
Eurofound’s mandate requires it to promote the dialogue 

between management and labour, and to analyse the 

developments in industrial relations systems – and 

particularly social dialogue – at EU level and in the   

Member States. 

This flagship report is based on the work done by 

Eurofound over its last programming period (2015–2019) 

with this mandate in mind. It draws on extensive 

monitoring of industrial relations systems and social 

dialogue. It aims to assist policymakers and industrial 

relations actors both in understanding the challenges for 

social dialogue and in identifying possible ways forward to 

contribute to balanced and well-functioning industrial 

relations systems.  

The timing of the report allows for an overview of the state 

of industrial relations, just prior to the outbreak of the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) in Europe and the measures 

taken to protect public health in the pandemic. However, it 

cannot assess what impact COVID-19 will eventually have 

on the complicated patchwork of erosion and stability in 

the different national systems of collective industrial 

relations.  

PROGRESS 
During 2014–2019, the European Commission headed by 

President Jean-Claude Juncker gave priority to 

strengthening the social framework, as shown in the 

creation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, and new 

agencies and structures such as the European Labour 

Authority and the European Platform tackling undeclared 

work. It also brought forward new legislation that gives 

additional rights, protections and responsibilities in the 

area of work–life balance, posted workers, and, by means of 

the Directive on Transparent and Predictable Working 

Conditions, protection for workers in non-standard and 

more precarious jobs. 

Social dialogue was also an important priority for the 

Juncker Commission, which in March 2015 launched a 

process termed ‘A new start for social dialogue’ focused on 

the need for a more substantial involvement of the social 

partners in the European Semester; a stronger emphasis   

on the capacity building of national social partners;

a greater involvement of social partners in EU policy and  

law-making; and a clearer link between social partner 

agreements and the better regulation agenda.  

In many Member States, there was a high degree of stability 

in their institutional industrial relations frameworks in the 

period 2015–2019. Nevertheless, collective bargaining 

coverage continued to decline in the EU as a whole during 

the period.  

CHALLENGES 
£ Economic and employment crisis: EU labour markets

have suffered a severe impact as a result of the

COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent measures, and

a serious recession is in prospect.

£ Structural change: Transformations in the economy, 

changing business models and changes in the 

regulatory framework for social dialogue all call into 

question the traditional structures of industrial 

relations. For example, platform workers operating 

under varied contractual arrangements do not always 

fit in with traditional forms of representation.

£ Declining organisational density: Trade unions 

continue to struggle with a long-term decline in 

membership numbers; while there is no single

Member State in which trade union density has 

increased, the scant available data on employer 

organisations suggest mainly stability in terms of 

organisational density.

£ Organisational changes: At national level, changes in 

the structure of the social partners have been frequent. 

£ Employee representation in workplaces: Employee 

representation exists in fewer than one in three 

workplaces in the EU. 
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£ European social dialogue: Although EU social dialogue 

remains vibrant in terms of engaging with the main 

issues and challenges – with a range of joint texts on 

issues such as migration, digitalisation, the green 

economy and apprenticeships being concluded –                 

at cross-industry level only one autonomous 

agreement, on active ageing, was produced. 

Furthermore, autonomous negotiations on important 

issues such as the revision of the Working Time 

Directive and the Written Statement Directive failed 

and the social partners were not able to deliver joint 

positions on issues such as parental leave and             

work–life balance or in the context of the review of the 

European Works Council Directive or the EU Quality 

Framework for the anticipation of change and 

restructuring.  

WHAT NEXT? 
£ Closing structural gaps: Bipartite social dialogue and 

collective bargaining at national level represent the 

core of national industrial relations systems; efforts to 

close structural gaps should be underpinned by an 

appropriately supportive legal framework that respects 

the principles of subsidiarity and autonomy of the 

social partners. 

£ Making connections: Better links between the EU and 

national levels of industrial relations, including better 

implementation of European autonomous agreements 

at national level, would foster more effective social 

dialogue. 

£ Involving the social partners in policy: Meaningful 

involvement of the social partners in policies and 

reforms is not yet fully in place in several countries, 

and the contribution to policymaking from bipartite 

social dialogue is limited, with most national peak-

level social dialogue being tripartite. 

£ Strengthening the role of social dialogue: Investing in 

social dialogue in ‘good times’ helps to ensure that it 

can be resorted to in times of crisis. A mapping of first 

policy responses to the COVID-19 pandemic has shown 

that, in half of the cases, social partners in the EU were 

involved but that the involvement was stronger in 

those countries where social dialogue has traditionally 

played a more important role.  

£ Investing in the capacity of social partners to 

contribute to the governance of the labour market: 

The current macro-restructuring process will affect 

economic activities with high trade union density and 

collective bargaining coverage, as well as emerging 

activities in the services sector, where trade unions 

seek – in the face of difficulties – to expand. It may 

disrupt the balance of power between employer and 

worker organisations in some countries and weaken 

the commitment on the part of employers to engage in 

collective bargaining. 

£ Reinforcing workplace democracy: This aspect, 

particularly the provision of works councils with 

stronger co-determination rights, is more important 

than ever during times of unprecedented change. 

Further information 

The report Industrial relations: Developments 2015–2019 is 
available at http://eurofound.link/ef20023 

Research manager: David Foden 
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