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Supplement Employer organisations in Europe Insert

Employer organisations are key players in national industrial
relations systems in all European countries and at European
Union level. However, it is arguable that they often receive
rather less attention than trade unions in industrial relations
research and reporting. The comparative supplement in this
issue of EIRObserver seeks to redress the balance a little by
examining employer organisations in the 15 ‘old’ European
Union Member States, two new Member States (Hungary and
Slovenia) and Norway. 

Concentrating on the top-level cross-sectoral organisations
(‘national employer peak associations’) in each country and
their affiliates, the supplement looks at the current situation
and recent developments in terms of structures, membership,
tasks and responsibilities. It finds that employer organisations
play a crucial role in a variety of fields through collective
bargaining, political lobbying and involvement in numerous
statutory bodies. Their structure varies considerably – for
example, some countries have only a single peak
organisation, but others have seven or more – and is often
complex. There is no sign of a general trend towards a
weakening of employers’ willingness to join organisations,
and in most countries membership levels appear to be fairly
stable. However, many organisations are rationalising tasks
and/or membership domains in the face of growing pressure
to economise on resources

EIRObserver presents a small edited selection of articles based
on some of the reports supplied for the EIROnline database,
in this case for March and April 2004. EIROnline - the core of
EIRO’s operations - is publicly accessible on the web,
providing a comprehensive set of reports on key industrial
relations developments in the EU Member States, plus
Norway and a 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. e
ir
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Average collectively agreed nominal
wage increases across the EU and
Norway fell from 3.5% in 2002 to
3.1% in 2003, continuing a
downward trend. Increases remained
considerably higher in the new
Member States and candidate
countries.

Here we provide a broad, general
indication of trends in pay increases
over 2002 and 2003 in the 15 ‘old’ EU
Member States, eight new Member
States that joined in May 2004 (EIRO
does not yet cover the Czech Republic
and Lithuania), two candidate countries
and Norway. 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,
covers several other areas (pay increases
in specific sectors, earnings, minimum
wages and gender pay differentials) and
outlines the sources of the information,
the problems of comparison and the
caveats that apply. The figures below
should be treated with extreme caution,
and readers should refer to the full
EIROnline report and its notes and
explanations.

Agreed pay increases 

The chart opposite shows average
nominal collectively agreed basic pay
increases in each country (or a broadly
equivalent indicator, where these are
not available). The figures generally
cover the whole economy, though there
are exceptions. While the great
differences in national pay formation
and industrial relations systems make
comparisons difficult, the following
points emerge in relation to the ‘old’
15 EU Member States and Norway.

• The average nominal pay increase fell
by 0.4 percentage points from 3.5% in
2002 to 3.1% in 2003. This followed a
fall from 3.8% in 2001 to 3.5% in
2002. There thus appears to be a
deepening trend towards wage
moderation, which began in 2002. An
upward trend had previously been seen
since 1999..

• There seems to be some recent
convergence between the rates of
nominal pay increase. The range
between the highest and lowest
increases has fallen from 5.4
percentage points in 2001 to 3.6 points
in 2002 and 2.3 points in 2003.

• There are divergent trends. While the
average increase fell from 2002 to
2003 in 10 of the 15 countries for
which figures are available for both

years (notably Greece, Belgium, Ireland,
the Netherlands and Portugal),
following the overall downward trend,
the rate of increase rose in four
countries (most notably Finland and
Spain) and remained stable in one.

Turning to the full group of 10 new
Member States and candidate countries
examined, the key points are as follows.

• The average nominal pay increase
stood at 8.1%. in 2002 and 9.4% in
2003, considerably exceeding the rise in
the old EU (plus Norway) – in 2002, it
was 2.3 times higher and in 2003 it
was 3 times higher.

• Despite the 1.3-point rise in the
average wage increase in the acceding
and candidate countries between 2002
and 2003, the rate of increase actually
fell in six out of 10 of the countries,
most notably in Bulgaria, Estonia,
Hungary and Slovenia. The overall
increase is due mainly to the massive
rise recorded in Romania (though the
figure used does not reflect actual
average pay increases in this country).

Bulgaria and Romania are not expected
to join the EU until 2007, and their pay
trends seem to be somewhat out of
step with those in the eight countries
examined which joined in May 2004.
Excluding these two countries, the
average increase stood at 6.5% in 2002
and 5.8% in 2003, somewhat nearer to
‘old’ EU averages

Adding the eight new countries that
joined the EU in 2004 to the 15 present
Member States produces average
agreed pay increases of 4.4% in 2002
and 4.0% in 2003. The inclusion of the
new Member States thus pushes the
Union’s average increase upwards, but
this differential narrowed very slightly
from 1.1 percentage points in 2002 to
1.0 points in 2003, suggesting that the
effect may become less pronounced
and even disappear over time. 

Real pay increases 

The above data refer to nominal pay
increases. To produce an indication of
real pay increases, we have adjusted
the increases for inflation. Looking first
at the old EU and Norway, we find the
following. 

• The workers concerned received real
pay increases in 12 countries in 2002,
but in four countries (Denmark, Italy,
Portugal and Spain) they saw their
nominal pay increase swallowed up by
inflation (although in some cases, the
pay increase figures used represent
minima, built on by subsequent

bargaining). In 2003, the number of
countries where inflation outstripped
the nominal pay rise fell to only one
(Italy).

• The average real pay increase rose by
0.2 percentage points from 0.9% in
2002 to 1.1% in 2003. This was in
contrast to a fall of 0.4 points in
nominal pay increases – presumably
largely as a result of falling inflation.
The rate of real increase had risen
slightly between 2001 and 2002,
following a rise of 0.3 points between
2000 and 2001. The rate of real pay
increase rose from 2002 to 2003 in 10
countries (most notably in Spain,
Portugal, Finland and Denmark), but fell
in five (most notably in Belgium,
Norway and Greece).

Considering the full group of 10
acceding and candidate countries
examined, the main features are as
follows.

• The average real pay increase stood at
2.8% in 2002 and 4.7% in 2003. This
considerably exceeded the average
increase in the old EU (plus Norway) –
in 2002, it was 3.1 times higher and in
2003 it was 4.3 times higher. 

• Despite the 1.9-point rise in the
average real wage increase in the
acceding and candidate countries
between 2002 and 2003, the rate of
increase actually fell in six out of 10 of
the countries. The overall increase is
due mainly to the major change
recorded in Romania.

Excluding Bulgaria and Romania and
looking only at the eight countries
examined which joined the EU in May
2004 produces average real increases of
3.3% in 2002 and 2.1% in 2003.

Adding the eight new Member States
to the old 15 produces average agreed
real pay increases of 1.6% in 2002 and
1.4% in 2003. The inclusion of the new
Member States thus pushed the Union’s
average increase upwards by 0.9 points
in 2002 but by only 0.3 points in 2003,
suggesting that real pay increase
convergence may be ahead of nominal
pay increase convergence.

Use of distributive margin 

Some trade unions focus on the extent
to which collective bargaining
outcomes use up the ‘distributive
margin’ of the total sum of inflation
and productivity growth. It is accounted
a success for unions if pay rises equal or
exceed the total of the increase in
inflation and productivity. There are
methodological and statistical
difficulties in comparing pay
developments in this way and
bargaining has non-pay outcomes
which are difficult to calculate in terms
of cost effects. However, this measure
provides a useful indication in
evaluating bargaining outcomes, as it
takes into account productivity as well

TRANSNATIONAL
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as inflation, and various European
bargaining coordination efforts by
unions take this approach. 

Figures are available for 24 of the
countries over the whole 2002-3
period, and these show an average
total shortfall of 1.4 percentage points
between pay rises and the sum of
inflation and productivity increases. The
gap narrowed from 1.2 points in 2002
to 0.2 points in 2003. 

Looking only at the old EU, plus
Norway, the overall gap over 2002-3 is
smaller, at 1.2 points, falling from 0.7
in 2002 to 0.5 in 2003. This compares
with gaps of 0.7 points in 1999, 2.4
points in 2000 and 0.5 in 2001, so
there appears to be a trend, albeit
somewhat uneven, moving closer to
achieving the unions’ target. 

Taking all 10 new Member States and
candidate countries considered, the
average total shortfall between wage
rises and the sum of inflation and
productivity increases stood at 1.7
points over 2002-3. However, while
there was a shortfall of 1.9 points in
2002, the margin was actually
exceeded by 0.2 points in 2003.
Excluding Bulgaria and Romania , the
gap stood at 2.6 points in total over
2002-3, increasing from 0.5 in 2002 to
2.2 in 2003 (with Poland and Slovakia
in particular contributing to the
increased shortfall). Finally, in the
expanded post-May 2004 EU, the total
gap over 2002-3 stood at 1.8 points,
rising from 0.7 in 2002 to 1.1 in 2003.

Over the full two-year period,
bargaining outcomes in Belgium,
Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, the

Netherlands, Norway and Romania
managed to exceed the distributive
margin. The biggest shortfalls were
registered in Greece, Ireland, Poland,
Slovakia and Slovenia. This extremely
varied picture in the acceding and
candidate countries is particularly
notable. Overall, in 2002, nine
countries met or exceeded the margin,
while 12 did so in 2003. 

TN0403103U
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Expanded EU
New Member States 2004
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Figure 1. Average collectively agreed pay increases, 2002 and 2003 (%)

Notes on averages: overall average is of 26 countries in 2002 and 25 in 2002; EU and Norway average is of 16 countries in 2002 and
15 in 2003; EU average is of 15 countries in 2002 and 14 in 2003; Euro-zone average is of 12 countries in 2002 and 11 in 2003;
acceding/candidate countries average is of 10 countries in both years; new Member States 2004 average (countries joining EU in May
2004) is of 8 countries in both years; expanded EU average is of 23 countries in 2002 and 22 in 2003.

Source: EIRO.



The EU-level social partners in the
local and regional government sector
have established a European sectoral
social dialogue committee. The new
committee has drawn up a work
programme and adopted a joint
statement on telework.

On 13 January 2004, a new European
sectoral social dialogue committee for
local and regional government was
launched. The committee comprises
representatives of the Employers
Platform of the Council of European
Municipalities and Regions (CEMR-EP)
and the European Federation of Public
Service Unions (EPSU). At its first
meeting, attended by around 40
participants from EU Member States
and acceding and candidate countries,
and other European Economic Area
(EEA) countries, the social dialogue
committee adopted its work
programme for 2004 and 2005. The
main areas it intends to tackle over the
coming two years are:

• promoting high-quality local and
regional government public services,
based on values of accountability and
social responsibility;

• identifying and supporting the local
dimension of the European
employment strategy (EES). At the
January meeting, a representative of
the European Commission gave an
overview of the current issues in the
local dimension of the EES. This will
feed into a committee working group
meeting on employment, scheduled for
29 March 2004;

• reinforcing the development of social
dialogue in the new Member States in
the local and regional government
sector; 

• complementing the work of the
cross-sectoral social partners where
appropriate;

• addressing initiatives by the European
Commission in the area of employment
policy and other policies that have an
impact on the local and regional
government sector; and

• participating in the Commission’s
policy-making and activities in relation
to the European sectoral social
dialogue, including the Liaison Forum
for the Adaptation and Promotion of
Social Dialogue.

In terms of the themes that the new
committee wishes to address over the
two-year period, the following are
suggested:

• issuing a statement supporting the
cross-sectoral EU-level agreement on
telework (see below);

• collecting and evaluating innovative
initiatives and good practices in the
local and regional government sector.
These include the area of good public
sector management, such as the
promotion of high standards of human
resource management and the
development of high-performance
working practices;

• undertaking a joint analysis of the EES
and its ‘open method of coordination’
and developing common objectives and
recommendations to serve as a
reference for the social partners at
regional and local levels. These could
focus on issues such as ‘active ageing’,
gender equality, equal opportunities in
the workplace for ethnic minorities and
people with disabilities, the
development of skills, labour market
integration and work organisation;

• organising a seminar and workshops
on industrial relations to support the
development of social dialogue in the
local and regional government sector in
the new Member States; and

• reflecting on a forthcoming
Commission Green Paper on public
procurement and public/private
partnerships

A more precise timetable for the work
programme will be drawn up in
conjunction with the European
Commission.

Joint statement on telework 
At the January 2004 meeting, delegates
adopted a joint statement on telework.
The main contents are as follows.

The parties note that local government
throughout Europe is facing many
challenges as it strives to provide
modern, efficient and effective services
to the communities it serves. The
parties believe that, in order to meet
these challenges, local authorities must
take advantage of all opportunities
available, including technological and
organisational innovation, such as
teleworking. For employers,
teleworking can provide financial
savings, productivity gains, flexibility in
service delivery and an additional tool
for managing labour market issues. For
employees, teleworking can provide
more flexibility in the way work is
carried out, overcome barriers to
mobility, reduce commuting time and
expense and help individuals to
reconcile their professional and family
life. Nevertheless, the social partners
add that many jobs require personal
attendance at a particular workplace
and that telework requires particular
skills from workers and managers.

The local and regional government joint
statement makes reference to the
intersectoral EU-level agreement on
telework, concluded by the central EU-
level social partners in July 2002
(EIRObserver 5/02 p.2), which aims to
establish a general framework on this
issue at European level. This accord is to
be implemented voluntarily by the
members of the signatory parties in
accordance with national procedures
and practices. The local and regional
government social partners offer
specific guidance for their own sector.
They state that telework is now a
feature of the EU local and regional
government sector and its incidence is
likely to grow in the future. The social
partners in some Member States have
already implemented agreements or
guidance on telework. The parties to
the joint statement welcome the EU-
level intersectoral accord, stating that it
‘provides a framework by which the
rights and duties of employers and
employees can be established and
articulated. This framework can help
facilitate the efficient and fair
management of telework’. They state
that they will encourage their members
to use it when discussing the
introduction or management of
telework, devising policies or
concluding agreement on telework in
the local and regional government
sector. CEMR-EP and EPSU make a
commitment to monitoring
developments and undertaking a first
assessment in 2005.

Commentary 
The establishment of the new
committee is an important step in the
continuing development of the social
dialogue process in the local and
regional government sector. It
essentially formalises arrangements
between CEMR-EP and EPSU, which
have in the past resulted in a range of
joint statements and declarations, in
areas such as equal opportunities in
1999 and EU employment policy in
2000.

The establishment of the local and
regional government social dialogue
committee was welcomed by the
Director General of the Commission’s
Directorate-General for Employment
and Social Affairs, Odile Quintin, who
stressed that social dialogue plays a role
in furthering democracy, the objectives
of the EU’s Lisbon strategy, especially as
regards more and better jobs, and the
implementation of the ‘acquis
communautaire’ in the new Member
States. The new committee is also a
positive development that will provide a
concrete framework for the parties to
work towards dealing with the many
challenges that face the local and
regional government sector in the years
ahead. (Andrea Broughton, IRS)

EU0403203F (Related records: EU0201236F,
EU0207204F, EU9803190F, EU9903158F, EU0004241F)
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A new study highlights contradictory
tendencies in industrial relations
practices in subsidiaries of
multinational companies operating in
Bulgaria. 

A new survey carried out by Institute
for Social and Trade Union Research
(ISTUR) examines industrial relations in
the operations of foreign-based
multinational companies (MNCs) in
Bulgaria. The research covers 29
subsidiaries of 18 MNCs (headquartered
in 12 countries), operating in 16
sectors.

Main survey findings 
Based on interviews with trade union
leaders and management
representatives, the ISTUR study finds
that: 

• most of the MNCs surveyed have
serious investment programmes aimed
at technological renewal and the
modernisation of production;

• corporate social responsibility is part
of the MNCs’ strategies. Considerable
investments are made in the
environmental protection and social
development of local communities;

• human resource management
practices have been implemented and
new programmes for the education and
development of personnel have been
developed. Some of these programmes
pay special attention to instilling
company aims and values into staff,
establishing a new work culture and
motivating workers with the aim of
increasing labour productivity and
quality;

• as a whole, the privatisation of
Bulgarian enterprises by selling them to
MNCs has resulted in considerable job
losses. At the same time, activities have
been outsourced – mainly canteens,
transport, maintenance etc. During
employment restructuring, new and
previously unknown in Bulgaria
practices have been used, such as early
retirement and voluntary departures
accompanied by significant
compensation. A comparatively small
number of companies have offered
training for redundant workers; and

• a priority of management is
modernisation of work organisation.
Nearly 70% of the subsidiaries surveyed
have made changes in work
organisation aimed at increasing work
efficiency, improving the quality of
production and enhancing labour
productivity. Teamwork, involving
rotation of jobs, has been introduced,
leading to greater flexibility and the
development of employees’ skills. Some
MNCs have implemented employee
suggestion schemes.

Bulgarian experience and research show
that industrial relations and social

dialogue are much more developed in
previously public enterprises sold to
foreign investors, where there is a
tradition of trade union activity, than in
the ‘greenfield’ investments, where the
establishment of union organisations is
often difficult. Restructuring after
privatisation is usually accompanied by
mass redundancies, tensions and
conflicts. It appears from the research
that it is in the interest of the new
employers to negotiate the changes
undertaken with trade unions, ensuring
a balance of interests between workers
and the company. However, it should
be borne in mind that a simple
extrapolation of the survey’s findings to
the overall situation is impossible – over
150 MNCs have operations in Bulgaria
and the research intentionally included
only those with a union presence. 

Good practices 
Industrial relations in the MNCs
examined have developed to some
extent contradictorily, according to the
study. The trends observed that the
researchers regard as positive are as
follows:
• in the MNCs surveyed, trade union
presence is significant. Union density
averages 67.4%, compared with the
national average of 20%-25%. Of
union members in the MNCs examined,
74.5% belong to the Confederation of
Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria
(CITUB), 21.4% to the Confederation
of Labour Podkrepa, and 4.1% to other
unions. Union membership is stable,
with new members being recruited in
some MNCs. However, some union
structures have been lost in the process
of outsourcing and subcontracting;
• with few exceptions, the relations
between the union organisations
affiliated to the two representative
confederations (CITUB and CL
Podkrepa) are cooperative and
consensual;
• employer-trade union relations in
most of the MNCs are cooperative. In
two-thirds of cases, relations between
the two sides are institutionalised and
special partnership bodies –
commissions, councils, committees etc
– have been established;
• collective agreements are concluded
in all the MNCs. As a rule, the agreed
provisions on remuneration, working
conditions and social benefits are
higher than those fixed in both
legislation and in sectoral/branch
collective agreements. Constructive
discussions, partnership and
cooperation and willingness to make
concessions characterise the
negotiation process;
• the provision of social benefits in the
firms surveyed is higher than the
average for the country;
• the agreed wage in most of the
MNCs is higher than in the relevant
branch and than the national average.
Various bonus schemes have been
introduced; and

• serious attention is paid to health and
safety at work. All MNCs examined
have introduced risk assessment
schemes and joint health and safety
committees have been established. 

Problems 
Along with these ‘good practices’, the
research finds that in some of the MNC
subsidiaries examined the principles of
industrial relations and social dialogue
are breached and there is a lack of
efficiency in these areas. Notably:

• freedom of association is hindered in
some cases, with management seeking
to ignore or suppress trade unions. It is
extremely hard to establish a union
organisation in new sites set up by
MNCs;

• in some cases negotiations are
prolonged by management, or there is
a failure to observe the provisions of
collective agreements;

• trade unions’ right to receive timely
and sufficient information is violated in
some firms, decreasing their ability to
negotiate;

• there are conflicts in wage
negotiations;

• there is neither a framework of norms
nor practical mechanisms for the
development of an integrated system
for employee information and
consultation in line with EU practices;
and

• in only a small number of the
subsidiaries is the opportunity taken to
allow Bulgarian representation on the
MNC’s European Works Council (EWC).
Often, this is a result of the parent
company’s behaviour. Only in four of
the subsidiaries examined do employees
have observers on the relevant EWC.

Commentary 
As a whole, MNCs have a positive
impact on enterprise development and
economic restructuring in Bulgaria.
They bring new technologies and
know-how, new managerial skills, new
forms of work organisation and a new
working culture. Nevertheless, their role
in the transformation of organisational
culture and industrial relations is
contradictory. Alongside the best
practices of MNCs with headquarters in
the EU Member States that transmit
‘European social values’ and patterns of
cooperative management and industrial
relations, in some MNCs attempts have
been made to erode industrial relations
and the social dialogue and trade union
organisation have become ‘prohibited
territories’. It is expected that after
Bulgaria joins the EU more favourable
opportunities will be created for the
introduction of European social
dialogue practice and the extension of
employee information and consultation
rights, as well as the more effective
participation of Bulgarian
representatives in EWCs. (Nadezda
Daskalova, Institute for Social and Trade
Union Research)

BG0404204F
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Finnish employers’ organisations and
white-collar trade union
confederations have proposed the
establishment of working time
‘banks’, with the aim of increasing
flexibility. 

The Finnish social partners have for
some time agreed that there is a need
for more flexible working time
arrangements. To this end, a working
party made up of representatives of the
partners was set up in December 2002
as part of the central incomes policy
agreement for 2003-4. The party
finished its work in February 2004. It
recommends the establishment of
working time ‘banks’ in which extra
hours worked and holiday entitlement
could be stored. These deposits could
be taken out in the form of free time or
compensated financially. Furthermore,
the working party recommends that
specific arrangements for the hours
banks should be established at
workplace level and based on voluntary
agreement between the worker and
the employer.

The 1996 Working Hours Act is
relatively flexible and largely makes the
suggested hours bank arrangements
possible. In fact, various companies
have already experimented with
working time banks. According to the
working party, some legislative changes
would, however, be needed to make
the use of working time more flexible.
These relate mainly to the working
party’s view that it should be possible
to decide locally about the period over
which the working time may be saved.
The Working Hours Act does not allow
for the saving period to be over 12
months. Furthermore, contrary to the
party’s proposal, under current
legislation taxation of benefits drawn
from the ‘bank’ takes place in the year
the benefits accrue and not when they
are used. Finally, the party recommends
that collective agreements and
contracts should be increasingly
formulated so as to make possible
flexible working time arrangements at
company or workplace level.

Mixed responses 
The recommendations on increasing
working time flexibility have been
endorsed by both central employers’
organisations – the Confederation of
Finnish Industry and Employers (TT) and
the Employers’ Confederation of Service
Industries (PT) – and by two of the
three trade union confederations – the
Finnish Confederation of Salaried
Employees (STTK) and the

Confederation of Unions for Academic
Professionals in Finland (AKAVA). 

The only central organisation opposing
the proposals is the blue-collar Central
Organisation of Finnish Trade Unions
(SAK). Above all, SAK opposes the fact
that workers would not be given any
workplace-level autonomy over the
timing of the deposits and withdrawals
of working time to and from the
‘bank’. SAK argues that working time
flexibility would thus be mainly
determined by the employers in
accordance with the objectives of
production, instead of being directed
towards workers’ individual needs. The
autonomy of workers would be further
undermined, according to SAK, if basic
principles behind the flexible use of
working time were not laid down in
sectoral agreements but only
determined at local level. SAK is,
furthermore, against any amendments
to the Working Hours Act and insists
that such changes could jeopardise
health and safety.

More working time regulation at
workplace level 
The introduction of flexibility into
working time happened late in Finland
compared with much of the rest of
western Europe. The decisive
breakthrough took place in the
industry-level bargaining rounds of
1993 and 1994 during a period of
severe economic depression. Following
employer demands for flexible working
hours, agreements were reached in
many branches of industry in which
‘opening clauses’ were included,
allowing bargaining over working time
issues at workplace level. Since the
early 1990s, the possibilities of local
bargaining have been further extended.
The 1996 Working Hours Act was the
most significant development in this
respect, as it allowed for more issues to
be agreed by the social partners at
sector level. As such, it gave them the
right to decide upon the limits of local
bargaining.

The consequences of the regulatory
changes have differed widely between
branches. Collectively agreed normal
annual working hours varied in the late
1990s between 1,529 (in some services)
and 1,746 (in transport). Maximum
daily hours have been set at nine, 10 or
12 hours or have not been limited at all
(as in blue-collar metalworking, public
administration and services). The
reference period during which working
time may be varied around an average
has been typically set at 12 months.
The Working Hours Act, on the other

hand, permits a maximum of nine
working hours per day and 45 hours
per week, with a reference period of
four weeks. Thus, the social partners
have used their right to depart from the
Act extensively. Furthermore, they have
widely granted these rights further to
workplaces. According to a recent
study, local agreements are used in the
establishment of working time norms in
86% of private sector organisations.
Largely as a consequence of the
increased working time flexibility, the
share of employees doing overtime has
fallen to a level considerably below the
EU average. This can be seen as being
indicative of the effective use of the
workforce.

Commentary 
The granting of rights over working
time issues to the workplace level has
been an ongoing trend in Finland since
the early 1990s. The social partners’
new proposals concerning working time
‘banks’ represent a continuation of this
development, as their adoption would
decrease the influence of industry-level
bargaining on working time.
Furthermore, no increased autonomy
over the determination of working time
would be granted to workers under the
proposals. This is more problematic for
blue-collar workers than for white-collar
workers, since the latter tend to have
more autonomy over the work process.
This existing autonomy combined with
flexibility may result in individual
workers’ needs being taken more fully
into account. Therefore, it is
understandable that SAK reacted so
strongly to the proposals and the
white-collar union confederations did
not. Salaried employees, especially
highly educated ones, also do much
overtime work that is not accounted
for, which partly explains the support of
AKAVA and STTK for the plan, as they
hope to get these hours compensated.

The general process of increasing the
scope of workplace-level decision-
making is of benefit to companies.
Increased flexibility of working time
results in decreased spending on
overtime premia, increased productivity
and less need for lay-offs. These factors
in turn contribute to the profitability of
the undertakings, which could in the
long term result in job creation. For
trade unions, however, such increases
in employment represent a mixed
blessing, because union power can be
undermined in the process of
introducing flexibility through the
decentralisation of decision-making.
Furthermore, for individual workers
employer-induced flexibility often
means a heavier workload. (Aleksi
Kuusisto, Labour Institute for Economic
Research)
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In February 2004, the collective
bargaining parties in the
metalworking industry in the German
region of Baden-Württemberg signed
new collective agreements. The
settlement, which was subsequently
adopted as a ‘pilot agreement’ in the
industry’s other bargaining regions,
provides for a pay increase of 2.2%
in 2004 and a further increase of
2.7% in 2005. As part of the
compromise, it was agreed that
under certain conditions up to 50%
of employees in a firm could work up
to 40 hours a week – a deviation
from the standard 35-hour week.

On 12 February 2004, the German
Metalworkers’ Union (IG Metall) and
the employers’ association for the metal
and electrical industry in Baden-
Württemberg (Südwestmetall) reached
new collective agreements covering pay
and working time provisions.

Whereas IG Metall had originally
demanded a 4% rise in pay, employers
had declared that they would settle on
pay only if the union agreed to wide-
ranging ‘opening clauses’ (which allow
companies to diverge from collectively
agreed standards under certain
conditions) concerning working time
arrangements. One particular demand
made by the employers was that the
parties at company level (ie the works
council and employer) should be given
the authority to deviate from the
agreed standard working time and to
increase weekly working hours, even
without wage compensation. In
addition, it should not be necessary to
obtain the final consent of the trade
union in order to allow such deviations.
The employers’ demands triggered a
number of warning strikes involving
some 500,000 employees across the
metalworking industry, but the dispute
was finally settled. The Baden-
Württemberg settlement was adopted
as a ‘pilot agreement’ and applied in
other bargaining regions, with some
adjustments in cases such as the
eastern German metalworking industry.

The agreements in detail 
The pilot settlement in Baden-
Württemberg consists of a pay
agreement and provisions to amend the
working time provisions of the general
framework collective agreement.

Pay increases
The new collective agreement on pay
has a duration of 26 months from 1
January 2004 to 28 February 2006. It
provides for:

• two so-called ‘zero-months’ with no
pay increase in January and February
2004; 

• a pay increase amounting to 2.2%
from March 2004; and

• a pay increase amounting to 2.7%
from March 2005.

Of each annual pay increase, 0.7
percentage points will serve to allow for
a ‘cost-neutral’ adjustment to the
introduction of the new pay framework
agreement (Entgeltrahmentarifvertrag,
ERA) which the bargaining parties had
concluded in 2002. The new pay
framework agreement merges blue-
and white-collar job categories into a
single grading system. In 2002, IG
Metall and Südwestmetall had agreed
that companies should not incur
additional costs because of the
introduction of the new pay
framework. The total adjustment costs
for the introduction of the ERA, which
might result from the upgrading of
certain groups of employees, had been
calculated to be equivalent to an extra
2.79% pay increase. Together with
non-consolidated parts of the pay
increases awarded in 2002 and 2003,
amounting to 1.4%, the
unconsolidated amounts of 0.7% now
awarded in 2004 and 2005 will
compensate for the ERA costs of
2.79%. Until the new pay framework is
implemented, these 0.7-point
components of the annual pay increase
will be awarded as flat-rate payments.

Remuneration for trainees will be
increased in accordance with the
general increase in pay levels.

The bargaining parties agreed to carry
out an ongoing evaluation of the
economic situation until January 2005
order to be able to agree jointly on
whether the pay increase fixed for 2005
is in need for modification.

Agreements on working time
The bargaining parties have committed
themselves to the safeguarding and
extension of employment and to the
improvement of competitiveness,
innovation and terms of investment.
They have also agreed in principle to
allow deviations from sectorally agreed
provisions (including the reduction and
extension of working time, with and
without wage compensation) in certain
cases if this proves necessary to achieve
sustainable development of
employment. Beyond this joint
declaration, the bargaining parties
agreed on a number of specific
provisions, as follows.

The existing general framework
collective agreement for the
metalworking industry in Baden-
Württemberg fixes a standard weekly
working time of 35 hours, but contains
a provision to allow up to 18% of
employees in a company to work
between 35 and 40 hours a week.
Under the new agreement, this so-
called ‘18% quota’, which exists in
other bargaining regions as well (albeit
modified in eastern Germany, where
there is only a standard 38-hour week),
can now be extended under certain
conditions:

• in establishments with more than
50% of employees in the upper scales
of the grading system (ie employees
doing highly skilled jobs) the parties at
company level can agree to a quota of
50% of employees with standard
working time of up to 40 hours a
week. Hours worked above the
standard 35-hour week will be paid,
but without any entitlement to an
overtime bonus;

• in all other companies the sectoral
bargaining parties can also increase the
quota beyond 18% if this enables the
promotion of innovation or
compensates for a lack of skilled
workers;

• jobs may not be cut as a consequence
of increasing the quota;

• in order to guarantee compliance
with the agreed quota, works councils
have the right to refuse any further
individual extension of working time if
the quota has already been fulfilled;
and

• further provisions deal with cases
where a company has agreed to recruit
additional staff but a temporary
extension of weekly working time is
required to bridge staff shortages until
the recruitment can take place.

Special provisions in eastern
Germany 
After much resistance, especially from
the metalworking employers’
association in Saxony, the main
provisions of the Baden-Württemberg
compromise were finally transferred to
all bargaining regions in eastern
Germany.

In the eastern German bargaining
regions, it was agreed that companies
may only cut or cancel the 0.7% ERA-
component with the consent of the
bargaining parties. As far as the
working time arrangements are
concerned, the provisions on the quota
were adjusted against the background
of the standard 38-hour week in
eastern German metalworking.

Reactions to new agreements 
In a statement to the press, the chief
negotiator for IG Metall in Baden-
Württemberg, Jörg Hofmann, called the
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new agreements a reasonable
compromise which will safeguard real
wages and help employees to
participate in productivity growth. IG
Metall stressed that there will be no
unpaid extension of working time and
that the 35-hour week will remain the
point of reference at workplace level.
The deal will define a new balance
between the sectoral collective
agreement and the company level,
without the sectoral bargaining parties
giving ground. The compromise is seen
as proof that the bargaining parties are
flexible enough to adjust collective
agreements to new challenges and
situations. In the view of IG Metall,
these results were achieved only due to
the pressure imposed by the massive

wave of warning strikes all over
Germany.

The reactions to the agreement on the
employers’ side were mixed. In a press
statement, the chair of Südwestmetall
and chief negotiator on the employers’
side, Otmar Zwiebelhofer, called the
pay agreement ‘a certain burden’. He
stressed, however, that employers will
now have more possibilities to extend
weekly working time without having to
pay overtime bonuses. He conceded
that there will be no deviations from
collectively agreed standards without
the final consent of the bargaining
parties, but added: ‘IG Metall stays in
the boat but has committed itself to
rowing with us in the same direction.’ 

However, in the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung newspaper, the president of the
Confederation of German Employers’
Associations (BDA), Dieter Hundt,
complained that IG Metall had blocked
further decentralisation of collective
bargaining. He therefore called for new
legislation (EIRObserver 1/04 p.7).

The president of the federal employers’
association for the German
metalworking and electrical industry,
Gesamtmetall, Martin Kannegiesser,
defended the new agreements and
argued that even if future legislation
introduced compulsory opening clauses
in collective agreements, as demanded
by some employers, it would remain
necessary to find a compromise with
the trade union or at workplace level
with the works council. He called on
employers to make effective use of the
possibilities for more working time
flexibility offered by the settlement.

Commentary 
Against the background of its defeat on
the 35-hour week issue in eastern
Germany in 2003 (EIRObserver 5/03
p.5), IG Metall regards the outcome of
the 2004 bargaining round as a
success. The demand of employers to
extend working time without wage
compensation helped the union to
mobilise employees.

The result must also be seen against
the background of a 2002 study by IG
Metall which revealed that in a number
of companies, the current 18% quota
of employees working 35-40 hours a
week had already been considerably
exceeded. The bargaining outcome
reflects the fact that within the
employers’ associations those who
consider it more effective to seek
further flexibility in pay and conditions
in cooperation with rather than in
confrontation with the trade unions,
have prevailed – at least for the time
being.

A number of large companies have
already announced their intention to
implement the new provisions in order
to extend working time and it remains
to be seen how this will extend the
average working time in the
metalworking industry in practice.
(Heiner Dribbusch, Institute for
Economic and Social Research, WSI)
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Employers want more flexibility
A survey conducted by the Allensbach Institute for Polling (IfD) in December 2003
and January 2004 highlighted the priority given to increased working time
flexibility by German metalworking employers, and helped explain why the issue
was so important to them in the 2004 bargaining round. According to IfD, the
survey responses provided by 500 managing directors in the metalworking and
electrical industry suggest that most firms do not want to abolish industry-wide
collective agreements, but do want to have a great deal more flexibility within
these agreements. The poll indicates that three out of four companies deviate
from the general conditions laid down in sectoral collective agreements on wages
and/or holiday or Christmas bonuses. Moreover, more than half of the companies
surveyed apply their own rules when it comes to working time. The regulatory
framework provided by sectoral collective agreements (prior to the latest
renegotiation in February) had limited the opportunity of firms to increase the
working week in practice. A considerable increase in firms’ room for manoeuvre
was desired by managers surveyed.

Nearly one in three of the employers surveyed with more than 300 employees
believe that there should be a general increase in the length of the working week;
however, it should also be noted that, even amongst this group of companies,
two-thirds think that it is more important for firms to be given the opportunity to
decide their own more flexible working times. Amongst employers with fewer
than 100 employees, only about one in 10 called for a general increase in
working time, while amongst medium-sized firms (100 to 299 employees) this
proportion was about one in every five. However, amongst these two groups of
firms, 84% and 76%, respectively believe that firms desperately need to be able
to set their own working times. 

The additional room for manoeuvre, in terms of the ability of firms to set their
own working times, negotiated in the new collective agreements for the
metalworking and electrical industry in February 2004 is thus seen as an
important step in meeting the demands of firms in the industry – though they
believe that further measures will have to follow.

While seeking more flexibility, employers’ associations in metalworking are still in
favour of sectoral collective agreements. At a conference hosted by the Cologne
Institute for Business Research (IW) in Berlin in February 2004, Werner Busch, the
managing director of Gesamtmetall, defended the existing model of negotiating
wages, stating: ‘According to our members, the collective agreement is
considerably better than its reputation.’ Mr Busch cited, in particular, ‘industrial
peace’ as the principal advantage of the current system. According to Mr Busch,
this is especially important for companies that are involved in ‘highly sensitive’
production alliances or networks that create value. Ulrich Brocker, the managing
director of Südwestmetall, stated that further important advantages include legal
and planning certainty – these help to explain ‘why nearly 6,000 firms in the
metalworking and electrical industry use industry-wide collective agreements, and
why they wish to continue to do so in the future’. (Lothar Funk, Cologne Institute
for Business Research, IW) 
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Codes of practice on disputes in
essential public services were
introduced in Ireland in late 2003. In
April 2004, the main employers’
organisation, IBEC, called for these
non-binding codes to be given legal
effect for a three-year trial period,
which would prohibit strikes in such
services.

In response to current industrial unrest
in semi-state firms, such as An Post
(postal services) and CIE (transport), the
Irish Business and Employers
Confederation (IBEC) – the largest
employer representative body in Ireland
– called in April 2004 for codes of
practice on disputes in essential
services, which were introduced late in
2003, to be given legal effect for a
three-year trial period. If implemented,
this would result in a strike ban. This
proposal to introduce a ‘no-strike
clause’ for essential services has been
rejected by trade unions, with one
union source saying it should not be
given too much credence. 

The codes of practice in question were
introduced in late 2003 across the
public service – the health service, local
authorities, the civil service and
education – in order to comply with the
industrial peace/modernisation terms of
the current national pact, Sustaining
Progress (EIRObserver 2/03 p.7). Similar
codes had already been in place for
some time in a few state-owned
companies, notably the Irish Aviation
Authority, Iarnrod Eireann (rail) and Bus
Eireann. The implementation of the
new codes was a precondition for
payment of the second phase of the
recent public service ‘benchmarking’
awards – whereby public service pay
has been benchmarked against
comparable grades in the private sector
– which appeared to provide much of
the impetus for their final adoption.
The codes of practice had been a long
time coming, with a gestation period of
approximately 12 years.

In their current form, the codes could
not be described as ‘no-strike clauses’.
They still allow for industrial action,
albeit after the exhaustion of extensive
industrial relations procedures.
Essentially, what the codes amount to is
a commitment by the parties to any
disputes in essential services to the
maintenance of an emergency level of
service. Essential services include those
whose cessation or interruption could
endanger life, or cause major damage
to the national economy or widespread
hardship to the community. This
includes health services, energy
supplies, including gas and electricity,

water and sewage services, fire,
ambulance and rescue services and
certain elements of public transport.

Further safeguards 
IBEC says that the government should
protect the public interest by further
safeguarding essential public services.
To this end, the employer’s body
suggests, the codes of practice on
disputes in essential services should be
given a legally binding effect. If IBEC
were to get its way, strikes would be
prohibited for a three-year trial period.

IBEC’s director of industrial
relations/human resources, Brendan
McGinty, commented, ‘the bullet has to
be bitten’. Mr McGinty said that
disputes in essential services have a
disproportionate impact on the public
and on commerce, referring to recent
events in the public transport sector
when, he said, people were ‘kept on a
knife edge’. He described the IBEC
proposals as an evolution of the
existing pay compliance mechanisms in
the Sustaining Progress national
agreement.

However, trade union sources are
concerned that any further moves
down this road would challenge the
whole ‘voluntarist’ industrial relations
approach in Ireland. The traditional
voluntarist system – under which
employers and trade unions were
largely free to conduct their affairs
without intervention from the state –
has arguably already been eroded to
such an extent in recent years that it is
perhaps now inaccurate for it to be
described as such. When combined
with the recent introduction of ‘pay
assessor/inability to pay’ procedures in
the private sector, the new
‘performance-verification’ process
linked to pay benchmarking in the
public sector is a reflection of the
increased formalisation of industrial
relations and the erosion of
voluntarism.

Dispute data 
IBEC’s Mr McGinty expressed concern
at recent Central Statistics Office data
pointing to an increase in the number
of working days lost to industrial action
in 2003 (37,482) compared with 2002
(21,257). However, though up on 2002,
the number of days lost in 2003 was
extremely low in historical terms, with
29,196 of the 37,482 days being lost in
the second quarter, when there was a
10-week strike by public health doctors.
Indeed, the second half of 2003
witnessed general industrial peace, with

only 5,205 days lost during this period.
Public service trade union leaders would
argue that this drop in days lost
indicates that the unions and their
members are fulfilling their industrial
peace obligations under Sustaining
Progress and benchmarking.

There are signs that unions and their
members are engaging in ‘alternative’
forms of industrial action falling short
of the traditional strike weapon, which
are frequently not counted in the
official CSO strike data. Commentators
argue that, rather than disappearing, it
is more likely that workplace conflict is
being expressed in different forms –
both collective and individual, overt and
covert – such as work-to-rules, overtime
bans, short one/two-hour stoppages
and protests.

Commentary 
The call from Ireland’s largest
employers’ body, IBEC, to place the
recently implemented codes of practice
on dispute resolution in essential public
services on a legal footing is unlikely to
get the go-ahead, given trade union
reservations. The unions are concerned
that the traditional voluntarist system of
industrial relations – and their ability to
strike and flex their industrial muscle –
would be further eroded by any move
to ban strikes in essential services.
Already, it is perhaps no longer accurate
to describe the Irish industrial relations
system as voluntarist, given the
extension of domestic and EU
employment legislation. The
formalisation of pay determination is
already quite pronounced, with pay
assessment/verification procedures
being introduced in both the public and
private sectors under the current
national agreement, Sustaining
Progress.

Irish trade unions already have to satisfy
a number of industrial relations and
legal procedures before they can
officially initiate strike action – such as
referring disputes to third-party dispute
resolution bodies such as the Labour
Relations Commission and the Labour
Court, conducting a secret ballot of
members and providing a minimum
period of notice of industrial action. In
fact, levels of industrial action remain at
historically low levels in Ireland. (Tony
Dobbins, IRN) 
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In March 2004, trade unions and
employers signed a first national
agreement regulating ‘coordinated
freelance contracts’ (a form of
atypical work midway between self-
employment and dependent
employment) in outsourced call
centres, a sector which employs
180,000 people, 10,000 of whom
are covered by the agreement. The
deal includes a series of rules on the
use of coordinated freelance workers
and their rights and protection with
regard to working time, types of
work, vocational training, termination
of the work contract, maternity,
sickness, end-of-service allowances
and minimum pay.

The first national collective agreement
regulating workers on ‘coordinated
freelance contracts’ in outsourced call
centres was signed on 3 March 2004.
The accord was signed on the
employers’ side by the National
Association of Outsourced Call Centre
Services (Assocallcenter), affiliated to
the General Confederation of Trade,
Tourism, Services and Small and
Medium-Sized Enterprises
(Confcommercio). The trade union
signatories were the Italian Federation
of Trade, Hotels, Canteen and Services
Workers ( Filcams-Cgil), New Work
Identities (NIdiL-Cgil), the Italian
Federation of Trade, Services and
Tourism Workers (Fisascat-Cisl) and the
Italian Tourism, Trade and Services
Workers Union (UILTuCS-Uil). 

The agreement, which for the moment
covers only ‘coordinated freelance
workers’ employed by the 32
companies that are members of the
signatory industry association, applies
the provisions of a national protocol
signed in July 2003 to regulate the
contracts of workers in outsourced call
centres. The protocol supplements the
national collective agreement for the
distribution and services sector which
envisages, amongst other matters, the
‘stabilisation’ of at least 40% of present
coordinated freelance contracts.

‘Employer-coordinated freelance work’
is a form of ‘atypical’ work relationship
considered to be ‘midway’ between
self-employment and dependent
employment – see the box opposite. It
is growing rapidly in Italy and is much
used in the call-centre sector – of the
180,000 people employed by
outsourced call centres, 10,000 are
covered by the new agreement (65%
of whom are women).

Contents of the agreement 
The agreement, which runs until 2005,

introduces numerous innovations into
the regulations on the use of
coordinated freelance workers in
outsourced call centres (the rules do
not concern in-house call centres,
which are covered by the national
sectoral agreement applied by the
employer concerned). The agreement
therefore concerns a form of flexible
work which at the legislative level –
until the 2003 ‘Biagi law’ on labour
market reform – was little protected
and regulated. This has encouraged
improper use of it, mainly to avoid the
costs of employing dependent labour.

The main points of the agreement are
as follows.

• The agreement applies to all relevant
employment relationships, including
casual work (as defined by Article 61 of
legislative decree no. 276/03,
implementing the ‘Biagi law’) and
freelance work, irrespective of the
worker’s possession of an individual
VAT code.

• Coordinated freelance workers in call
centres are given broad autonomy in
defining their working hours and
modes of work. In this regard, the
agreement stipulates that every seven
days the worker should present the
employer with his or her work
schedule. Every three months, these
schedules are submitted by the
company to the local structures of the
trade unions which signed the
agreement and to the unitary
workplace union structures (Rsus) or
plant-level union structures (Rsas). The
schedules must comprise ‘time bands’
of a minimum of three and a maximum
of eight hours of work per day, and a
minimum of 60 hours per month. Each
worker is entitled to a rest period of 30
calendar days during the annual
duration of the contract. The contract
cannot be renewed or extended for
fewer than six months. Moreover,
workers who have had contracts with
the company in the past six months
have a priority right should a vacancy
become available, including on an
open-ended contract.

• Special tables define minimum wage
levels, which are in line with those set
by the distribution and services national
sectoral agreement for dependent
employees and are updated when the
agreement is renewed. The minimum
pay is fixed at EUR 6.7 an hour for the
first year and EUR 7.65 for the second.

• In the event of sickness, workers are
to be covered by an insurance policy,
the terms of which are defined by the
parties and which is paid for by the

company. Moreover, in the event of
sickness, the contract is suspended for
up to 90 days in the course of the
calendar year.

• In the event of industrial accident, the
contract is suspended until the worker’s
recovery or the expiry of the contract.

• In the event of pregnancy, the worker
is entitled to take leave of absence for a
total of 180 days. If the pregnancy is ‘at
risk’, the worker may begin her leave of
absence earlier. The same article grants
15 days of absence for marriage.

• In the future, supplementary pension
insurance is to be made available to
coordinated freelance workers. Within
six months of the signing of the
agreement, the parties will meet again
to define the sums to be made
available and the involvement of the
existing sectoral fund (the FON.TE
supplementary pension fund for ‘third-
sector’ companies). 

• Coordinated freelance workers are
entitled to vocational training and
retraining provisions. The hours taken
up by this training are paid at the same
rate as working hours. 

• The contract may be terminated only
in the event of serious breach of
contract. In the event of disputes, a
conciliation procedure can be activated.
In all cases of cessation of the
employment relationship, the
coordinated freelance worker is entitled
to an end-of-service allowance
amounting to 8% of the total pay
received.

• Coordinated freelance workers have
the right to elect trade union
representatives and to use a fixed
amount of hours for union activities
and to attend assemblies.

• The Rsu/Rsa has prior information
rights over the hiring of coordinated
freelance workers. At the
company/territorial bargaining level, the
signatories to the agreement may agree
to higher pay levels and/or to weekly
work schedules different from those
envisaged by the national agreement.
Also to be defined at the company level
are forms of access to information,
vocational training, and workplace
safety and accident prevention
measures. Workers using computers are
entitled to a 15-minute paid break
every two hours.

• According to the final provisions of
the agreement, regulation of the
‘project contracts’ introduced by
legislative decree 276/30 (whereby
firms may convert coordinated
freelance workers into ‘project’ or
‘work programme’ workers) is
postponed until a further agreement to
be concluded in June 2004. Until this
agreement has been signed, it will not
be possible to use the project worker
system, so that the ‘old’ coordinated
freelance contracts are effectively
extended until 31 October 2005.

10

Agreement signed for ‘coordinated free-
lance workers’ in outsourced call centres

ITALY



Reactions 
The signatories of the agreement have
declared themselves fully satisfied with
it. For Assocallcenter, the organisation
representing the call-centre companies,
the agreement should serve as a
template for the sector, promoting
competition based on service quality
rather than on exploitation of workers.
The trade unions, too, have expressed
their satisfaction: ‘Finally left behind is a
situation in which the ‘‘law of the
jungle’’ prevailed and workers were
used in some cases to replace
dependent employees, with decidedly
low wages,’ stated Gianni Rodilosso,
the national secretary of UILTuCS-Uil.
The other two main union
organisations in the sector (Filcams-Cgil
and Fisascat-Cisl), have unreservedly
welcomed the agreement, emphasising
its innovative character because it
regulates these employment
relationships, enabling the correct and
joint management of this form of
‘atypical’ work in a sector which makes
much use of it.

Commentary 
The agreement reached by the social
partners introduces a series of
guarantees (on maternity, minimum
wages, sickness, end-of-service
allowances and trade union rights) for
workers on coordinated freelance
contracts, and specific rules on the use
of this form of ‘atypical’ work. This is a
category of precarious workers to
which the recent law reforming the
Italian labour market – introduced by
legislative decree 276/03 implementing
‘proxy law’ 30/03 (the so-called ‘Biagi
law’) – paid particular attention.
Indeed, according to Article 61 of
legislative decree 276/03 contracts for
coordinated freelance work should be
converted – after a transitional phase –
into one or more specific ‘project’ or
‘work plan’ contracts; otherwise, these
employment relationships will be
considered to be open-ended
employment contracts. The aim of the
legislation is to curb abuses in the use
of coordinated freelance workers by
introducing regulations with regard to
definition of requirements for these
forms of flexible work and leaving it to
individual or collective bargaining to
give a more precise definition to the
system of guarantees and to the rules
on using this form of labour.

The first national agreement on
coordinated freelance contracts in
outsourced call centres thus seems to
address those aspects neglected by the
legislation. In fact, this outcome of
collective bargaining – by extending
until 31 October 2005 the transitional
phase of conversion from coordinated
freelance work to ‘project’ or
‘programme’ contracts established by
the new legislation – highlights the
ability of the social partners to reach
agreements which introduce significant

protection for workers. It is
consequently a possible complementary
solution to that introduced by the
legislators. (Diego Coletto, Fondazione
Regionale Pietro Seveso)
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Coordinated freelance work
‘Atypical’ work accounts for an increasingly large proportion of employment in
Italy, and it is growing faster than ‘standard’ employment. According to an April
2003 report from the Ires research institute, based on official Istat data, in the
year from January 2002 to January 2003 some 43% of the new jobs created were
‘atypical’ positions, while the remaining 57% were ‘standard’ ones. In 2002,
‘atypical’ employment represented 20.4% of total employment.

Alongside fixed-term, part-time and temporary agency work, a particularly
important form of ‘atypical’ work in Italy. is ‘semi-subordinate’ work (midway
between dependent employment and self-employment) and, most importantly,
‘employer-coordinated freelance work’ (collaborazioni coordinate e continuative) –
otherwise known as ‘economically dependent’ work (see supplement to
EIRObserver 4/02) – which between 1999 and 2002 increased at an average rate
of 12.5% a year (equivalent to 200,000 more workers every year). In 2002, there
were almost 2.4 million people, or 11% of total employment (9.5% for women
and 13.4% for women, according to Ires), working on employer-coordinated
freelance contracts.

These figures for employer-coordinated freelance work are calculated on Institute
for Social Insurance (Inps) data concerning the take-up of social security cover
under a scheme specially created for freelance workers. However, they
overestimate the real extent of this type of employment relationship. Removing
from the figures those who are actually in dependent employment or receiving a
pension, and groups such as members of company boards, it may reasonably be
supposed that employer-coordinated freelance workers of uncertain status, both
from the contractual point of view and as regards social protection, amount to
around 800,000-900,000. Many of them are, it is believed, in reality dependent
employees ‘disguised’ as freelances – or ‘fake’ self-employed workers –
‘improperly’ hired on atypical contracts, mainly in the services sector, in order to
avoid the cost of employing dependent labour.

Another significant figure concerns the high proportion of women in this type of
employment relationship. More and more employer-coordinated freelance workers
are women, especially in the South of Italy, where the majority of semi-
subordinate workers are to be found (54.4%). Such a high percentage is though
to be indicative of the especially weak labour market position of women, to
whom the most precarious atypical jobs are offered (and which they accept).

As regards the age of employer-coordinated freelance workers, the largest age
group consists not of young people but rather of 30- to 39-year-olds, who make
up almost one third of the total. This finding indicates that it is only for a minority
of workers that employer-coordinated freelance work constitutes a means of entry
to the labour market and a bridge to steady employment.

From the research data available, it thus seems that employer-coordinated
freelance work is no longer a transient phenomenon involving young people and
undertaken externally to firms and for several contracting companies. It is now
changing into a permanent and adult phenomenon: more than 90% of such
freelancers work for a single client, and the majority of them are aged over 30.
Moreover, continuous and coordinated employment relationships are being
transformed into stable employment relationships to a much lesser extent than
other atypical contractual forms such as temporary agency work or fixed-term
jobs. It seems that firms use semi-subordinate labour mainly to reduce their costs
and to achieve greater organisational flexibility. In call centres, for example, it is
very often the case that workers are called into work or left at home according to
fluctuations in the work flow. 
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Employer organisations are bodies
designed to organise and advance
employers’ collective interests in the
labour market. The range and content
of such collective interests, as compared
with an employer’s individual interests,
are neither objectively given nor self-
evident, but a matter of interpretation.
Hence, the structure, membership basis
and tasks of employer organisations
differ widely across countries. Large
companies especially are able to decide
on what labour market interests they
wish to pursue individually by
themselves, and what interests they
want to have represented by employer
organisations. An example of a notably
individualistic approach is the USA,
where employer organisations as a
means of advancing employer interests
are largely negligible. This contrasts
with European traditions in which
employer organisations normally have a
much stronger role.

Cross-national differences in the
existence, form and role of employer
organisations significantly affect
national industrial relations practices. A
case in point is collective bargaining.
Usually, multi-employer bargaining can
be institutionalised only when employer
organisations engage in bargaining. For
similar reasons, statutory provisions for
‘extending’ collective agreements to
employers not directly bound by them
can be used only when the employer-
side signatory party is an employer
organisation. Thus, the prevalence of
either multi- or single-employer
bargaining, as well as the level of
bargaining coverage, strongly depends
on whether employer organisations
exist and on what kind of activities they
perform. 

It is not only that employer
organisations have an impact on
industrial relations systems: there is
interdependence, in that they are also
influenced by these systems, as
comparative empirical research has
found. For instance, the density of
employer organisation (the proportion
of all employees employed by member
firms) significantly increases with the
use of statutory schemes for extending
multi-employer agreements to
unaffiliated employers, because the
practice of extension induces
(unaffiliated) employers to join the
relevant employer organisation.
Furthermore, the political influence of
employer associations tends to vary
with the nature of the bargaining
system: there is evidence that employer
organisations – along with their trade
union counterparts – enjoy significantly
greater rights to participate in public
policymaking in a national context of

predominant multi-employer
bargaining, as compared with a
situation where single-employer
bargaining prevails. The reason is that
multi-employer bargaining – in contrast
to bargaining at the level of a single
employer – is relevant in
macroeconomic terms. This relevance
provides a notable incentive for the
state to seek the cooperation of the
bargaining parties and to incorporate
them into public policy matters. 

An implication of the above is that
employer organisations may contribute
to enhancing a country’s economic
performance by providing ‘public
goods’. These include the coordination
of bargaining with such economic
requirements as employment and price
stability, or participation in public
schemes in areas such as vocational
training.

For all these reasons, employer
organisations – along with trade unions
– are also regarded as key players in
industrial relations at the EU level,
particularly in terms of their
participation in the consultation process
on possible EU social policy and
industrial relations initiatives within the
framework of Article 138 of the
European Community Treaty. 

Looking at the 15 ‘old’ EU Member
States, two new Member States that
joined in May 2004 (Slovenia and
Hungary) and Norway, this comparative
supplement examines:

• the structure of employer
organisations, with special emphasis on
cross-sectoral, top-level, central, or
‘peak’ associations;

• the structure of employer
organisations below the central level,
with a focus on the affiliates of these
organisations;

• major developments in organisational
structures;

• the membership level and density of
employer organisations;

• the tasks performed by the central
associations and their affiliates; and

• the main trends in employer
organisations’ tasks and responsibilities.

The supplement is an edited version of
a full comparative study – based on
contributions from the EIRO national
centres in the countries concerned –
available on the EIROnline website

Definitions and concepts 

Business operates in manifold markets,
and has correspondingly manifold and

complex interests. Because of this
complexity, business interest
associations often concentrate on one
particular market when representing
their members’ collective interests. This
means that not all business interest
associations act as employer
organisations. We can differentiate
between two main categories of
markets and related interests: the
labour market, in which business has
interests vis-à-vis employees; and other
(‘product’) markets, where business has
interests in relation to customers and
suppliers, which are often other
businesses. Employer organisations are
a special type of business interest
association that is devised to represent
its members’ collective interests relating
to the labour market and industrial
relations. The most important indicator
that qualifies a business interest
association as an employer organisation
is the ability and willingness to
negotiate collective agreements, directly
or indirectly (through member
associations). However, here we also
define business interest associations as
employer organisations if they are
involved in other ways of regulating the
labour market and industrial relations,
such as participation in bipartite or
tripartite consultations.

Three main types of business interest
associations can be identified: 

• ‘pure’ employer organisations, which
specialise in representing only interests
related to the labour market and
industrial relations; 

• ‘pure’ trade associations, which
represent only product market interests;
and

• ‘dual’ associations, which combine
the representation of labour market
interests and product market interests. 

This supplement deals only with ‘pure’
employer organisations and dual
associations. Furthermore, due to the
notable differences between the private
and public sector in terms of industrial
relations, employer and employer
organisation, we exclude employer
organisations which solely or
predominantly organise public sector
entities.

The relative importance of labour
market and industrial relations matters,
compared with other interests and
representational activities, may vary
among business interest associations
and over time, with the effect that it
may sometimes be difficult to identify
which business interest associations
really act as employer organisations.
Since there are also notable differences
in ‘associational’ tasks and
responsibilities across countries, these
difficulties are magnified for the
purposes of comparative research. This
means that in some countries certain
associations may be seen as ‘borderline’
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cases when it comes to disentangling
employer organisations from other
associations. In such circumstances, an
important criterion for classification is
whether the association has a special
department dealing with labour market
and industrial relations matters, since
the existence of such a department
indicates a substantial involvement in
these issues. We thus consider an
organisation to be an employer
organisation if it fulfils at least one of
the following three criteria:

• it is able and willing to negotiate
collective agreements, directly or
indirectly;

• it is involved in bipartite or tripartite
consultations on labour market and
industrial relations regulation; or

• it has a special department dealing
with such issues.

The focus of this definition is on
functions. It implies that both voluntary
and compulsory (ie those where all
employers in the membership domain
are legally required to be members)
associations are covered, provided that
they meet one of the above criteria.

While we concentrate only on ‘pure’
employer organisations and dual
associations, these bodies are so
numerous, even in smaller countries,
that empirical research of this kind
cannot capture them altogether. In this
respect, employer associations differ
notably from trade unions. A recent
cross-national comparison of countries’
principal employer confederations and
the corresponding trade union
confederations found that the affiliates
of employer confederations significantly
outnumber their union counterparts.

Given the very large number of
employer organisations, a cross-national
comparison is manageable only by
concentrating on a certain category of
these organisations. We thus focus on
the category that can be seen as most
inclusive and important – so-called
‘national employer peak associations’
(NEPAs). These associations are defined
as follows:

• they are formally independent, ie they
are not subordinate members (affiliates)
of another employer organisation. Peak
associations thus include (a)
independent ‘membership’ associations
which organise only companies as
members and have no affiliated
associations, and (b) independent
confederations (‘associations of
associations’) which organise other
(lower-level) associations and possibly
companies as well;

• their membership domain must be
national (rather than regional etc) and
cross-sectoral. An association’s domain
is classified as cross-sectoral if it covers
more than one complete two-digit ISIC
area – ie more than one sector; and

• it must fulfil the tasks of either a
‘pure’ employer organisation or a dual
association, in accordance with the
definition outlined above.

NEPAs are the most inclusive employer
organisations in a country, because
their membership domain is both
national and cross-sectoral. In addition,
they are especially important, since – as
independent central bodies – they
usually combine and aggregate the
manifold interests of a country’s
employers. Hence, they come closest to
what may be regarded as the ‘voice’ of
a country’s employers. However, the
other, narrower and lower-level,
employer organisations also deserve
attention. This is because in most EU
Member States collective agreements
are concluded mainly below central
level, and in particular at the level of
the sector or branch. Therefore, it is
primarily the sectoral and branch
employer organisations that conduct
bargaining and that are at the heart of
industrial relations. For this reason, this
supplement also gives an overview of
these organisations. Their number is
very large and quantitative information
on them will thus be confined to the
affiliates of NEPAs.

Organisational structure 
NEPAs
Table 1 on p.iii gives the number of
NEPAs in each of the 18 countries
examined. A list of the full names of all
the NEPAs referred to in the table is
provided in the full EIROnline study.

The number of NEPAs per country can
be used as a measure of the degree of
differentiation in national systems of
employer organisation. The most
notable feature is that the degree of
such ‘associational differentiation’ varies
strongly across countries, ranging from
a single NEPA (in Belgium, Germany,
Luxembourg and the UK) to seven or
more (in Portugal, Hungary and Italy).
The fact that these two ‘extreme’
groups each include both small and
large countries indicates that the size of
a country does not affect its degree of
associational differentiation on the
employer side. 

The existence of more than one NEPA
in most countries suggests that even
these relatively inclusive associations
tend to specialise, either formally or
informally, in certain respects. This is
confirmed by closer consideration. Table
1 also gives an overview of the criteria
used by the NEPAs for specifying their
membership domain. There is a
common pattern across almost all
countries with more than one NEPA:
one peak association is general, in that
its membership domain is unspecified,
whereas the domain of the other
NEPA(s) has been narrowed down by
specification. Hungary, Slovenia, Ireland
and Finland deviate from this pattern.
Two general NEPAs exist in Hungary,

Slovenia and Ireland. In Finland, a
general NEPA in the strict sense is
lacking, though the Confederation of
Finnish Industry and Employers (TT) is
relatively inclusive (see below). 

The most frequent criteria used for
demarcating the domains of NEPAs are
sectoral (in broad terms). With the
exception of Slovenia and Spain, all the
other countries with multiple NEPAs
have at least one peak association
which bases its domain on a (broad)
sector of activity. The sectors which
most frequently have a NEPA specialised
in representing their employer interests
are: agriculture (Denmark, Finland,
France, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands,
Portugal and Norway); services, defined
in differing ways (Finland, Greece, Italy,
Portugal and Norway); and finance
(Denmark, Norway and Sweden). 

Aside from sectoral considerations, an
important criterion for domain
demarcation is firm size. In 10 countries
(Finland, France, Greece, Hungary,
Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Spain and Sweden) separate NEPAs
exist for small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). A related criterion is
craft production. In Italy, four NEPAs
combine SMEs and crafts, while
another association concentrates on
SMEs only. In Slovenia, there are two
crafts NEPAs and in France there is one.
Other criteria used for domain
demarcation include cooperatives
(Hungary, Italy, Norway and Sweden). In
Hungary, one NEPA organises both
cooperatives and SMEs. 

Importantly, membership specifications
are neither clear-cut nor formalised in
all cases. In Finland, for instance, TT’s
membership rules stipulate that
businesses in areas other than
manufacturing and construction can
join if they relate in some way to these
sectors. This leaves room for
interpretation and gives rise to ‘self-
selection’ processes within this group of
businesses. Informal membership
specifications have often evolved in
NEPAs in response to other NEPAs and
socio-economic change. For example,
the Dutch Federation of Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (MKB-
Nederland) does not differ in its formal
demarcation from the Confederation of
Netherlands Industry and Employers
(VNO-NCW). In both cases the
membership domain is unspecified in
formal terms. In practice, however,
MKB-Nederland clearly concentrates on
organising and representing SMEs.
Since actual membership characteristics
determine an association’s profile more
than formal demarcations, table 1
refers to the former rather than to the
latter when they diverge.

From the perspective of relations
between associations, membership
domains specified in terms of certain
criteria tend to become mutually
exclusive. This helps to scale down
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rivalries among associations. In
principle, there are two possible forms
of such rivalry: associations may
compete for members and/or
representational tasks. The
differentiation between ‘pure’ employer
organisations and ‘pure’ trade
associations is a type of ‘specialisation
by tasks’ which results in non-
competitive, complementary domains
regardless of whether membership
domains overlap. Since employer
associations all revolve around the same
range of activities, the possibilities of
specialisation by tasks are rather limited
and specialisation in terms of members
becomes more important as a means of
containing inter-association
competition. It is thus not by
coincidence that NEPAs have specified
their membership domain in all
countries with more than one peak
association (see table 1). However, this
specification is incomplete because in
all these cases there is one relatively
broad NEPA whose domain more or less
overlaps with the other associations
that have restricted membership to a
particular type of employer. 

As a consequence, competition
between NEPAs is reported from more
than half of the countries examined.
SMEs are the most contested area, with
seven countries (Finland, France,
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands and Portugal) reporting
competition over this group of
businesses. Certain segments of the
service industries are contested areas in
Finland and Norway. Depending on
circumstances, inter-associational
competition may take various forms. It
is most visible when new, rival
associations are established at peak

level (as in Ireland and Portugal). In
Luxembourg and Slovenia, associations
which do not appear to meet the
definition of a NEPA outlined above
have tried to challenge the established
association(s). The magnitude of
competition varies as well. It is most
severe when certain member groups
break away from one NEPA, as
happened in Ireland (see below).
Secession is also possible below peak
level, as in Norway, where employment
agencies have moved from the
Federation of Norwegian Commercial
and Service Enterprises (HSH) to the
Confederation of Norwegian Business
and Industry (NHO). 

By comparison, competition for
representational tasks is a more
widespread as well as a more modest
form of rivalry among NEPAs. Although
such competition among employer
organisations is rooted in overlapping
domains, it may be limited to certain,
highly specialised representational
issues, while a well-established division
of labour prevails otherwise. 

Inter-association competition may occur
not only at peak level but also below
that level, and may even involve
affiliates of the same confederation. For
example, a situation of multi-level
competition along sectoral lines
characterises France, with rivalry
between the affiliates of the Movement
of French Enterprises (MEDEF), the
General Confederation of Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises ( CGPME)
and the Craftwork Employers’
Association (UPA) and also – to a lesser
extent – among affiliates belonging to
the same NEPA. Competitive relations
below central level may be present even
in countries with only one NEPA: for

example, while open competition
between employer organisations over
members is very rare in Germany, newly
emerging industries may spur conflicts
over domain demarcation, as happened
in the case of temporary employment
agencies. Decisions by large companies
to move from one employer association
to another have also caused tensions
on several occasions. This brings us to
one key reason for inter-associational
competition. Employer associations
organise firms, a group of economic
actors which are more competitive in
relation to each other than any other
actors in society. Taking this into
consideration, the fact that inter-
associational competition involves
relatively limited contested areas
(namely SMEs and certain branches of
the service sector) implies that employer
organisations have succeeded to a
relatively large extent in arriving at non-
competitive, complementary domain
demarcations.

Organisations below peak level
NEPAs, as defined here, are the
employer organisations which are most
encompassing in terms of their
membership domain. Below this level,
in many countries there are narrower
associations which can be divided into
two main categories: affiliates of a
NEPA; and associations at this lower
level which are unaffiliated. For instance
in Sweden, unaffiliated employer
organisations have been established for
the separate and independent
representation of special employer
groups, such as newspapers,
broadcasting, theatres, Stockholm’s
local public transport system, the non-
profit organisations of the labour
movement and hairdressers. In Austria,
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Table 1. National employer peak associations (NEPAs) in Europe*

Number of Demarcation of NEPAs’ membership domain**

NEPAs General Sector SMEs*** Cooperatives Others

Austria 2 1 1
Belgium 1 1
Denmark 3 1 2
Finland 4 3 1
France 4 1 1 2
Germany 1 1
Greece 3 1 1 1
Hungary 8 2 2 3 2
Ireland 4 2 1 1
Italy 16 1 6 5 4
Luxembourg 1 1
Netherlands 3 1 1 1
Norway 5 1 3 1
Portugal 7 1 5 1
Slovenia 4 2 2
Spain 2 1 1
Sweden 5 1 1 1 1 1
UK 1 1

* Most recent data – for definitions of NEPAs, see main text; ** number per country – due to multiple domain specification the aggregate number of
cases broken down by domain does not always equal the number of NEPAs; *** including associations which represent craft production.

Source: EIRO.



the very few employer organisations
which are not under the umbrella of
the principal NEPA, the Chamber of the
Economy (WKÖ), specialise in conduct-
ing collective bargaining on behalf of
such groups as printing, newspapers
and electricity enterprises. These
examples indicate that unaffiliated,
lower-level employer organisations tend
to represent groups outside the core
areas of industry covered by the NEPAs
and their affiliates.

Lower-level NEPA affiliates form part of
an integrated, multi-level system of
employer representation. The number
of ‘associational levels’ (ie the number
of layers in the ordered hierarchy of
employer organisations) varies both
across countries and across NEPAs
within the same country. Looking at the
largest NEPA in each country, there are
three levels of organisation in the
majority of cases, though as many as
four or five in some countries. This
elaborate hierarchical ordering often
combines with a complex web of
interlinked lines of sectoral and
territorial differentiation. In the case of
the Confederation of German
Employers’ Associations (BDA), for
example, the pattern is that the branch
associations at the level of regions
(Länder) are affiliated to both cross-
sectoral regional (Länder) associations
and sectoral national associations –
with the latter also grouping narrower
national branch organisations. The 14
cross-sectoral Länder associations and
the 54 sectoral national associations are
direct members of BDA. Altogether,
688 associations are under the umbrella
of BDA. A similar type of dual
membership structure characterises
Austria’s WKÖ. 

Table 2 on p.v gives the number of
associations affiliated to those
confederal NEPAs for which figures are
available. In interpreting these figures,
three points are worth mentioning:

• lower-level associations may have
multiple membership of higher-level
associations as a consequence of the
complex structure of confederations. In
combination with the large number of
affiliates, this makes it difficult for even
for the confederations to find out how
many associations are under their
umbrella. Furthermore, the differences
among confederations in terms of the
number of hierarchical levels translate
into differences in what an ‘affiliate’
means. For a strict cross-national
comparison, one might count only
those affiliated associations which are
direct members of the confederation.
However, this does not document the
full range of intra-confederal
differentiation. For all these reasons,
the figures in table 2 are estimates and
may refer to rather different categories
of affiliates;

• associations affiliated to a NEPA are
not necessarily employer organisations.
In many confederations, they also
include ‘pure’ trade associations. In

particular, this holds true for ‘dual’
confederations; and

• employer confederations often have a
‘mixed’ membership composition, in
that both lower-level associations and
companies are registered as direct
members. In these cases, table 2
includes the affiliated associations only. 

The number of affiliated associations
varies among employer confederations
within countries as well as across
countries. As with the number of
NEPAs, there is no clear correlation with
country size, since confederations may
have large numbers of affiliates in some
smaller countries (eg Austria and the
Netherlands). There are, however, two
interesting features to emerge. First, the
number of affiliated associations is
generally low in all Nordic countries –
mainly due to a wave of mergers
during the 1980s and 1990s. Second,
confederations whose stronghold is
SMEs often have a relatively large
number of affiliated associations – as
with CGPME, MKB-Nederland, the
Federation of Finish Enterprises (SY) and
UPA. There are two possible
explanations for this. On the one hand,
SMEs more than their larger
counterparts need services provided by
their associations, which requires a
differentiated organisational structure.
On the other hand, such firms may
stick to traditional, narrowly-defined
demarcations of craft-related business
activities, resulting in corresponding
associational patterns.

Organisational change 
Employer organisations are not static
but dynamic, and have undergone
notable organisational changes in
several countries since the early 1990s.
The most important developments have
been the formation of new NEPAs and
mergers of existing NEPAs.

The inclusive domain of NEPAs implies
that the emergence of a new
organisation often affects and even
challenges the membership
demarcation of the established NEPA(s).
In Ireland this took the form of a split in
1994, when a number of small firm
affiliates left the Irish Business and
Employers Confederation (IBEC) to form
a separate representative body for
SMEs, the Irish Small and Medium
Enterprises Association (ISME). In
Portugal, four new peak associations
have been set up, for: SMEs in 1996;
tourism in 1996; agriculture in 1995;
and fishing in 2000. In all these cases,
their potential members were already
covered by established NEPAs. 

The most thoroughgoing changes took
place in the former communist
accession countries in the course of
their transition from old to new
regimes. Under the old regime, special
organisations existed for distinct
categories of enterprises. In both
Hungary and Slovenia, these
organisations have managed to survive

in various ways. New associations have
been set up as well. In the case of
Slovenia, two new NEPAs were initiated
in 1994 by the two established
‘chambers’ of employers (general and
crafts), which believed that the
formation of parallel but voluntary
employer associations – in contrast to
the chambers’ own status as
associations based on obligatory
membership – would enhance the
legitimacy of representing employer
interests in society. It now seems that
the compulsory-membership chambers
will in future cease representing
employers’ interests in collective
bargaining (a role which has been
much criticised), leaving the field to the
voluntary-membership NEPAs. Hungary
took a somewhat different route, in
that all former organisations
representing state-socialist enterprises
were re-established as voluntary
associations. In addition, two new
NEPAs were founded in the late
1980s/early 1990s, of which one still
exists as an independent association.
Organisational change, however, has
not been restricted to the accession
countries. Below peak level, new
associations have been formed in
several countries in response to the
emergence of new sectors.

Mergers of NEPAs over the past decade
or so have had two main purposes –
the rationalisation of tasks and of
membership. 

Rationalisation of tasks means ending
separate representation of labour
market interests and product market
interests by bringing ‘pure’ employer
peak associations and ‘pure’ trade peak
associations into the common
organisational framework of a ‘dual’
association at top level. In three
countries (Finland, Ireland and Sweden),
the most inclusive employer peak
association has thus merged with its
trade association counterpart. The
‘dual’ associations resulting from this
are TT (formed in 1992), IBEC (1993)
and the Confederation of Swedish
Enterprise (2001). 

Rationalisation of membership aims to
create a larger association and/or to
overcome domain overlaps between
neighbouring associations. The Dutch
VNO-NCW and MKB-Nederland, as well
as the Confederation of Hungarian
Employers and Industrialists (MGYOSZ),
came into being as the result of
mergers of existing NEPAs, in 1997,
1995 and 1998 respectively. The
rationalisation of both tasks and
membership were combined in the case
of the creation of the HSH in Norway in
1990. HSH resulted from a merger
among several narrower associations,
both pure employer organisations and
pure trade associations. 

Rationalisation processes have also
taken place at lower levels. This
includes mergers of pure trade
associations and pure employer
organisations in the same sector, as
well as mergers of employer
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associations representing neighbouring
sectors. Aside from the Nordic countries
mentioned above, a notable number of
mergers at those lower levels are
reported from Italy, the Netherlands
and the UK.

One important reason for these
organisational rationalisations is that
employer associations have been under
pressure to economise on resources.
This is caused by growing inter-firm
competition which has forced
companies to curb costs, including their
membership dues to associations. In
response to these pressures, some
NEPAs in countries such as Austria,

Denmark, Finland, Germany and
Sweden have launched major reforms
aimed at cutting budgets, membership
dues and/or staff to a notable extent
since the early 1990s. Likewise, the
Confederation of British Industry (CBI)
has cut over 10% of its staff, albeit for
different reasons (a financial shortfall).

Membership developments 
With the notable exceptions of two
countries where there is compulsory
membership of some employer bodies
(Austria and Slovenia), employer
organisations in all the countries
examined have been set up as voluntary

organisations which recruit their
members and maintain membership
records independently. Partly as a
consequence of this autonomy, in only
a minority of countries is employer
organisations’ membership documented
in official statistics. Consequently, if
available at all, figures on absolute or
relative membership are mostly based
on self-reported data from NEPAs. In
many countries NEPAs and their
affiliates hesitate to publish
membership records on a regular basis
for two major reasons. First, in many
countries companies’ actual
membership is of lower-level employer
organisations and it would require
much time and effort to collect data
from dozens or even hundreds of NEPA-
affiliated organisations. Second, data
on membership are politically important
and often contested in public debates.

Table 3 on p.vii sets out what data are
available on this point. The table mostly
(if not indicated differently) gives details
of membership for individual NEPAs or
groups of specified NEPAs, rather than
overall NEPA membership data for
entire countries. Gaps in the data exist
especially in those countries with
multiple NEPAs. Countries are not listed
if either there is no data available at all
or if data is available but the sources
are deemed too opaque to be reported
in this supplement. Due to overlapping
membership domains and in some
countries even multiple membership,
whereby a company might be a
member (directly or indirectly) of more
than one NEPA, percentage figures
within one country do not add up to a
national membership rate.

Out of those countries which report a
general membership trend since 1990
(see table 3), six indicate a fairly stable
situation, in some cases even including
a slight increase in membership, while
in another two countries employer
organisation membership has grown
more continuously. In three countries,
membership has declined somewhat
(although at differing paces) and in
another two countries there have been
diverse trends affecting different NEPAs 

A small number of NEPAs have gender-
related membership structures. The
Austrian WKÖ, the Dutch Organisation
for Agriculture and Horticulture (LTO)
and the Italian Confcommercio,
Confartigianato, Coldiretti and
Confcooperative maintain special units,
departments or committees
representing female entrepreneurs.
Although there are no such formal
structures of interest representation
within the NEPAs in Germany and
Portugal, there exist associations
representing the interests of female
entrepreneurs which are considered to
be trade associations. As in the case of
Germany, these organisations maintain
close relationships with the NEPA. In a
number of other countries, NEPAs
pursue gender-related initiatives which,
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Table 2. Number of associations affiliated to
employer confederations*

Country Confederations Number of
affiliates**

Austria WKÖ 1,329

Belgium FEB/VBO 33

Denmark DA 13
SALA 5

Finland TT 29
PT 13
SY 80

France MEDEF 87
CGPME 400
UPA 4,553

Germany BDA 688

Greece SEV 78

Hungary MGYOSZ 61
MOSZ 24
IPOSZ 300
KISOSZ 22
OKISZ 28

Ireland IBEC 50
CIF 36

Italy Confindustria 258
Confagricoltura 143
Coldiretti 116
Confapi 121
Confcommercio 277
Confesercenti 121
Confartigianato 219
Cna 150
Claai 124
Legacoop 8
Confcooperative 115

Luxembourg UEL 8

Netherlands VNO-NCW 180
MKB-Nederland 500
LTO-Nederland 18

Norway NHO 22

Portugal CIP 42
CCP 104
CAP 331

Spain CEOE 230

Sweden SN 48

UK CBI 150

* Most recent data; ** estimates in some cases.
Source: EIRO.
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however, have not yet resulted in the
creation of any formalised structures.

Tasks and responsibilities of
NEPAs 
NEPAs have a wide range of tasks and
responsibilities. There is a small core of
issues which are on the agenda of
almost all NEPAs, plus a broad range of
additional tasks which are within the
scope of at least some associations. In
total, the field of activity of NEPAs
includes almost 20 different tasks and
employer functions. However, three
core areas of activity may be identified,
which are pursued by NEPAs in almost
all countries examined:

• with the exception of the UK, NEPAs
in all countries are involved in bipartite
or tripartite ‘corporatist’ institutions;

• political lobbying on various issues,
most prominently in the field of the
labour market, industrial relations,
welfare and economic policy, are on the
agenda of all NEPAs; and

• with the exception of Luxembourg
and UK (no information is available for
Portugal), all NEPAs are involved in
collective bargaining, either by way of
directly negotiating collective
agreements with trade unions or by
coordinating the bargaining activities of
their affiliates. The degree of
involvement varies in line with the key
characteristics of national systems of
bargaining, but also with the
distribution of power between NEPAs
and their affiliated employer
organisations

By their nature, dual associations are
involved in a wider range of tasks than
pure employer associations. However,
as noted, the range of NEPAs’ activities
also depends on the specific
distribution of powers and
responsibilities between them and the
employer organisations which are
affiliated to them. 

Collective bargaining prerogatives
The relationship between NEPAs and
their member associations in the field
of collective bargaining is determined
to some degree by the formal
provisions of the various organisations’
constitutions, but also by less formal
factors such as power resources, access
to information, long-established
routines and informal agreements
between employers’ leaders at different
levels. Because informal practices are
difficult to analyse and to compare,
here we focus mainly on NEPAs’ formal
rights vis-à-vis their affiliates. It should
be noted, however, that the bargaining
prerogatives of employer organisations
are not identical with the general
degree of centralisation of bargaining
or the level of bargaining coordination,
because the latter are not unilaterally
determined by employers’ strategic
behaviour but are also determined by

trade unions’ efforts and capacities for
bargaining coordination/centralisation. 

In 10 of the 18 countries considered
(Finland, France, Germany, Hungary,
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Spain, Sweden and the UK) affiliated
employer organisations enjoy fairly
substantial autonomy and therefore
operate independently of their NEPAs,
so that the emphasis of employers’
interest representation in this field is at
the level of the affiliates rather than at
the NEPA level. The lower-level
employer organisations’ autonomy in
bargaining manifests itself through a
lack of formal powers for NEPAs over
their affiliates. Most of the Italian
NEPAs, for example, usually do not
bargain at sectoral level and do not
have the power to veto the agreements
negotiated by their affiliates (though
informal practices often deviate from
this rule). While affiliates of the Finnish
TT are required to inform the peak
association on collective bargaining
issues, TT itself has no formal
bargaining prerogative. Agreements
signed by TT are recommendations only
and only its member associations can
enter into binding agreements.
However, any lock-outs initiated by an
affiliate must be submitted for approval
to TT, which has the right to impose a
lock-out itself. The Austrian case is
special, as WKÖ applies the
‘subsidiarity’ principle, whereby matters
should be dealt with by the unit closest
to the member companies affected.
Collective bargaining is mostly within
the domain of WKÖ’s member
organisations.

By contrast, in a number of countries
(Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Norway
and Slovenia), the NEPAs’ formal power
vis-à-vis their affiliates is more
substantial. This includes the right
either to negotiate collective
agreements directly or to impose
certain bargaining goals on their
affiliates. Norway’s NHO, for example, is
party to all agreements entered by its
affiliates, administers a central conflict
fund and has far-reaching powers over
its affiliates. Thus, affiliated associations
cannot conclude an agreement or enter
an industrial conflict without NHO’s
approval. In Slovenia, the NEPAs directly
organise companies and thus do not
have to share power and responsibilities
with lower-level employer
organisations, while the Federation of
Greek Industries (SEV) directly signs
sectoral collective agreements which
are binding for its member associations. 

While the formal distribution of powers
and competences between NEPAs and
affiliated organisations sets a
framework within which actual policies
are formulated and pursued, in some
cases informal practices and routines
also affect the relationship between
peak associations and their respective
affiliates. For example, in the

Netherlands, NEPAs’ formal powers
over their affiliates are rather weak but
the former have quite an effective
system of ‘soft’ coordination of
collective bargaining. 

Representation on statutory bodies
In the majority of cases, representation
on various statutory bodies is in the
domain of the NEPAs rather than of
their affiliates. Employers enjoy formal
representation on such bodies in almost
all of the 18 countries examined. While
in most cases participation in such
structures is formalised and NEPAs are
officially recognised as members of
these bodies, employers in the UK are
appointed as competent individuals
rather than as official representatives of
an employer association.

The statutory bodies on which
employers’ representatives sit may be
bipartite, tripartite or have a wider
membership. They may have an
advisory, consultative or even
negotiating/standard-setting role. Their
remit may be general, as with the
Belgian National Labour Council
(CNT/NAR), Greece’s Economic and
Social Council (OKE), Hungary’s
National Interest Reconciliation Council
(OÉT), Italy’s Cnel or the Dutch Social
and Economic Council (SER); Labour
Foundation (STAR). Alternatively, they
may relate to specific issues – often
social security (as in France, Germany,
Greece and Italy), aspects of pay and
incomes policy (as in Finland and
Norway) or bargaining/industrial
relations issues (as in Germany, Ireland
and Luxembourg). 

NEPAs are thus involved in many
aspects of economic and social life.
However, there are two major cases
where NEPAs have systematically scaled
back their involvement in a number of
such representative bodies. In 2001,
France’s MEDEF decided to withdraw
from the direct management of the
country’s jointly-run social security
fundholding bodies and was followed
by CGPME. During the 1990s, the
predecessor of the Confederation of
Swedish Enterprise formally withdrew
from boards and other government
bodies in an effort to distance itself
from what was considered to be
‘excessive corporatism’. However, it
appears that little has changed in
practice since many NEPA officials have
continued to serve on governing
bodies, but now as personal
representatives.

European coordination
Representation of NEPAs’ interests at
the European level is mainly conducted
through membership of the Union of
Industrial and Employers’
Confederations of Europe (UNICE) in
the case of NEPAs of general scope or,
in the case of NEPAs representing the
interests of SMEs, the European
Association of Craft, Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (UEAPME).
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The NEPAs with a sectoral ambit will
often be members of the relevant
European sectoral employer/business
federations.

As a consequence of the deepening of
European integration some NEPAs have
intensified their European-level
activities. While it is quite common for
larger employer organisations, in
particular, to maintain their own liaison
offices in Brussels, the case of Hungary
is unusual, in that employers have
decided to coordinate their bilateral and
multilateral activities at the European
level. In January 1999, all NEPAs
created the Confederation of
Hungarian Employers’ Organisations for
International Cooperation (CEHIC), in
order to coordinate relations with the
EU and with European and
international economic and employer
organisations.

Changes in agenda and role 
Aside from European and transnational
coordination of employers’ activities,
even at home many NEPAs have felt the
growing importance of EU issues in
recent times and devoted more

attention to them. This has, for
example, been particularly true of the
Confederation of Swedish Enterprise,
which campaigned in support of joining
EU Economic and Monetary Union in
the run-up to a referendum in 2003. In
several other countries, such as Austria
and the UK, employer organisations
have given considerable emphasis to
political lobbying over EU issues. 

Major changes in the agendas of some
employer associations have occurred
with regard to collective bargaining. In
four countries (Denmark, Hungary,
Sweden and the UK) NEPAs and their
affiliates have been faced with a
significant decentralisation of
bargaining structures in recent decades.
In the UK, a shift away from multi-
employer bargaining was completed in
the 1980s, while decentralisation has
occurred more recently in the other
countries. During the 1990s, a
substantial part of bargaining power
moved from the intersectoral to the
sectoral level in Denmark, and most
agreements are now negotiated at the
latter level, many of them by the
Confederation of Danish Industries (DI).
In structural terms, this shift in

competences was accompanied by a
process of ‘centralised decentralisation’
which moved financial resources from
the DA employers’ confederation to its
affiliates and also led to massive merger
activity among the sectoral employer
organisations. However, a ‘climate
agreement’ signed in 1999 by DA and
the Danish Confederation of Trade
Unions (LO) re-established the influence
of these central bodies. It provides for
DA and LO to play a coordinating role
in bargaining, while underlining that it
is their sectoral affiliates that negotiate
collective agreements. Moreover, DA
affiliates in practice follow common
binding procedures in bargaining and
DA must formally approve agreements
reached by affiliates.

A similar shift in bargaining
competences from the intersectoral to
the sectoral level occurred in Sweden,
where in 1991 SAF (now the
Confederation of Swedish Enterprise)
withdrew from central pay bargaining
and passed responsibility in this area to
its affiliates. Finally, in Hungary
decentralisation has taken the form of a
disintegration of sectoral bargaining
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Table 3. NEPA membership levels (most recent data available)

Country NEPA Membership as Membership as General membership
% of companies % of employees trend since 1990

Austria WKÖ 100 100 Very stable

Belgium FEB/VBO 85-90 (1) nd Very stable

Denmark DA, SALA and FA (5) nd 52 (3) Stable/slight increase

Finland TT 7 66 No clear trend
PT 12 54 Increasing

Germany BDA nd nd Declining

Ireland IBEC nd 60 (2) (4) nd

Italy Confagricoltura 30 (3) nd Stable
Coldiretti 25 (3) nd
Cia 38 (3) nd
Confindustria 3 (3) 51 (3)
Confapi 2 (3) 23 (3)
Confetra 41 (3) 56 (3)
Confcommercio 56 (3) nd
Confesercenti 18 (3) 31 (3)
Confartigianato 16 (3) nd
Cna 11 (3) nd
Claai 5 (3) nd
Legacoop 14 35
Confcooperative 22 39
Unci 8 11
Agci 7 nd

Luxembourg UEL nd 80 Stable, slight increase

Netherlands VNO-NCW nd approx 90 Stable

Norway NHO, HSH, FA, nd 58 (2) Increasing
SamFo and LA

Slovenia OZS 100 100 Very stable
GZS 100 100 Very stable
ZDS 2 (3) 35 (3) Mostly decline
ZDODS 21 (3) 12 (3) nd 

Spain CEOE and CEPYME 75 (3) nd Increasing

UK CBI 13 (2) <42 (2) Slow decline

(1) estimate by employer organisation representative; (2) estimate by researcher; (3) based on self-reported data from the NEPAs; (4) of labour force
excluding agriculture; (5) membership data refer to the entire country.
Source: EIRO.
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since the mid-1990s. While some
bargaining coordination still occurs
through the national-level tripartite
forum as well as through sectoral-level
bipartite social dialogue structures,
sponsored by the EU’s PHARE
programme, these initiatives have not
yet been able to compensate for the
decline of sectoral bargaining.

In some other countries, by contrast,
collective bargaining has been
(re)centralised in the relatively recent
past. For example as a result of pressure
by the government, there has been a
return to national intersectoral
agreements in Belgium since the 1980s,
leading to more emphasis being given
to the role of the FEB/VBO employers’
confederation. In Ireland, IBEC has seen
its role in national bargaining gradually
expand under successive social
partnership agreements.

Finally, an interesting development in
Germany is of employer associations
offering their members the opportunity
to opt out of collective bargaining
coverage. Several affiliates of BDA offer
companies what is known as ‘Ohne
Tarifbindung’ (OT) status, which
provides firms with a full range of
services but relieves them from the duty
of having to comply with the standards
set by a industry-wide collective
agreement. In Norway, employer

organisations traditionally have a
number of members that are not
covered by collective agreements.

Debates on employers’
representation 
Overall, there is little public debate on
issues of employers’ interest
representation or on the development
of employer organisations, though with
some exceptions. 

In some countries the membership
strength or representativeness of
employer organisations has been a
subject of debate, in the context of
collective bargaining and the extension
of collective agreements (ie making
them binding on non-signatories). In
the Netherlands, the legislation on the
extension of collective agreements
provides that, for a sectoral agreement
to be extended, the signatory employer
organisation(s) must represent firms
employing at least 55%-60% of the
sectoral workforce. This law has been
criticised on the grounds that it
contributes to establishing rigid labour
market rules, and gives employer
organisations undue power over non-
member companies (often new firms).
Germany has recently seen considerable
public debate over the role of employer
associations, as well as trade unions, in
industry-wide collective bargaining.

There have been calls – particularly
from the ranks of the Christian
Democratic Union (CDU)/Christian
Social Union (CSU) opposition parties in
parliament, but also from the
Confederation of German Industries
(BDI) – for the deregulation of sectoral
bargaining in general, and for a
strengthening of the role of company
management vis-à-vis sectoral employer
associations in particular. 

In Slovenia, there has been vocal
criticism of the system of mandatory
company membership of the chambers
of industry and crafts (GZS and OZS),
and of these chambers’ role in
collective bargaining, which is now
likely to cease in future. Employer
organisations’ representativeness has
also been an issue in Hungary,
particularly in relation to their
representation in national-level tripartite
concertation. In addition, trade unions
have criticised the decentralised
character of employer organisation.
Due to this decentralisation, unions
argue, many employer organisations
lack a mandate to conclude binding
collective agreements on behalf of their
members.
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Commentary
Since this supplement essentially provides a ‘snapshot’, or cross-section, of the current situation with regard to employer
organisations across Europe, and not an analysis over time, it is hard to detect trends. However, several patterns can be
identified. Above all, the findings highlight the fact that employer associations play a crucial role in a variety of fields. NEPAs
and their affiliates have (in most countries) an essential function in multi-employer collective bargaining and in bargaining
coordination, they pursue political lobbying in a variety of fields, and through their involvement in numerous statutory
bodies they participate in shaping various aspects of social and economic life. Employers’ collective interest representation is
based on a fairly complex web of associational structures, whereby national peak federations are connected to up to five
tiers of lower-level associations. At national level, the degree of differentiation between peak associations ranges from those
countries with a single NEPA to those countries with seven NEPAs or more. It is striking that, despite this considerable
complexity of employer organisations’ tasks and structures, serious rivalries among these associations occur rarely. As a
closer analysis of representational structures at the level of the NEPAs reveals, the specification of organisational domains
contributes substantially to limiting competition among associations and thus reducing arenas of contestation. 

The supplement indicates that there is no clear taxonomy which is suitable for differentiating between types or groups of
national systems of employers’ representation. While the various national systems of employers’ interest representation can
be classified in terms of some of their specific aspects and dimensions – such as the peak-level system of representation, the
stability of membership or the type of organisational change – there appears to be no overall rationale enabling the
identification of groups of countries or patterns common to a number of countries (in the same way as academic research
has classified welfare states or trade unions). For example, countries with a single peak employer association (Belgium,
Germany, Luxembourg and the UK) show remarkably different patterns in terms of their general membership development:
while organisations in Germany and the UK have been losing members since the early 1990s, membership in Belgium and
Luxembourg has displayed a high level of stability.

Amalgamations and the creation of new NEPAs have allowed employers in a number of countries to adjust their national
forms of collective interest representation. There is no sign of a general trend towards a weakening of employers’
associability (ie their willingness to join organisations) – in the majority of countries for which data are available, employer
organisation membership levels appear to be fairly stable. In terms of public debates on employer associations, there is little
indication of any general questioning of their representativeness. Employer organisations, however, are less consolidated in
Hungary and Slovenia, the two new EU Member States included in this supplement. While mandatory membership of
‘chambers’ has so far helped to maintain a high level of formal representation in Slovenia, voluntary employer association
membership in both countries is in decline and organisational representation is becoming more fragmented in some areas.
Future research will be required to discover whether this trend holds for employer associations in other new Member States
as well.

Finally, intensifying competition among firms has put employer organisations under growing pressure to economise on
resources. This has been achieved by rationalisation of tasks and/or membership domains. (Martin Behrens, Institute for
Economic and Social Research, and Franz Traxler, University of Vienna)


