2002, sets
up a comprehensive framework for
validation and recognition of
qualifications, taking into account both
formal and informal learning. Other
examples range from partnership with

public authorities or training institutions
at national or local level to autonomous
initiatives by social partners at national,
sectoral or regional level, as well as
actions at company level.

Information, support, guidance
The widely-reported activities in this
area relate to cooperation between the
social partners and public authorities
aimed at the provision of more effective
guidance, information and support
services, in particular for young trainees
and workers. For example, in Finland,
the social partners have set up a joint
working group with the public
authorities to disseminate information
to young people on opportunities
offered by business professions. 

Mobilisation of resources
The report states that the importance
of the effective mobilisation of
resources for the lifelong development
of competencies and qualifications is
reflected in a very wide variety of
instruments developed and reported.
These include company investment in
competence development, including
establishing development strategies and
investment in training. In Portugal, for
example, competencies and qualifica-
tions development have been taken
into account in collective agreements.
Elsewhere, investment by individuals is
reported, such as the use of ‘training
vouchers’. Also reported are various
forms of ‘co-investment’, such as
‘training cheques’ issued to companies
in Flanders and joint social partner
funds in Greece. Tax incentives have
been established or reinforced, as in the
case of Austria, where companies
investing in education and training can
now obtain tax credits and employees’
training expenses are treated as
income-related expenses in the
individual’s tax declaration. The Greek
employers’ federation has submitted a
proposal to the government on tax
incentives to encourage investment in
training and competence development.

Commentary 
This first report on the follow-up of the
EU framework confirms the interaction
between the activities and proposals of
the social partners at European and
other levels. The wide range of related
actions demonstrates how the debate
initiated by the framework has
produced real results within the various
national contexts while enabling
Member States to respect their own
social dialogue practices and traditions
of concertation between public
authorities and labour market parties.
This framework will doubtless make a
valuable contribution to raising the
skills levels and general employability of
the European workforce. (Beatrice
Harper, IRS) 

EU0306205F (Related records: EU0204210F,
EU0212207F, EU0301203N)

20 June 2003
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According to a recent study, three-
quarters of the members of HK –
Denmark’s largest trade union – work
in multinational enterprises, with
nearly half working for foreign-
owned firms. This increasing
‘internationalisation’ of business is
seen as posing a number of urgent
challenges for the Danish trade union
movement.

A recent study carried out by the Union
of Commercial and Clerical Employees
in Denmark (HK) - Denmark’s largest
union - and published in February 2003
examines the ownership of its
members’ workplaces, and finds that
75% of members work for a
multinational enterprise. Furthermore,
nearly half of the HK members covered
by the study (46.1%) work for a
multinational which is mainly foreign-
owned. The extent of this
‘internationalisation’ has come as
something of a surprise for Danish
unions, which until now had not seen
concrete statistics showing that
globalisation is affecting so many of
their members.

In the HK study, a multinational
enterprise is defined as a company
which has extensive economic activities
in several countries, in the form of
ownership or control of production
companies and/or distribution
networks. The study covers all
enterprises in the Danish private sector
which employ more than 10 HK
members - a total of 6,061 companies
with 107,500 HK members. Of these
employees, 75% were found to work
for a multinational company. Breaking
down the statistics by HK’s three private
sector sections - HK Industry, HK
Services and HK Commerce - shows
that 87% of members in the industry
sector are employed by a multinational,
compared with 83% in commerce/trade
(a sector previously thought to be
mainly national in scope) and 49% in
services

Challenge to unions 
The same trend towards an increasing
number of ‘multinational workplaces’,
often due to mergers and takeovers,
also applies to two other major trade
unions affiliated to the Confederation
of Danish Trade Unions (LO) - the
General Workers’ Union (SiD) and the
Union of Danish Metal Workers (Dansk
Metal), which both organise many
workers in the industrial sector.
Although no concrete figures are yet
available as they are for HK, the
international secretaries of the two
unions confirm that more than half of
their members work in foreign-owned

companies or Danish companies with
foreign subsidiaries – often with a
complicated structure which it is
difficult to see through. According to
HK, it is not appropriate that the
ownership and management structures
are so non-transparent in many
multinationals and that, for example,
Danish managers might have to consult
European-level managers who, for their
part, might be accountable to American
managers. 

According to HK, the growing
internationalisation of companies poses
a number of challenges, including the
following.

• In 1997, HK issued a proposal for a
European system of labour law and
industrial relations, including a ‘basic
agreement’ between employers and
trade unions in line with the Danish
model. Is there a need to revise this
proposal? And how can this initiative
best be communicated and promoted?

• In autumn 2003, the European
Commission is to consult the social
partners on the revision of the EU
Directive on European Works Councils
(EWCs), which HK views as having
many deficiencies. What are HK’s
wishes in relation to the revision of the
Directive? And what initiatives can HK
take in the short terms with a view to
strengthening work in EWCs?

• Is there a need for a new strategy for
HK’s work in supporting employee
representatives? This could, for
instance, take the form of assistance in
evaluating company finances, assets,
productivity etc in very large enterprises
where HK has members. How can HK
become better and more professional in
preparations for collective bargaining
etc?

• Is there a need for a more detailed
study of how internationalisation
affects HK’s 90,000 active members
employed in local public administration
or central state administration? 

Key role of employee
representatives 
In connection with the HK study,
several employee representatives
indicated that they had not received
sufficient support in the area of
internationalisation from LO and from
the leaderships of individual unions. A
handbook on the scope and
consequences of globalisation and
internationalisation and a handbook
setting out the most common English-
language terminology in this field are
examples of the kind of support that
employee representatives are looking
for in multinationals, where many of

their colleagues and managers are no
longer exclusively found in Denmark.
Employee representatives need better
skills when working in a European-
based company than in a purely
Danish-owned company, it is stated.
There are many more rules to
administer, such as those relating to
information and consultation over
major restructuring in multinationals.
Another example is wage negotiations,
which typically do not take place so
directly between the parties concerned
in multinationals as they do between
management and employees in Danish
enterprises.

Commentary 
The EWCs Directive came into force in
1996, but fewer than half of the
multinationals based in Denmark which
are covered by the Directive have so far
set up an EWC (according to figures
from the European Trade Union
Institute). This clearly reflects a lack of
willingness and interest in Denmark,
where EWCs are widely seen as a
European invention which will not
function in Denmark. According to HK,
this attitude needs to be revised
immediately because it is necessary to
move influence and power to where
they are most needed. European
initiatives have already been taken by
trade unions with a view to a certain
degree of coordination of collective
bargaining, in order to avoid ‘wage
dumping’, but there is probably still a
long way to go before we see actual
European-level collective agreements.
However, in the opinion of both
industrial relations researchers and
senior HK officials, the results of the
recent study show an urgent need for a
softening of prevalent attitudes towards
the EU. In their opinion, Danish unions
should try to obtain influence on EU
industrial relations policy and seek a
‘basic agreement’ at the European level
and the establishment of a European
system for the resolution of industrial
disputes. 

It is equally important that employee
representatives are better equipped for
performing their tasks in companies in
the wake of globalisation. Jens Pors,
the president of HK Industry, believes
that the unions have been very
reluctant to take the concepts of
globalisation and internationalisation
seriously and have equipped employee
representatives only for conducting
negotiations with members of the
Confederation of Danish Industries (DI).
He sees this at a clear example of
Danish unions’ failure to address this
problem in a timely and adequate way.
He therefore invites the unions to face
this challenge and the necessary
changes in attitudes. (Carsten
Jørgensen, FAOS) 

DK0305102F (Related records: DK9712143F,

EU0212208F, TN9907201S)

16 May 2003
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Finnish trade unions have published a
joint study on employees’ actual and
preferred weekly working hours,
finding that over a third would like to
change their weekly hours.

As part of recent incomes policy
settlements, the Finnish social partners
have been actively involved in
developing good working time
practices. A study published jointly in
April 2003 by the Central Organisation
of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK), Finnish
Confederation of Salaried Employees
(STTK) and the Confederation of Unions
for Academic Professionals (AKAVA)
examines how actual weekly working
hours differ from preferred working
hours. The study - based on Statistics
Finland labour force survey data for the
second quarter of 2001 - finds that
36% of employees would like to
change their weekly working hours,
even when this would change their
earnings accordingly. About 17%
would like to work less and 19% more.

Excessive hours 
The Working Hours Act and the EU
working time Directive stipulate
Finland’s basic working time
regulations. According to the former,
maximum regular working time is eight
hours per day or 40 hours per week.
There is some sectoral flexibility in how
the 40-hour average can be calculated
over a 52-week period. The EU
Directive stipulates a maximum working
week of 48 hours (over a reference
period), including overtime. However,
the study finds that regular weekly
working time exceeds 40 hours among
10% of employees and 48 hours
among 5%. To avoid problems related
to excessive weekly working hours, the
unions call for more extensive
monitoring of the Act’s occupational
safety aspects, and want a debate on
whether penalties for breaching the
working time regulations are sufficient
to prevent excessive hours. 

The study finds that over 50% of
employees working over 40 hours a
week want to work fewer hours, while
85% of employees working 30-39
hours a week are satisfied with their
regular weekly hours. About 30% of
members of AKAVA affiliates want to
work fewer hours, compared with 16%
of members of SAK unions. The wish to
work fewer hours is closely related to
education levels; the higher the
education, the higher the regular
weekly hours and the stronger the wish
to reduce them. 

According to the study, Finnish
employees would like to reduce their

weekly working time - on average - by
only 0-0.2 hours, suggesting that the
problem is not the average level of
working hours. What should be
addressed is an organisation of working
time that makes some groups of
employees work excessive hours and
others too few hours.

Involuntary part-time work 
Some 83% of women and 93% of
men have a full-time employment
contract. Part-time contracts are held by
17% of women and 7% of men. Of
these contracts, 6% and 2%
respectively are temporary. According to
Statistics Finland, 35% of part-timers
want a full-time job and 60% of
employees with temporary contracts
want an open-ended contract -
markedly higher figures than the EU
average.

The study finds that 63% of women
and 61% of men in temporary part-
time jobs want to work more hours. For
open-ended part-time jobs, the
corresponding figures are 46% and
44%. Women in temporary part-time
jobs want to work nine hours more per
week than at present. Men in these
jobs would like to work 10 hours more.
The regular working hours in these
part-time jobs are 21.9 for women and
21.8 for men. Thus, women in
temporary part-time jobs would prefer
to work 30.9 hours per week and men
30.8 hours - still clearly fewer hours
than in full-time jobs. Women in open-
ended part-time jobs would like to
work 5.7 hours and men seven hours
more per week, increasing their weekly
working time to 26.2 and 25.9 hours
respectively.

Reconciling work and family life 

If employees have children, their
average regular working hours increase
steadily with age until they reach 50
years, the study finds. For employees
without children, working hours rise
until the age of 40 and then start to
decline. If the working time of
employees with children could be
arranged according to their wishes,
they would work, on average, two
hours less per week - a figure twice as
high as for all employees. Unexpectedly,
this suggests that, over their lives,
employees with children work longer
hours than those without children. One
explanation may be that, in order to
support their children, parents need to
work more hours. 

On average, when employees with
children are aged under 30, they work

38 hours per week and at the age of
50 they work 41 hours per week. The
largest gap between actual and
preferred working time is in the 46-51
age group; employees with children in
this group would like to work 2.8 hours
less per week. For employees in the
same age group without children, this
gap is only 1.8 hours per week. 

Preferred working hours differ more
among men and women with children.
The gender gap is largest in the 26-30
age group, when families normally have
small children. In this age group, if they
have children, women want to work
5.1 hours less per week than men. This
gap reduces over time to about three
hours at the statutory retirement age of
65. Among employees without
children, the gap between men’s and
women’s preferred working hours is
largest in the 31-35 age group, at 3.8
hours, falling to two hours at
retirement age. 

The figures suggest that reconciling
work and family life is not easy in
Finland. Employees with children tend
to work more than average, particularly
when their children are young. The
pressure to combine work and family
life seems to be heavy on women, who
would like to work markedly less hours
than men when their children are
young. 

Commentary 
The unions’ study shows that finding a
better match between employees’
working hours and working time
preferences is a major challenge in
Finland. The inability to organise
working time according to employees’
individual needs may have serious
consequences given an ageing
population and the need to maintain
employees’ working capacity as long as
possible. It is a waste if employees
cannot work the hours they are ready
to offer on the labour market, and if
parents of young children cannot
provide the care for their children that
they would like. The social partners
have a crucial role in these issues and it
is hoped for that, together with the
new government, new initiatives will be
taken to improve the present situation.
The new government’s programme,
which emphasises the need to reconcile
family and working life, is promising.
(Reija Lilja, Labour Institute for
Economic Research)
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Over May-June 2003, French
industrial relations was dominated by
protests and debates over the
government’s pension reform plans.
The government amended its
proposals - though not the key point
of increasing the contribution period
required for a full pension - following
wide-scale strike action and
demonstrations, but many trade
unions remain opposed to the
reform.

The conservative government presented
a controversial draft bill on pension
reform in May 2003. It had three main
goals: 

• ensuring a high level of pensions by
extending the length of the working life
and contribution periods;

• safeguarding the principles of equity
and social justice in retirement schemes;
and

• enabling everyone to create a pension
and retirement arrangement for
themselves, by granting more flexibility
and freedom of choice.

In order to achieve these aims, the draft
bill provided for a wide range of
measures. On the issue of longer
working life contribution periods, the
notable changes included the following: 

• by 2008, all employees, except for
those covered by special schemes (in
publicly-owned companies), would have
to pay contributions for 40 years in
order to obtain a full state retirement
pension. The contribution period in the
public sector would thus be brought
into line with that of the private sector;

• the employment of people aged over
55 would be promoted by measures
such as limiting the scope of the state
early retirement scheme, abolishing
progressive early retirement, penalising
company early retirement schemes
financially, introducing a pension
supplement of 3% per year worked
over the age of 60 or beyond the
period of contributions required for a
full pension, and making the rules
governing pensioners’ employment
more flexible; and

• to stabilise the relationship between
the duration of the working life and the
length of the retirement period by
2020, the contribution period for a full
pension would be raised to 41 years by
2012 and almost 42 years by 2020,
given the current pattern of increasing
life expectancy.

On equity and social justice, key
measures included:

• achieving a replacement rate (ie
pension level) for the lowest-paid
employees worth 75% of the net SMIC
minimum wage after a full career
(adding together the pensions from the
basic and supplementary state
schemes);

• allowing employees who began to
work at 14 and 15 to retire at 58 and
59, under certain conditions;

• linking all pensions to the cost of
living, as the basic pension under the
general scheme has been since 1993.

• calculating civil servants’ pensions on
the basis of pay over the last three
years of the career (instead of the last
six months, as at present). Furthermore,
the creation of an ‘additional’ pension
scheme for civil servants would be
discussed, enabling bonuses currently
excluded from the calculation of their
pensions to be taken into
consideration; and

• simplifying and means-testing
survivors’ pensions.

Finally, on flexibility and freedom of
choice, the main provisions included
the following:

• for employees who want to retire
between 60 and 65 without the
required length of contributions to earn
a full pension, the early retirement
‘reduction coefficient’ would be
reduced from 10% per missing year, to
6% from 2009. In the civil service, a
similar reduction coefficient would be
progressively implemented (none
currently exists), to reach 6% per
missing year by 2013;

• the possibility of workers ‘purchasing’
quarterly periods of missed
contributions would be broadened,
particularly to take account of the
periods spent in education up to the
age of 40, up to a maximum of 12
quarters; and

• in the general scheme, part-time
employees would be able to pay
contributions on the basis of full-time
work. In the civil service, years worked
part time would count as full-time years
as far as pension entitlement is
concerned.

Government changes plans 
The draft bill was met with major trade
union opposition, expressed in a record-
breaking day of protest strike action
and demonstrations on 13 May. Across
the central government civil service,
57.5% of employees took strike action.
Between 1 and 2 million people
demonstrated in over 100 towns and

cities, responding to the unions’
combined strike call. Public transport
came to a standstill on 13 May and was
still affected the following day. 

On 14 May, the Minister for Social
Affairs, François Fillon, accompanied by
the Civil Service Minister, Jean-Paul
Delevoye, met all the main trade union
confederations (CGT, CFDT, CGT-FO,
CFTC and CFE-CGC) and employers’
organisations (MEDEF, CGPME and
UPA). At the end of a very long
negotiating meeting - the first talks on
the issue to be presented as such - the
two ministers put forward 14
amendments to the initial pension
reform plan. Despite a number of
advances made, especially on the
pension level for employees paid the
SMIC national minimum wage and on
workers with long careers, no trade
union confederations agreed to sign a
document presented in the early hours
of the morning. Talks resumed on 15
May without CGT. CGT-FO walked out
after a few minutes and, of the union
confederations, only CFDT, CFTC and
CFE-CGC stayed until the end of the
meeting. CFDT and CFE-CGC ultimately
agreed to the government’s proposals. 

The agreed list of decisions contained
19 amendments - see the box on p. 8 -
seriously altering the bill but without
challenging the key issue of
lengthening the contribution period
required to receive a full state pension.
A bill incorporating amendments based
on the list of decisions agreed on 15
May was passed by the cabinet on 28
May 2003. Scrutiny by the National
Assembly began with a stormy debate
on 10 June. Over 6,500 amendments
were tabled. 

Reactions 
CFDT feels that the pension reform bill,
after the integration of the
abovementioned amendments,
constitutes an acceptable compromise.
Although a number of points are still
unsatisfactory, it thinks that it was vital
to be involved in the process in order to
improve the government’s draft before
debate in parliament began.
Nevertheless, the rapidity with which
CFDT decided to sign up to the final list
of amendments has been fiercely
criticised, including by some of its own
members. 

The compromise agreement signed by
CFDT and CFE-CGC spelled the end of
the united trade union front on the
pensions issue. CGT, CGT-FO, the
National Federation of Independent
Unions (UNSA), the United Union
Federation (FSU) and the Group of 10
have continued to oppose the planned
reform. As early as the end of the first
session of negotiations with the
government, Bernard Thibault, the
general secretary of CGT, called for the
mobilisation to be broadened for a
national demonstration in Paris on 25
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May. The unions opposed to the
government plan have continued to
demand the opening of genuine talks
and called more days of national
industrial action during May and June.

CFTC, which took part in the
negotiations but did not sign up to the
decisions, found itself in a tricky
intermediate position. It took no stance
on the draft as a whole, but did not
join the call for a demonstration on 25
May. However, its president, Jacques
Voisin, thinks that CFDT’s hurried
signing of the deal prevented the other
unions from making progress in the
negotiations. CFTC now prioritises the
tabling of amendments and is lobbying
various parliamentary groups. Its main
demands relate to setting the minimum
pension at 100% of the SMIC, and
obtaining better conditions for people
who have raised children and survivors’
pensions.

On the employers’ side, UPA, CGPME
and MEDEF support the draft presented
by the government. However, UPA
regrets that the basis for calculating
social security contributions was not
widened to include all sources of
wealth creation in the country. CGPME
has criticised both the return to a
pension calculation method based on
the last six months of employment for
civil servants and (along with MEDEF)
the increase in old-age pension
contributions paid by employers. The
MEDEF president, Ernest-Antoine
Sellière, acknowledges that companies
should contribute to the reform by
enabling older workers to work longer
in adequate conditions.

Unsurprisingly, the ruling UMP and UDF
political parties are supporting the Fillon
plan. However, the Communist Party
has been doing battle in parliament,
with 6,000 amendments tabled by its
deputies alone. The Socialist Party (PS)

delayed taking a position on the
pension issue. It was only at the end of
its national conference on 16-18 May
2003 that its rejection of the planned
reform was clearly stated. The PS is
critical of the strategy based mainly on
lengthening the contribution period,
and of the rejection of an increase in
contributions and taxes to fund
pensions. Bernard Thibault of CGT was
greeted triumphantly at the PS
conference, while the absent CFDT
came in for stiff criticism. The PS is
asking the government to reopen
dialogue with the unions.

Commentary 
An extraordinary session of parliament
scheduled for July 2003 should enable
the pensions bill to be passed once and
for all. The Prime Minister, however,
ruled out the use of Article 49.3 of the
Constitution, which allows the passage
of a bill to be speeded up. It is
therefore likely that the debates on the
bill submitted by the government will
last longer than planned. 

Whatever the changes to the bill made
by parliamentarians, two crucial
problems inherent in the planned
reform are likely to persist: the fact that
the problem of the funding of pensions
has only been partially addressed; and
the absence of an overall employment
and labour policy. (Annie Jolivet, IRES)
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8 The key amendments to the pensions
reform bill agreed at the meeting on
15 May 2003 were as follows:

• the reform will affect private sector
employees, civil servants, the self-
employed in the retail, wholesale,
crafts and farming sectors and the
liberal professions (special schemes are
thus excluded);

• by 2008, no employee who has
completed a full career earning the
SMIC will receive a net pension worth
less than 85% of the net SMIC. This
objective will be reviewed in five years’
time;

• every three years, talks will be held
between the government and the
social partners on pension increases.
Discussions will also take place in the
civil service;

• the option of retirement before the
age of 60 will be extended to people
who have been employed since the
age of 16 (this applies to employees in
the general pension scheme and
employees and non-salaried workers in
aligned schemes). This option will be
reviewed in 2008. A working group
will be set up to address this issue in
the various branches of the civil service
(central government, local authorities
and public hospitals);

• the pensions supplement for working
longer will be set at 3% per extra year
of contributions over the basic level.
The penalty for shorter-than-standard
contribution periods will be lowered to
5% per missing year;

• the option of ‘buying back’ years of
contribution will be open to all,
regardless of age; 

• the old-age pension contribution
under the general scheme is to be
raised by 0.2 percentage points as of
January 2006. Funding will be re-
examined during five-yearly meetings.
By 2008, all the funding parameters
will be re-examined;

• the mechanisms for compensation
when members move between
schemes will be reviewed in
consultation with the social partners;

• the social partners will be
encouraged by the law to complete
talks within three years on the way to
take account in pensions of a job’s
degree of arduousness. In the civil
service, the government will undertake
a review of the situation of the jobs
listed as ‘difficult’; 

• in the civil service, pensions will still
be calculated on the basis of the last
six months of employment. A penalty
for missing years of contributions will
be established by 2006 (instead of
2004, as previously proposed) and an
upper limit will be set until 2020. The
calculation of pensions under a new
supplementary scheme will include
bonuses received throughout the civil
servant’s working life up to a limit of
20% of salary. The scheme will be
compulsory and managed jointly by
representatives of the social partners as
a public fund. The contribution rate
will be 10%, shared equally by the
employer and civil servant; and 

• specific measures will affect teachers,
armed and police forces personnel,
nursing auxiliaries in public hospitals,
part-time civil servants and staff whose
pensions will be raised to the new
guaranteed minimum.

Agreed amendments to pensions bill



Measures implemented by companies
to help their employees in reconciling
work and family responsibilities are
still relatively rare in Italy. However,
the findings of a recent survey
highlight a number of interesting
‘family-friendly’ schemes introduced,
sometimes by collective agreement,
by Italian companies in recent years. 

A 2003 study reports the findings of a
survey of company ‘good practice’ with
regard to reconciling work and family
life, conducted by the Fondazione
Regionale Pietro Seveso for the Ministry
of Labour and Social Policy’s Equal
Opportunities Committee (Quando il
lavoro è amico. Aziende e famiglie: un
incontro possibile, Anna M Ponzellini
and Anna Tempia, Edizioni Lavoro,
2003).

Care work as ‘women’s work’? 
The stated context for the study is that
enabling the reconciliation of work with
family responsibilities will be one of the
greatest challenges faced by all
industrial countries in the next few
years. Today, paid employment is both a
necessity and an opportunity for men
and women alike, but entering the
labour market has inevitably reduced
the amount of work that women
undertake within the family, such as:
care for small children, the elderly and
people with disabilities; domestic
chores; and administration of the
household. These activities are still
indispensable, but they can no longer
be performed by women alone. The
load, it is stated, must be redistributed
among the various actors involved, and
by means of solutions implemented at
various levels: at the private level with a
new division of family duties between
the partners in the couple; and at the
public level with financial support for
families and the widening and
upgrading of public services. No less
important, however, is the contribution
that companies can make by adopting
a ‘family-friendly’ culture and
introducing specific measures which,
without prejudice to corporate
objectives, address the needs of fathers
and mothers, and of all employees with
care responsibilities.

Help from companies 
In many respects, according to the
report, Italian companies do not seem
particularly sensitive to the difficulties
faced by their employees - especially
women with families - in balancing
work with domestic responsibilities.
Perhaps also because of the
predominance in Italy of small and very
small enterprises, the media periodically
report cases of discrimination in
recruitment, difficulties in career

advancement, and even dismissals of
pregnant women, due to the
widespread prejudice that women with
children are less productive.
Furthermore, the scarcity of part-time
jobs signals the preference of Italian
companies for a ‘totally available’
workforce such as that traditionally
constituted by adult males.

Given these circumstances, the results
of the recent survey conducted by the
Fondazione Regionale Pietro Seveso
come as somewhat of a surprise. The
survey shows the existence of a certain
number of companies which are
sensitive to the needs of employees
with family responsibilities, and which
have introduced organisational
solutions to improve the quality of their
lives.

Survey findings 
Examples of good company practices
were collected by a postal questionnaire
sent to 190 companies already reported
as being ‘sensitive’ to problems of
work/family reconciliation, and to 40
company ‘workers’ clubs’. Around
1,300 company-level agreements,
signed in all sectors and in every part of
the country during the period 1996-
2001, were also examined. The result
was a list of 310 company work/family
reconciliation measures, which were
classified into four types: ‘working
hours and telework’ (70% of the
total);‘company services’ (11%); ‘allow-
ances and benefits’ (18%); and ‘sup-
port during career interruptions’ (2%)

The most interesting working hours
and telework measures identified
were:

• forms of paid and unpaid leave to
deal with various kinds of family issues
- such as paternity leave for fathers on
the birth of a child, time off for
employees to care for sick family
members, or disabled or drug addicted
children, and bereavement leave; 
• flexible clocking-on and clocking-off
times; 
• self-management of shifts by
production workers; 
• paid leave for parents using childcare
services for the first time (parents may
be required to be present with the child
during the first few days at a nursery,
for example); 
• the option of working at home
during the child’s first year; and
• the introduction of an ‘hours bank’
system whereby overtime can be set
aside for use as time off according to
personal needs.

Notable among company services for
the family are the following:

• the establishment in a substantial
number of cases of company crèches,

‘baby parks’, and play areas (especially
in the Milan metropolitan area) within
large organisations, especially those
with high proportions of women
employees, such as hospitals, call
centres and insurance companies; 
• the organisation by numerous
companies of seaside, mountain or city
holidays for employees’ children;
• the provision by one company of a
take-away evening meal service run by
its canteen; and
• the introduction by one company of a
counselling service for employees with
family problems.

Allowances and benefits identified
include:

• advances on the end-of-service
allowance (Trattamento di fine
rapporto, Tfr - a portion of a worker’s
pay set aside by the employer and then
paid as a lump sum at the end of the
employment relationship) for employees
taking unpaid parental leave; 
• loans to employees in financial
difficulties;
• mortgages for employees’ house
purchases; 
• payment of workers’ kindergarten
and nursery fees; 
• study grants for employees’ children;
and
• in a particularly interesting case,
reimbursement by one company of the
care expenses incurred by employees
during temporary work postings (for
childminders or carers hired to look
after elderly/ill family members).

Finally, among career interruption
support measures particular mention
should be made of the creation by
several companies of ‘maternity and
paternity counsellors’, who maintain
contacts with absent employees or
organise tutoring or refresher courses
for employees returning after maternity
leave or long spells of parental leave.

Commentary 
The growing presence of women in
companies and their need to achieve
the best possible balance between
work and family life are inducing
numerous companies to flexibilise their
work organisation and to introduce
measures to assist employees in coping
with their family responsibilities, with
particular regard to the care of small
children (it is here that the public
services are most unsatisfactory).
Whatever the motives of these
companies - the pursuit of an ideal of
‘corporate social responsibility’,
maintaining good relations with the
local community, or curbing employee
turnover and absence - this new
attitude signals an important
development in labour relations
characterised by a focus on issues of
working life quality as well as the
greater individualisation of the solutions
proposed. (Anna M Ponzellini.
Fondazione Regionale Pietro Seveso)
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The Luxembourg social partners have
signed an agreement aimed at
facilitating access to continuing
vocational training and thus better
meeting the demands of the labour
market.

On 2 May 2003, the Union of
Luxembourg Enterprises (UEL) signed an
agreement on continuing vocational
training with the two main trade union
confederations - the Luxembourg
Confederation of Independent Trade
Unions (OGB-L) and the Luxembourg
Confederation of Christian Trade
Unions (LCGB).

Statutory training system 
According to official figures for 1998,
by investing only 1.7% of total payroll
costs in continuing training,
Luxembourg enterprises fall far behind
countries such as France and Germany
(where employers spend around 3%).
One reason for this low percentage is
the statutory position on vocational
training. The main features of the
legislation are as follows.

The law of 4 October 1973 on
educational leave applies to all
companies, with all expenses borne by
the state. It aims to:

• enable workers to complement their
vocational training by attending official
adult study courses, and to run training
schemes and educational activities for
young people;

• provide civic and social education for
young people; and

• give training and retraining to youth
workers and youth leaders.

Educational leave enables young people
to participate in approved training
schemes, study days etc. It may be
requested by people who are aged
under 25 and in employment, and have
six months’ service with the same
employer. The age limit does not apply
to people who: are enrolled on official
adult education courses; need training
as youth workers etc; or run training
courses for youth leaders or in youth
education. Educational leave lasts for a
total of 60 days. It may not exceed 20
working days over a two-year period
and may generally be broken down into
segments lasting at least two days.
Workers on educational leave are paid
according to the usual terms applying
to annual holidays.

Continuing vocational training has
flourished considerably since January
2000, when a new law introduced state
subsidies for it. This law provides all
enterprises with financial incentives to
provide continuing training to
employees with a view to boosting

productivity. Enterprises can opt for
either direct financial assistance or tax
breaks, as long as the money spent
comes to 0.5% of total paybill and is
spread over at least three years.
Continuing training may be organised
during or after working hours; in the
latter case, half of the training time
counts as working time. A Continuing
Vocational Training Centre was opened
in 2000 for so-called ‘traditional’ jobs,
under the auspices of the Ministry of
National Education and Vocational
Training. Little vocational training has so
far been organised jointly by the social
partners themselves, though there are
exceptions in sectors such as banking,
hospitals and construction.

The statutory ‘chambers of labour and
trade’ (three for employers and three
for employees) have specific
competences in the field of vocational
training; these include overseeing their
members’ vocational education and
organising evening classes designed to
give them opportunities for continuing
vocational training. 

Agreement facilitates access 
The new agreement signed by UEL,
OGB-L and LCGB seeks to adapt these
statutory regulations on continuing
training to the work environment. It
contains adjustments to current legal
provisions, aimed at facilitating access
to individual training. The agreement’s
measures facilitating participation in
training courses include flexible
organisation of working time, the
development of part-time working and
a ‘time-credit’ scheme. However, the
agreement seeks to go further by
encouraging enterprises not only to
establish this kind of work organisation,
but also, in well defined circumstances,
to introduce unpaid leave and
individual training leave. Only training
offered by a public or private
establishment awarding certificates
recognised by supervisory bodies is
eligible.

Unpaid leave is rare in Luxembourg
employment law. At present, it is rarely
granted and in any event requires the
agreement of the employer. The new
agreement is thus innovatory in that,
after two years’ service, employees will
qualify for unpaid leave of between
four weeks and six months (with an
accumulated maximum of two years) to
undergo training provided by public or
private institutions. While workers are
on unpaid training leave, their
employment contracts are suspended,
and they return to their previous
employment when the contract is
reactivated. The employer may refuse to
grant unpaid training leave if: 

• the applicant is a senior manager, and
the enterprise has under 15 employees;

• a significant proportion of the
employees in a department is 
absent;

• it is impossible to organise a replace-
ment worker because of the specific
nature of the work;

• there is a shortage of labour in the
employee’s job; and

• the work is of a seasonal nature. 

Under the new agreement, after being
a member of the social security scheme
for two years, an employee may
request 20 days’ individual training
leave over a period of two years, with a
maximum of 80 days’ leave during their
career. The training leave is to be used
for attending courses, sitting
examinations, preparing for
examinations and writing up reports.
The employer may turn down an
application for individual leave, if
granting it has major harmful
repercussions for the running of the
enterprise. Leave is considered as
working time and the employer
provides the employees with pay
compensation, which will then be
reimbursed by the state.

The agreement will require legislative
changes. While the provisions on
flexible working hours and unpaid
training leave can be implemented
easily by the government, the individual
training leave scheme will need specific
amendments to tax and social security
law. 

Commentary 
Luxembourg has offered a number of
continuing vocational training
opportunities since at least 1973.
However, the 1973 law is aimed above
all at young employees. Moreover, this
law has always been managed by the
Ministry of National Education, and the
Ministry’s intervention has been
required. Taking this leave has been
tolerated, but has not always been
favourably looked on by employers. The
new agreement between the two
largest union confederations and the
largest employers’ association will
throw a quite different light on this
aspect of continuing vocational
training. Unpaid leave, which is largely
unknown in Luxembourg law and
practice, will probably undergo
considerable expansion and facilitate
access to individual training. It will
constitute a move in line with
employers’ ongoing demand for a more
skilled workforce. It is to be hoped that
the agreement will be implemented
soon. The government will have to
amend certain laws, and the social
partners will have to ratify the new
rules in future collective agreements.
(Marc Feyereisen)
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A recent survey highlights the
increasing tendency for agreements
to introduce more flexible working
time. This includes measures such as
annualisation, daily flexibility and
irregular distribution of working time
over the year.

The Spanish Confederation of
Employers’ Organisations (CEOE)
published the findings of its 2002
company survey on collective
bargaining in spring 2003. Here we
focus on the survey’s findings on
working time, which is becoming an
increasingly important issue in
bargaining. A major trend appears to
be that ‘qualitative’ aspects - ie the
flexible distribution and organisation of
working time - are gaining importance
over ‘quantitative’ ones - ie the number
of hours of work. The context is that
the major labour market reform of
1994 allowed the content of bargaining
on working time to be extended to
flexibility issues such as irregular
distribution of working time over the
year

Basis for calculation 
Labour law gives precedence to
bargaining in establishing the basis for
the calculation of working time (eg
daily, weekly, annual etc). The
annualisation of working time in
collective agreements is becoming more
important. According to the CEOE
survey, 52% of collective agreements -
68% of company agreements and 50%
of national sectoral agreements - now
provide that working time is exclusively
calculated on an annualised basis.
However, 20% of agreements still
provide for weekly calculation, whereas
25% establish a dual system of annual
and weekly calculation. According to
CEOE, the annual/weekly formula
introduces rigidity because it limits the
irregular distribution of working time
over the year. The study states that the
implementation of annualised working
time and more flexible distribution of
hours almost always requires company
agreements. Many sectoral agreements
thus refer bargaining to lower levels.

Daily hours 
By law, the normal hours of work may
not exceed nine hours per day unless a
collective agreement establishes a
different distribution of working time,
which must respect the rules on daily
rest periods. The CEOE survey finds that
39% of collective agreements regulate
maximum daily hours, with the average
standing at eight hours 32 minutes. The
daily distribution of working time may
be continuous or split. Continuous
working time is laid down in 65% of
collective agreements, and 54% of
workers covered work a continuous
day. According to CEOE, this

contributes to the reconciliation of
work and family life.

Another important aspect of daily
working time distribution is the use of
flexible timetables, or flexi-time - ie
flexibility over daily starting or finishing
times, around a common core period.
This is becoming more common,
though mainly in company agreements,
40% of which provide for this
possibility. However, flexible timetables
affect only certain departments or
sections or certain occupational
categories or levels. Overall, this system
is far from widespread, with only 20%
of collective agreements providing for
it.

Irregular distribution of working
time 
Law allows collective agreements to
establish an irregular distribution of
working time over the year. The only
limits are the statutory nine hours per
day and 40 hours per week. CEOE finds
that 36% of collective agreements
include some system allowing for
irregular distribution. This possibility is
included in 62% of national sectoral
agreements, which tend to refer
bargaining on this subject to company
and workplace level. The agreements
include a variety of formulae for flexible
distribution, such as:

• shorter working time in certain
months of the year, normally the
summer, balanced by longer working
time the rest of the year;

• the possibility of irregular distribution
of working time in certain
circumstances - at the discretion of
management, but sometimes with
limits for such changes to work
schedules;

• ‘pools’ of a certain number of hours
to be worked flexibly per year at the
company’s behest. These form part of
annual working time, even if the
working time is irregular. Workers can
be required to work these hours in line
with the company’s technical and
organisational needs; and

• the possibility of irregular distribution
of working time subject to control by
company workers’ representatives. This
may take the form of non-binding
information and consultation, or may
require a specific agreement. 

Overtime 
Overtime is voluntary, according to the
law, unless laid down in collective
agreements or individual employment
contracts. The limit on overtime is 80
hours per year. The 1997 intersectoral
agreement on collective bargaining
provided for the reduction of overtime,
and its compensation with time off. The

criteria, the amount and the
distribution of compensation should be
developed in company agreements.
According to CEOE, in practice the
treatment of this issue in agreements
varies greatly:

• 47% of sectoral agreements and
30% of company agreements prioritise
compensation for overtime through
time off. Different formulae are used,
most notably mixed ones combining
pay with time off. Sometimes the
number of hours of overtime and time
off is quantified; and

• references to reduction or elimination
of overtime in order to create
employment appear in 27% of
agreements, but are more common in
sectoral agreements (38%). Sufficient
progress does not seem to have been
made on this point. 

Reduction 
Average collectively agreed annual
working time in 2002 was 1,763 hours
- 1,765 hours in sectoral agreements
and 1,724 hours in company
agreements. The average agreed
working week was 37 hours 54
minutes in company agreements and
39 hours 8 minutes in sectoral
agreements. Overall, annual working
time has been reduced gradually and
moderately since 1996 in both sectoral
and company agreements, with the
former making greater reductions.

Annual leave 
In general, bargaining complements the
legal minimum annual leave period of
30 calendar days, with collective
agreements setting average annual
leave at 30.3 calendar days or 23
working days. Some 6% of agreements
provide for slightly longer leave in line
with seniority.

Commentary 
The CEOE report concludes that ‘the
figures confirm a tendency towards
increasing flexibility, combined with the
presence of signs that indicate the need
to intensify bargaining efforts’. Working
time has become a variable for
adjusting and reducing costs. This
policy of more flexible working time is
promoted by employers and is seen as
a ‘lesser evil’ by trade unions in order to
save jobs. However, two key objectives
pursued by unions - the reduction of
working time and the reduction of
overtime - do not seem to have
progressed greatly in collective
agreements, according to the figures.
The amount of overtime has hardly
fallen. It is now compensated partly
with time off and partly with pay. In a
low-pay country like Spain, the
preference of workers for paid overtime
is an obstacle to further progress in job
creation. (Antonio Martín Artiles, QUIT-
UAB)

ES0305203F (Related records: ES0206208F, ES0107152F,
ES0108157F, ES9706211F)
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This comparative supplement examines
the changing regulation and use of
overtime working in the EU Member
States, three countries joining the EU in
2004 (Hungary, Poland and Slovakia),
and Norway. The supplement - based
on contributions from the EIRO national
centres - is an edited version of a full
comparative study available on the
EIROnline website, which provides
considerably more detailed information
and analysis on a number of issues. As
a general working definition, overtime
hours are considered here as those
worked above a certain threshold of
working time, and which attract
enhanced compensation for the worker,
either in the form of an increased rate
of pay or time off in lieu. In national
regulations on the issue, this general
definition is expressed in a variety of
ways and with many exceptions. The
starting point for distinguishing national
rules from each other is the type of
threshold used (daily, weekly etc), either
in legislative or collectively agreed
terms, and its relationship to actual
working time. 

Overtime regimes are changing rapidly.
They are an essential instrument for
obtaining the flexibility sought by
businesses, a trend to which no country
is immune. They are also, though less
frequently, an element of flexible
systems aiming to reconcile the
restrictions of work more effectively
with a higher quality of life. Moreover,
overtime systems have often been
changed in recent years owing to
reforms undertaken by EU Member
States and candidate countries to
comply with the EU Directives on
working time (93/104/EC) and part-time
work (97/81/EC). The former provides
notably that the average working time
for each seven-day period, including
overtime, must not exceed 48 hours,
over a reference period not exceeding
four months. A final force for change,
and a significant one in those countries 
concerned, is the forms of working
time reduction adopted in some
countries as part of employment
policies, which have had a radical
impact on overtime regimes. In all
cases, overtime schemes are a key
element in the working time strategies
of the industrial relations actors.

This study examines:

• legislation and collectively agreed
provisions on overtime;

• the (limited) statistical information
available on the level of overtime
working; and

• the overtime-related strategies and
stances of the industrial relations actors

- employers, employers’ organisations,
employees, trade unions and
governments - and the debates among
them on the issue.

Basic systems and definitions 

In terms of the procedures for
regulating working time and overtime,
and the basic rules in this area, two
typical situations can be identified
among the countries considered. The
first is characterised by regulations
initiated by collective bargaining, and
the second by regulations formulated in
legislation. In the former case, basic
national rules are hard to describe as
they are often marked by much sectoral
and local diversity. In the latter case,
despite exceptions, there is greater
national homogeneity. However,
throughout Europe it appears that,
though using different regulatory
procedures - mainly dictated by the
basic distinguishing features of national
industrial relations systems - the same
economic and social objectives are
being sought, ie worker protection
coupled with productive flexibility. The
basic rules set by the two models are
not so different, and one might almost
identify in them a ‘European model’ for
working time regulation.

To take account of these basic
similarities, the vocabulary used in
national regulations must be put aside.
What are termed in some countries
‘maximum hours’, after which
‘overtime’ hours begin, are elsewhere
referred to as ‘standard hours’. In both
cases, this level of working hours
actually acts as the working time norm.
A second maximum level relates to the
ceiling on working hours that cannot
be exceeded by overtime. In some
countries, this ceiling can also be
exceeded through exemptions. We thus
use here a comparative vocabulary
which differs from that adopted in
particular national regulations, as
follows:

• overtime hours are those that attract
enhanced compensation for the worker,
in the form of either an increased rate
of pay or compensatory time off.
Overtime is considered here as work
beyond the point at which the higher
rate of payment or compensatory time
off begins, though collective
agreements may set a different normal
working time, whether longer or
shorter depending on the national
system in question;

• ‘extra time’ are those hours worked
beyond the usual working time - most
often set by collective agreements - but
below the threshold at which enhanced

compensation commences. No
increased rate of pay or compensatory
time off is granted;

• extended hours are those worked in
excess of usual working time - extra
time and/or overtime included - but are
neither counted as hours worked nor
paid; and

• all of the above three categories
comprise additional hours

Roles of legislation and
bargaining 
The field of working time has
traditionally been marked by a clear
distinction between national systems in
which legislation takes an active role
and those in which the initiative is left
to collective bargaining. However, in
both types of system, general trends
mean that the social partners have
acquired increasing independence, and
that the level at which such
autonomous bargaining occurs has
become more decentralised. Working
time is an essential aspect of company
organisation and it appears to be
generally accepted that this must be
regulated at the point closest to the
workplace and its particular constraints.
However, the national methods of
regulating these expanding margins for
negotiation differ greatly, and in many
countries the social partners do not
enjoy a high degree of independence of
action. 

The working time regimes of the three
EU candidate countries examined are in
a transitional phase and represent a
special case. Bargaining is still weak in
these countries, and almost all
regulatory norms stem from legislation,
which is now striving to introduce the
main provisions of the EU Directives in
this area, particularly those on
maximum working time. In Hungary,
probably the most advanced candidate
country in terms of the collectively
agreed regulation of working time, in
the area of overtime such regulation
currently serves only to allow premium
rates of pay to be converted into time
off in lieu, and to extend the reference
periods used in variable/annualised
working time systems beyond statutory
limits

In the Member States, to the extent
that a widely-shared framework for the
regulation of working time schemes can
be identified, this involves the legislator
setting the rules for maximum working
time, on the basis of which negotiators
agree actual working time schemes.
Usually, legislation sets, de facto, two
thresholds. The first, variously referred
to as the ‘norm’ or ‘maximum’, marks
the point at which overtime begins,
with the legislator setting the minimum
premium pay rate or time off in lieu
that must compensate hours worked
beyond this threshold. The second sets
maximum allowable overtime or an
overall maximum daily or weekly limit
for working hours. Within this
regulatory framework, negotiators

Overtime in Europe
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Table 1. Principal features of overtime schemes 
Country Maximum working Threshold marking beginning Specific maximum Conditions for use Enhanced pay rate 

time (1) (minimum of overtime (2) overtime limits of overtime and/or time off in 
daily rest period, (procedures, lieu  
where no maximum Method of setting Threshold level justifications) 
daily hours) threshold

Austria 10 hours per day, Legislation. 8 hours per day, 5 hours per week, No conditions. +50% pay rate 
50 hours per week 40 hours per week, and additional or +50% time 
(maximum under which is above 60 hours per off in lieu. 
certain conditions). average collectively year. 

agreed working time. 

Belgium 8 hours per day, Legislation and 8 hours per day, None. May only be used +50% pay rate 
38 hours per agreements (sector 38 hours per on specific grounds (+100% at weekends
week. or company level). week. - exceptional peaks of and public holidays) - 

work, force majeure, may be converted into
unforeseeable needs. time off in lieu if 
Authorisation pro- provided for by 
cedures vary according collective agreement.  
to reason.

Denmark 48 hours per week Agreements 37 hours per week 12 hours over Notice period Companies with 
(minimum daily (sector or (industrial sector 4 weeks required agreement - increased
rest period of company level). agreement). (industrial sector (industrial sector pay rate, then time off 
11 hours). agreement). agreement). in lieu for overtime 

hours over a threshold. 
Companies without 
agreement - mostly 
time off in lieu.

Finland 8 hours per day, Legislation or 40 hours or 138 hours over Individual agreement +50% pay rate for 
40 hours per week. agreement. collectively agreed 4-month period, of employee required first 2 hours per day, 

working time. 250 hours per year for work over +100% above that. 
over statutory 40 hours per week. May be converted 
threshold of 40 hours, into time off in lieu 
raised by 80 hours per by agreement. 
year if the 138 hours 
over a 4-month period 
is complied with.

France 10 hours per day, Legislation. 35 hours per week. 180 hours per year No conditions. Between 35th and 
48 hours per week. or set by collective Permission from 43rd weekly hour - 

agreement. authorities required minimum pay rate 
for exceeding of +10% (+25% 
annual limits. without agreement) 

or time off in lieu by 
agreement. From 
44th hour - +50% 
pay rate. 

Germany 8 hours per day, Agreements (sector Varies between Varies between Agreement of works Increased pay rate 
48 hours per week. level). sectoral agreements. sectoral agreements. council required, and/or time off in 

except where sectoral lieu, by collective 
agreement includes agreement. 
specific provision.

Greece 9 hours per day, Legislation. 40 hours. 3 hours per day over Over 43 hours per From 40th to 43rd 
43 hours per week 43 hours (in case of week requires weekly hour - +50% 
(assuming five-day emergency, no limits justification, notifica- pay rate. From 44th 
week). on first day, and tion of authorities hour - +150% pay 

4 hours on next and record-keeping. rate.
4 days). Annual  limits, 
varying by sector and 
region, set every six 
months by Ministry of 
Labour.

Hungary 12 hours per day, Legislation. 8 hours per day, 200 hours per year, Reasons required, + 50% pay rate (or time 
48 hours per week. 40 hours per week. may be raised to 300 notice to be given, off in lieu by agree-

hours by agreement. record-keeping ment), +100% pay rate 
compulsory. for work on holiday (or 

+50% if time off in lieu 
granted.)

Ireland 48 hours per week Agreements. Varies between (mainly 2 hours per day, 12 No conditions. +25% pay rate 
(minimum daily rest company) agreements hours per week, 240 (agreements often lay 
period of 11 hours). (average 39 hours). hours per year, or 36 down higher rates). 

hours over 4 consecu-
tive week. Limits can 
be exceeded with per-
mission from 
authorities. 

Italy 48 hours per week Legislation and 40 hours per week. 250 hours per year Collective agreement +10% rate (in absence 
(minimum daily rest agreements (sector (may be lower by required (sector or of agreement on higher 
period of 11 hours). level). agreement). company-level). rate).
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Country Maximum working Threshold marking beginning Specific maximum Conditions for use Enhanced pay rate 
time (1) (minimum of overtime (2) overtime limits of overtime and/or time off in 
daily rest period, (procedures, lieu  
where no maximum Method of setting Threshold level justifications) 
daily hours) threshold

Luxembourg 10 hours per day, Legislation. 8 hours per day, None, but overall Permitted only on +25% pay rate for 
48 hours per week. 40 hours per week. statutory daily and specific grounds (eg blue-collar workers, 

weekly working time exceptional cases), +50% for white-collar 
limits (see first column). permission from worker. May be 

authorities required. converted into time 
off in lieu at +50% for 
all workers.

Netherlands 12 hours per day (11 Legislation and Varies between None, but overall Must be ‘incidental’ Increased pay rate 
hours if no agreement), agreements. collective agreements statutory daily, weekly and not ‘structural’. and/or time off in lieu, 
60 hours per week (no fixed level). and quarterly working Collective agreements by collective 
(54 with no agree- time limits (including often require agree- agreement. 
ment), 624 hours per ‘incidental hours’), ment of works council 
13-week period (585 which may be and/or employees 
without agreement). extended within limits concerned. 

by agreement (see first 
column).

Norway 9 hours per day, Legislation. 9 hours per day, 200 hours per year Permitted only on +40% pay rate 
48 hours per week. 40 hours per week, (overtime between specific non- (usually +50% by 

which is above 200-400 hours per permanent grounds agreement, and 
average collectively year allowed by (eg unforeseen +100% after 
agreed working individual events or volume 21.00). 
time (37.5 hours). agreement). of work). Subject (if 

possible) to discus-
sion with staff repre-
sentatives and (for 
overtime between 
200-400 hours) to 
agreement with 
employee.

Poland 10 hours per day, Legislation. 8 hours per day, 4 hours per day, Permitted only on +50% pay rate for 
40 hours per week. 40 hours per week 150 hours per year. specific grounds (eg first 2 hours, +100% 

(over 5-day week). employers’ special for further hours (and 
needs or rescue work at night, on 
operations), Sunday and holidays). 
monitored by May be converted into 
authorities. time off in lieu at 

request of employee 
and with employer’s 
agreement.

Portugal 8 hours per day, Legislation and 8 hours per day, 44 2 hours per day, Permitted only on +50% pay rate for 
44 hours per week agreements. hours per week (up to 200 hours per year. specific grounds (eg 1st hour, +75% 
(up to 10 hours per 10 hours per day, unscheduled increased thereafter, +100% on 
day and 50 hours per 50 hours per week by workload or force rest days and holidays. 
week, by agreement). agreement). majeure), record- Plus time off in lieu at 

keeping required. 25% of hours worked.

Slovakia 58 hours per week Legislation. 40 hours per week over 18 hours per week, No conditions for up to + 25% pay rate 
(exemption by 5- day week (‘regular’ 150 hours per year 150 hours per year. (higher by company-
collective agreement working schedule - (excluding certain level agreement). 
and permission from daily minimum of overtime, such as in 
authorities). 3 hours and maximum event of disasters). Up 

of 9 hours). to 300 hours in special 
cases by company-level 
agreement and with 
authorities’ permission. 

Spain 9 hours per day, Legislation. 40 hours per week, 80 hours per year. Requires collective Increased pay rate 
40 hours per week. which is above average agreement or (average +18%) or 

collectively agreed agreement by time off in lieu, by 
working time. employee. collective agreement.

Sweden 8 hours per day, Legislation. 40 hours per week, None, but overall Must be justifiable (eg Increased pay rate 
40 hours per week. which is above average statutory weekly work- special needs, or (usually +50% to 

collectively agreed ing time limits (see first employers’ require- +100%) or time off in 
working time. column). Temporary ments) and often lieu, by collective 

exemptions possible by subject to agreement agreement. 
(company or work- (company or work-
place) agreement . place). Record-keeping 

compulsory, monitoring 
by staff representatives.

UK 48 hours per week Agreements (company- Varies between None, but overall No conditions. Increased pay rate or 
(minimum daily rest level). (company-level) statutory weekly work- time off in lieu, by 
period of 11 hours). agreements. ing time limits (from agreement. 

which individuals may 
‘opt out’). 

Notes: (1) However it is described (maximum or standard) in the national regulations; (2) Threshold beyond which increased pay rate or time off in lieu
for overtime begins, either called ‘maximum working time’, or the ‘statutory period’, or equivalent to the collectively agreed working hours,
depending on country.

Source: EIRO.



decide on the actual working time
scheme, and which rules on extra pay
or time off in lieu should apply. In some
cases, negotiators also have the
authority to move the thresholds. (It
should be noted that collective
bargaining coverage varies considerably
between countries, and that in a
country such as the UK for many
workers overtime and other working
time matters are, within the statutory
framework, largely left to individual
bargaining or unilateral employer
initiative.)

In terms of the regulatory framework
for overtime, three characteristic
situations may be identified in the
current EU Member States and Norway,
as follows.

• In many Scandinavian and southern
European countries, plus Austria and to
some extent the Netherlands, the
‘norm’ for working time is set by
legislation, which leaves it to
negotiation to decide on the actual
hours worked, usually below this norm.
The statutory norm (often called the
maximum working time), is thus a
threshold marking the point at which
extra pay or time off for overtime
begins. Additional hours worked in
excess of the negotiated hours but
below the statutory threshold are not
classed as overtime in regulatory terms
(and are paid as ordinary hours, as in
Austria, Italy, Norway, Spain and
Sweden). The legislator also sets the
ceiling for the overall number of hours
worked, including overtime. These
general principles are applied in a
variety of ways, depending on: whether
the negotiators establish rules that are
close to or far from the statutory ones;
the degree of decentralisation of
bargaining; and the rights to derogate
from the statutory rules granted by
legislation. Collective bargaining can
lower the thresholds at which overtime
begins (as in Finland) or raise them (as
in Italy), or increase the maximum
permissible statutory number of hours
of overtime (as in Italy, Norway and
Sweden). In other cases, it is the
legislator that offers the option of
exemption from the regulations, eg on
the basis of permission granted by the
authorities (as in Greece).

• In countries such as Germany and
Denmark, the working time norm and
overtime scheme fall within the remit of
collective bargaining. The legislator
restricts itself to setting an upper limit
on working time (or a maximum level
of overtime, which comes to the same
thing). Overtime begins beyond the
threshold constituted by the negotiated
norm. If there is no bargaining, the
concept of overtime is therefore absent. 

• The UK is in a third situation unique
to itself. The regulatory framework
differs little from that described above,
but there are three essential differences.
The favoured level of bargaining on
working time (as on other issues) is
now the company, or workplace, rather
than the sector. It is only recently, with
the application of the EU working time
Directive, that legislation has introduced

a maximum weekly working time (and
in effect a daily working time). Lastly,
overtime is hardly limited by bargaining,
even at local level. 

France and the Netherlands are very
specific cases. However, recent
developments mean that they are now
less unusual.

• France is usually described as the
‘prototype’ for state intervention, a
view challenged within France itself .
However, nowadays the idea that the
legislator decides everything in terms of
employment conditions is far from
accurate. In the field of working time
especially, the state actively encourages
collective bargaining. It has built a very
precise framework of restrictions to its
own intervention in such matters. It
also largely reproduces the results of
previous bargaining in its statutory
provisions.

• The Dutch method of regulation is
unusual. The state determines normal
hours. Deviations can be negotiated,
within certain limits, in collective and
company bargaining. On top of this, in
very special circumstances, these limits
can be stretched even further, again
through negotiations and within limits.
Additional compensation for deviations
from the norm is provided only by
collective bargaining. 

Standard working time and
overtime 
Table 1 on pp.ii-iii summarises the main
rules of the standard overtime schemes,
set by legislation or collective
agreements, in the countries
concerned. When these rules result
from bargaining, it is possible in only a
few cases to reduce the diversity of the
provisions in a particular country to a
common principle. Moreover, standard
working time schedules often
incorporate flexibility measures, with
maxima and thresholds defined as
averages over a reference period.
However, this is usually linked to
specific provisions on planned variation
or annualisation of working hours (see
below).

As the table indicates, there are
considerable differences (examined in
more detail in the full EIROnline study)
between the countries considered in
areas such as: the level and nature of
maximum working time and of
maximum overtime limits, where
applicable (and the relationship
between the two); the threshold
marking the point at which overtime
begins and how it is set (by legislation,
collective agreement or a combination
of the two); the existence and nature of
procedural conditions governing the
use of overtime and the justifications
required; and the rules on
compensation for overtime - how they
are set, whether compensation is in the
form of an increased premium rate of
pay or time off in lieu (or a choice
between the two), and what level the
compensation is set at. 

Atypical working time 
The regulations set out in table 1 refer
essentially to full-time hours worked in
a standard pattern. Two forms of
‘atypical’ working time arrangement are
particularly relevant to overtime
regulation: flexibility of working time,
through variations/fluctuations in
weekly or daily hours while maintaining
an average over a reference period,
annualisation and flexible working; and
part-time work.

Flexibility of working time
A few countries include schemes for
making working time more flexible
within their standard rules on working
time limits and thresholds, and others
have introduced special schemes for
variation/fluctuation and annualisation
of working time, either through
legislation or bargaining. These
schemes vary widely in scope because
the basic reference period over which
working time is calculated (and with it
the threshold for overtime) varies from
a few weeks (often four) to genuine
annualisation (ie over a 12-month
period).

Finland, France and Portugal are among
those countries to have eschewed the
weekly framework for calculating the
threshold beyond which overtime is
counted. In Finland, the 40-hour limit
for regular weekly working time may be
averaged over 52 weeks. In France,
recent legislation has further endorsed
the annualised calculation of standard
working time, on the condition that
there is a collective agreement covering
the issue. In Portugal, weekly hours are
calculated as an average over a four-
month period. 

More countries have introduced
working time flexibility with special
measures, referred to as
variation/fluctuation and annualisation
schemes - ie permitting working hours
to be varied (usually subject to
maximum limits) around an average
over a reference period. Usually these
schemes are procedurally ‘mixed’, in
that legislation sets a basic framework
and limits on the opportunities for
varying weekly hours, while bargaining
decides on the introduction of variation
or annualisation schemes, and
stipulates the rules under which they
operate. In Austria and the
Netherlands, for example, there are
stringent restrictions. In Italy, bargaining
implements such schemes by setting
the reference period used for the
calculation of working time and the
thresholds. In Hungary, bargaining can
extend the statutory reference period.
In Germany and the UK, negotiators
enjoy total decision-making autonomy
over the rules on variation and
annualisation.

The special case of part-time work
Most countries examined have adapted
their rules on part-time work to comply
with the EU Directive on the issue. Part-
time work is thus defined in these cases
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as working time that is regularly shorter
than the standard working time.
However, a few countries set a precise
maximum for part-time work (eg 30
hours in Denmark and 75% of full-time
hours in Portugal). Actual part-time
working time is usually set by individual
employment contract, even in countries
where collective bargaining is the main
source of regulation (such as Germany,
where certain collective agreements still
require a weekly minimum, and the
UK).

Part-time work necessitates
distinguishing ‘extra time’ (hours
worked beyond the usual working time
but below the threshold at which
enhanced compensation commences)
from ‘overtime’ (hours worked over a
certain threshold that attract enhanced
compensation). In many countries, the
threshold where overtime begins for
part-timers is identical to that for full-
time work - ie additional hours worked
by part-timers up to the official cut-off
point for full-time work are not paid at
a higher rate (as in Austria, Denmark,
Sweden and the UK) 

Some countries are exceptions. Italy has
a unique dual system, whereby part-
time work may be ‘vertical’ (ie
comprised of working days similar to

those of full-time workers, but with
fewer working days), or ‘horizontal’
(with reduced hours every day).
Belgium and Luxembourg provide for
increased rates of pay for hours worked
by part-timers over their normal hours
but below the full-time work threshold.
Some German, Dutch and Norwegian
collective agreements provide for
increased rates of pay for hours worked
beyond those agreed in the individual
employment contract. Some countries
go even further, defining overtime for
part-time workers as hours worked
beyond those provided for in the
contract, thus making statutory
compensation for overtime mandatory
as soon as the limit is exceeded, and
when there is no collective agreement
on the issue. 

Slovakian law, on the other hand,
prohibits any ‘additional hours’
whatsoever for part-timers. Finland
gives employers the right to change
part-time work into full-time work
unilaterally. France allows part-timers to
work ‘additional hours’ equivalent to
10% of their normal hours, paid at the
normal rate, and ‘excess hours’
equivalent to 33% of normal hours,
with the part of this 33% beyond the
10% threshold being paid at a higher
rate.

Statistical information 
There are no European sources of
comparative working time information
that allow ‘additional hours’ to be
measured, let alone overtime subject to
increased rates of pay and time off in
lieu to be identified. Even when
international comparison is not sought,
at national level this type of information
is rare and disparate. In table 2 above,
we provide, on an indicative basis, what
information is available (from only a
limited number of countries) on three
indicators of the level of overtime
working, relating to 2001. 

Strategies, stances and debates 
An examination of trends since the
1980s indicates that four groups of
issues lie at the core of disputes and
negotiations between the industrial
relations actors relating to overtime:

• how to integrate new goals related to
increasing working time flexibility; 

• at what level to set the rules
governing overtime;

• how the use of overtime is combined
with new forms of diversification of
working time; and
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Table 2. Extent of overtime working, 2001
Country Average hours Overtime as % % of wage- Notes

of overtime per of total volume earning
employee of hours worked population

doing overtime

Austria - – 26.5 Figure includes part-timers and all additional hours.

Denmark – – 13.8 Figure includes all additional hours.

Finland – 8.4 – –

France 55 per year - 48 Figures refer only to full-time workers and companies 
with over 20 employees, based on employers’ 
declarations.

Germany 61.5 per year 3.6 – Figures from Institute for Employment Research (IAB). 

Greece 32.9 per year – – Figure from Labour Inspectorate. 

Hungary – 8.3 – Figure includes all additional hours. 

Italy – 4.5 in industry – –
6.0 in services

Netherlands 0.5 per week* – – Figure includes all types of employment contract. 

Norway – 4.6 21 Figures refer to full-time workers only, all additional 
hours. 

Poland – 2.1 – Figure covers only companies with over 9 employees. 

Portugal 4.6 per week – 7.7 Figures for 1999. 

Slovakia 160 per year – – Figure refers to average overtime hours per employee 
where overtime has been authorised above 150-hour 
statutory annual limit.

Spain 5.9 per year – – Figure includes full-time workers only. 

Sweden – 3.3 – Figure includes both full- and part-time workers.

UK 1.9 per week – 26.1 Figures, from New Earnings Survey, refer to full-time 
workers and paid hours only. 

Note: Except where otherwise stated, all figures are based on national labour force survey data for wage earners, and include all additional hours. *
Recent research by TNO Arbeid suggests that over 2000-2, average overtime amounted to 9.5 hours a week - although this figure is controversial, the
official figure given in the table seems on the low side. 
Source: EIRO.
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• deciding on the field of application of
overtime norms. 

Changing goals
The goals traditionally linked to using
overtime persist and are now combined
with new ones associated with trends
toward increasing working time
flexibility.

From the Second World War until the
break in economic growth in the
1970s, the various actors’ objectives
with regard to the use of overtime were
stable, in a context of increasing (to
near full) employment in western
Europe, and of permanent labour
shortages in the central and eastern
European countries with centrally-
planned economies (now, following
political and economic transformation,
awaiting EU membership). For
employers, overtime represented the
principal source of flexibility in the
quantity of labour utilised (sometimes
combined with short-time working
when there was a temporary drop in
activity), and a means to increase
workers’ wages without increasing
basic pay rates. Trade unions were
hostile to the permanent use of
overtime, principally owing to its
negative impacts on working conditions
and workers’ lives outside the
workplace. A reduction in the volume
of overtime comprised one strand of
the unions’ overall goal of reducing
working time. However, in pursuing this
strategy, the unions often encountered
reluctance from members, who were in
many cases more interested in extra
income. State intervention, with the
stated aim of improving working
conditions and the quality of life,
mainly concentrated on limiting the use
of overtime, by establishing maximum
limits or raising the costs. 

Some aspects of these ‘traditional’
concerns are still pertinent: 

• specific labour shortages and the very
slow development of other instruments
for introducing flexibility into working
time promote employers’ demand for
overtime. This issue is, for example,
emphasised in Germany, Greece,
Portugal and the candidate countries;

• where wage rates are comparatively
low (as in Greece, Portugal and the
candidate countries) and/or when
regular overtime has become a
permanent component of wages,
employers and employees (despite any
stance the latter’s unions might adopt)
still favour using overtime. For example,
UK employers refer to employee
dependence on overtime pay as a
barrier to change in this area; and

• concerns about intensification of
work, and a rise in fatigue, stress, and
‘burn-out’, have led many unions to
campaign against the large-scale use of
overtime (as in Scandinavia and
Belgium).

The phase of slower and more cyclical
economic growth that began in the

mid-1970s introduced new elements
into the debates on overtime.
Employers presented enhanced capacity
for adjustment and reductions in labour
costs as the necessary responses to the
demands of competitiveness, and
undertook a widespread ‘offensive’
around the introduction of flexibility
into the employment (or wage)
relationship. Employers were faced with
the questions of: the role of working
time flexibility alongside other sources
of flexibility (eg wage flexibility and
‘atypical’ employment forms); and the
role of overtime alongside other means
of increasing working time flexibility.
Employers took varying approaches in
response to these issues. In some cases,
they prioritised widening the conditions
in which overtime could be used and/or
reducing its cost (as in Greece). In the
majority of cases, given the cost of
overtime, which it was deemed difficult
to reduce, the trend was more toward
using alternatives, such as variation of
working time around an average, part-
time work and the greater use of
workers without employment contracts.

For trade unions, two new factors
assumed a growing role. First, in
response to increased unemployment,
the reduction of working time became
in most countries a demand linked to
safeguarding or creating jobs. It was
important for unions that overtime
should not impede the hoped-for
employment results of a negotiated
reduction of working time (a major
concern for German unions - see
below). Second, increased flexibility of
work became a subject for ‘trade-off’
bargaining. The unions thus had to
define the role played by overtime in
the exchange of concessions. For
example, should greater use of
overtime be accepted in order to
restrict the use of precarious forms of
employment (a major concern for
Spanish unions)? Or should time off in
lieu for overtime work be prioritised
over increased pay rates (a question
raised in France in debates around the
recent laws on the 35-hour week - see
below)? 

Everywhere, government policy has
promoted increased flexibility in the
name of competitiveness and job
creation, though the forms of flexibility
prioritised have varied from country to
country. However, the general trend has
been towards: relaxation of statutory
rules on overtime; expansion of the
options for decentralised management
of overtime at company level; and
lengthening the reference periods on
the basis of which maximum limits are
calculated. 

The adoption by the EU of the objective
of ‘quality of work’ or ‘quality of
employment’ after the Lisbon European
Council meeting in March 2000 has
increased concerns among
governments about the issues of

fatigue and occupational health.
Furthermore, under the European
employment strategy, since 1998 the
annual EU Employment Guidelines have
invited the social partners to negotiate
agreements to modernise the
organisation of work, including flexible
working arrangements, with the aim of
‘making undertakings productive and
competitive and achieving the required
balance between flexibility and
security’. The reduction of overtime is
listed as one of the themes for such
agreements. Because of these
considerations, governments have
frequently expressed their desire to limit
the volume of overtime, while
delegating responsibility for
negotiations on how to achieve this to
the social partners. The definition of
overtime objectives is thus related to a
debate about how to regulate it and at
which levels.

Methods and levels for regulating
overtime
There are many interlinked issues
related to the ways in which overtime is
regulated and the levels at which this is
done. These include: the respective
roles of rules produced by legislation
and collective bargaining; the
articulation of the various bargaining
levels; and, at company or workplace
level, the jurisdiction of workers’
representatives and works councils.
Furthermore, the increasing number of
levels of regulation has intensified a
continual questioning of the
‘effectiveness’ of the rules. 

With regard to the relationship
between legislative and negotiated
rules, the countries considered can, as
seen above, be located on a continuum
running from strong state regulation of
overtime to a trend towards delegating
decisions to collective bargaining.
Northern European countries are
generally situated in the latter camp
and the social partners are in
agreement over maintaining this
principle. However, the transposition of
the EU working time Directive into
national regulations has, in some
countries (notably the UK, Denmark
and the candidate countries), indirectly
introduced a new statutory constraint
by setting a maximum weekly or daily
working time. The UK has largely got
round this restriction by providing
numerous possibilities for exemption. 

In countries with a tradition of strong
state-led regulation, a general trend
affecting all aspects of the employment
relationship can be observed. First, the
statutory rules have been made more
flexible in their application. Second,
new legislation has delegated
responsibility for defining the conditions
for using overtime either to collective
bargaining, or the individual
employment contract. For example, in
the Netherlands, the 1996 Working
Time Act abolished the administrative
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procedures applying to overtime,
entrusting responsibility for the issue to
the social partners.

However, counter-trends have emerged.
In Greece, for example, legislation
adopted in 2000, with a view to
promoting job creation, formally
abolished overtime while effectively
retaining is as ‘overtime of a special
type’, with a reduced volume and
higher cost. This was welcomed by
unions and fiercely criticised by
employers. In 2002, the Portuguese
government proposed the introduction
of a Labour Code, which would reduce
the maximum amount of overtime and
increase the cost. 

Lastly, in some countries, overtime has
been an issue in tripartite consultations
on working time. This has been the
case, for example, in Germany (see
below) and Slovakia, where a tripartite
working group found a compromise
that became part of a 2002 law
regulating maximum weekly working
time, including overtime.

A general trend in the level of
collective bargaining on overtime
can be observed in many countries over
the past two decades - more or less
coordinated decentralisation. In most
countries, setting general rules
continues to be the responsibility of
sectoral bargaining, but company and
workplace-level collective agreements
have been granted growing leeway in
the determination of the precise
methods for applying sectoral
agreements, sometimes including the
option of exemptions from the sectoral
agreements’ provisions within specific
limits.

In Spain, a 1997 intersectoral
agreement on collective bargaining
stated, at the trade unions’ request,
that any overtime that was not strictly
necessary had a negative impact on
employment levels, and the trade union
and employers’ confederations that
signed the agreement set the objective
of reducing overtime, but left it to
sectoral and company-level negotiation
to accomplish this. The results appear
mediocre; in 2001, only 11% of
collective agreements, covering 14% of
employees, included this goal, and
usually did not stipulate mechanisms
for achieving it. During bargaining over
Belgium’s 2001-2 intersectoral
agreement, the social partners
requested that sector-level negotiators
should address the issue of overtime in
sectors experiencing specific labour
market problems. In the UK, the
diminishing amount of multi-employer
bargaining means that when overtime
is negotiated at all, it is negotiated at
company level, where it does not
constitute a major issue in bargaining.

In those countries where there are
representatives or bodies elected by
employees at company or workplace
level, legislation grants them very varied

degrees of responsibility in respect of
overtime, running from the right to be
informed and give an opinion, through
to the right of joint decision-making. In
Germany, for example, the employer
needs the agreement of the works
council to use overtime, except where a
collective agreement specifically
provides that overtime may be
unilaterally ordered by the employer. In
Denmark, elected workplace trade
union representatives play a key role in
company-level overtime negotiations. It
should be noted that, given employee
attitudes towards overtime (see above),
works councils and workplace
employee and union representatives do
not generally adopt a restrictive attitude
in this area, focusing notably on
obtaining some leverage in order to
limit the employer’s unilateral power.

With regard to the effectiveness of
norms, the numerous means and levels
of regulation of overtime have
generated a high degree of complexity.
Illegal practices - such as non-recording
or non-declaration of overtime to avoid
the maximum limits, non-payment of
overtime or premium pay rates, and
failure to provide time off in lieu earned
- are widely reported from countries
such as Greece, Hungary and Portugal.
These practices may be imposed due to
power relationships favourable to the
employer, or stem from informal
arrangements with the employees, who
obtain immediate advantages from
them. In Luxembourg, an obligation,
under legislation adopted in 1977, to
obtain permission from the authorities
for overtime, involves such long delays
that it is estimated that half of all
overtime is worked without permission.
Similarly, the diversification and
flexibility of working time can make the
monitoring of overtime by labour
inspectors and similar bodies difficult.
This point is reported, for example,
from the Netherlands, while in Finland
20% of companies are said not to have
any kind of record-keeping on working
time. The important issue is thus not
solely what the overtime rules are, but
also the extent to which they are
complied with. 

Overtime and the diversification of
working time
The regulation of overtime has been
developed with reference to the model
of a full-time employee subject to a
stable collective working time schedule
(see above). However, the issues in
bargaining and the sources of dispute
have been radically altered as a result of
the dual impact of the diversification of
working time and of forms of
employment. Two important
illustrations of this change are provided
by the spread of provisions on the
variation/fluctuation of working time
(see above) and the increase in part-
time work.

In every country, though to differing
degrees, legislative rules have

developed which make possible -
usually contingent upon the subsequent
conclusion of a collective agreement -
the variation of employees’ daily or
weekly working time, around an
average and observing certain maxima,
over periods ranging from a few weeks
to a year (or even a much longer one,
using personal ‘working time
accounts’). One direct consequence of
this is that the costs of overtime and
restrictions on its use are avoided as
long as basic working time is not
exceeded on average over the reference
period. Employers are therefore strongly
in favour of these types of solution,
while trade unions, usually hostile to
begin with, have often come to accept
them as trade-offs for safeguarding
jobs and/or reducing working time.
However, it seems that the existence of
a wide variety of options for varying
working hours has not driven
employers to stop using overtime,
especially when such variation goes
hand-in-hand with a reduction of
average working time. Two examples
are particularly significant.

• In Germany, trade unions at sector
level, over the 1980s, obtained
reductions in collectively-agreed
working time through bargaining, in
order to promote employment. As a
quid pro quo, they agreed to a certain
degree of flexibility in working time. In
the 1990s, they realised that, despite
this flexibility, the volume of overtime
was still high and stable as a proportion
(3.5%-3.8%) of all hours worked. The
effect of the working time cut on
employment levels might thus have
been partially cancelled out. At the
outset of discussions within the
tripartite national Alliance for Jobs
launched by the government in
December 1998, the unions succeeded
in placing the reduction of overtime on
the agenda set out in a joint statement
with the Confederation of German
Employers’ Associations (BDA), linking it
to other aspects of working time
reorganisation. The statement thus
included in its aims ‘an employment-
promoting distribution of work and
flexible working time arrangements’ (eg
reduction of overtime, use of working
time accounts and promotion of part
time work). However, a high level of
overtime persisted, generating heated
trade union criticisms of employers. The
employers responded by referring first
to particular needs, increased at the
time by renewed economic growth, and
second to obstacles encountered in
negotiating greater working time
flexibility. A strong relationship in
bargaining thus emerged between the
objectives of job creation, the reduction
of working time, the introduction of
increased flexibility into working time
and the use of overtime.

• The same relationship arose in France
when the 1998 and 2000 laws on the
reduction of standard weekly working
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time to 35 hours were introduced. This
reduction could, through a sector or
company-level agreement, be coupled
with the introduction of variation of
working time around an average and of
personal working time accounts. The
maximum annual volume of overtime
(130 hours per employee, which could
be lowered or raised by bargaining) was
cut to 90 hours if there was an
agreement on variation (‘modulation’)
of working time. In response to
complaints from employers, and after
the election of a new coalition
government, in October 2002 the
government introduced a decree giving
collective bargaining responsibility for
setting the maximum annual overtime
quota. Pending the result of such
bargaining, the statutory annual
maximum has been raised to 180 hours
for an 18-month transition period, with
the 90-hour ceiling being retained only
where there is a working time variation
scheme of considerable scope. The
major increase in the number of
working time variation agreements
since 1998 has thus not prevented
employers from demanding more
leeway in relation to overtime. 

Two issues have emerged, in different
ways depending on the country, in
terms of the relationship between
overtime and part-time work (see
above):

• part-time work can be considered as
an instrument of quantitative working
time flexibility that partly replaces
overtime, eg in order to extend the
time during which facilities are used
and units are open. Employers may
choose between part-time work and
overtime, based on the respective costs
or availability of labour, while trade

unions favour one or the other on the
basis of the relative disadvantages that
they attribute to the two solutions; and

• there is the option of ‘additional
hours’ above the working time
provided for in the part-time employee’s
individual employment contract,
whether or not these are legally
considered as overtime.

The conditions for using these
additional hours by part-timers and the
rate at which they are paid may fall
solely within the jurisdiction of the law
and the individual employment
contract. In only a few countries are
they also a subject for collective
bargaining, dealing with issues such as
the maximum number of such hours,
the rate at which they should be paid,
the employee’s right to refuse to work
them and how much notice should be
given. These matters do not seem to
constitute a major issue in bargaining
or state intervention. However, in
France, additional hours are limited by
law to 10% of the working time
specified in the part-timers’ contract, a
ceiling that can be raised to 33% by a
sectoral agreement, which is a notable
incentive for bargaining on the issue. A
notable development in this area
occurred in Spain in 1998, when an
agreement between the government
and the unions (rejected by employers’
organisations) restricted the conditions
for the use of part-time work and
additional hours. However, in 2001 a
governmental decree greatly relaxed
these rules, especially by enabling the
maximum amount of additional hours
to be increased from 15% to 60% of
contractual working time by collective
agreement. 

The rules’ field of application 
In no country considered does the
legislation on overtime apply to all
employees, nor is there anywhere a
national intersectoral agreement of
general scope on the issue. The
existence of special rules relating to,
and exemptions from, rules governing
overtime, should be stressed because
they frequently turn out to be a source
of disputes. The rules may vary by
sector, type of company or occupation:

• in most countries, the general
legislation does not apply to the public
sector (however defined) or certain
industries in which working time is
subject to special constraints (eg
agriculture, transport,
hotels/cafés/restaurants, household
domestic work and the healthcare
sector). In Denmark, for instance, there
are different special rules for various
categories of public employee,
supplemented by customary practice
and agreements with a restricted field
of application. Since 1991, the state
and public sector unions have
attempted, so far unsuccessfully, to
instigate a set of common rules on
working time and overtime; 

• frequently, very small businesses and
companies employing only family
members are excluded from the
overtime regulations or enjoy a more
flexible regime. Associations
representing SMEs and the craft
industry, where these exist, often take
up a different stance from those mainly
representing the interests of big
business, especially as it is harder for
the former to use sophisticated means
of varying working time. Because of
this, smaller firms may wish to use
overtime more widely and freely.
However, when SMEs face difficulties
hiring staff, they might, on the other
hand, be concerned that a scheme that
is less protective toward their
employees will add to their problems (a
worry expressed by crafts industry
employers in France); and

• specific occupational overtime
schemes may correspond to particular
characteristics of certain industries (eg
for teachers, healthcare professionals or
transport workers) but may also cut
across sectors. This refers mainly to
professionals and managers or
particular subgroups of them. Usually
their working schedule is flexible and
additional hours are assumed to be
covered by their basic pay and flat-rate
bonuses. This traditional arrangement is
now coming under challenge in certain
areas, as for junior doctors in Ireland,
engineers in Sweden and managerial
and professional staff in France. 
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Commentary
Analysis of the industrial relations actors’ objectives and strategies enables the 19
countries considered to be grouped by reference to three typical models, as
follows.

• In the first model, overtime does not appear on the legislative agenda and
represents only a minor issue in collective bargaining because employers and
employees, for differing reasons, want free use of overtime. The matter is
regulated by local agreements and customary arrangements at the most
decentralised level. The example of the UK is the closest to this model.

• In the second model, overtime constitutes only one strand of a development
that has affected all forms of working time flexibility. It is an old technique that is
now being engulfed in a more sophisticated set of methods (from working time
variation around an average to annualisation, personal time accounts, part-time
work and additional hours). Most countries can be situated close to this model,
where overtime is, at most, one of the elements in a set of trade-offs between
employment levels, pay and flexibility.

• Lastly, in a small group of countries, overtime, while being included in overall
bargaining in the same way as in the second model, has at particular times
become a special issue around which the social partners have mobilised. This is
sometimes because the unions have made it an important goal (as in Germany),
sometimes because a government, due to flexibility-oriented objectives, has
greatly relaxed the regulations (as in France and Norway), and sometimes because
a government, acting to attain job creation goals, has reduced its use and raised
its cost (as in Greece). (Jacques Freyssinet and François Michon, IRES)


