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The 1970s and 1980s saw a profound change in industrialised economies, in the form of 
restructuring. Restructuring had long been regarded as a temporary stage during which the 
industrialised economies had to adjust to lower growth and increased competition from, 
for example, the newly industrialised economies of Asia. However, the economic recession 
of the early 1990s demonstrated not only that worldwide competition had intensified, but 
that continuing restructuring could bring even more dramatic social effects. Since the 
1990s, growing international competition, globalisation and the internationalisation of 
markets have generated enormous pressure on multinational companies (MNCs) to 
restructure their operations, with important implications for employment (mostly in the 
form of downsizing) and trade unions. Generally, trade unions have to face an ongoing 
fundamental structural shift from industrial to service-based economies. This changes the 
world of trade unions radically since they have traditionally dealt with the working condi-
tions of industrial workers, many of whom were organised in large workplaces and under 
collective agreements. 

Restructuring at company level has taken a number of different forms: mergers and 
acquisitions (M&A), particularly cross-border ones; rationalisation and closure of sites 
and divisions in large companies; moves into new lines of business; an increase in sub-
contracting in non-core operations; and internal changes, such as the move towards 
devolved business units. All these cases pose challenges to the trade unions, as repre-
sentatives of workers’ interests, as follows. First, in the area of collective bargaining 
employers may threaten to move production to low-wage countries if local unions and 
employees refuse concessions in terms of wages or working time (‘concession bargain-
ing’). The implicit threat to relocate is bound up with what Coller (1996) terms ‘coercive 
comparisons’ of labour costs and performance across sites and countries. Poorly per-
forming sites are threatened with low investments as management relocates production 
activities to better performing sites in other countries or regions (Katz 1985). The risk is 
that local social partners sustain national competitiveness by lowering wages and work-
ing conditions or by supporting cuts in corporate tax rates, leading merely to a downward 
spiral of labour conditions. Within Europe the practice of MNCs transferring production 
units from one country to another increased after 1992, with the programme of European 
integration and the implementation of European Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) 
(Marginson and Sisson 2004). Moreover, the 2004 accession of eight central and eastern 
European countries (CEECs) reinforced the process of European integration while 
potentially opening up new spaces for ‘social dumping’ (see below). The second chal-
lenge arises when restructuring occurs. Restructuring creates a whole set of adjustment 
problems for workers, their families, trade unions and local communities. Specifically, 
workers facing the loss of their jobs are in need of, and must be entitled to, support and 
assistance in finding new employment. This requires both a high productivity economy 
and longer-term labour market prospects for workers which can be strengthened through 
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improved access for all workers to training and the elaboration of active labour market 
policies (Galgòczi et al. 2005, see also Transfer 4/2006). 

So how can trade unions best react? Some of the crucial questions trade unions need to 
consider are how to act proactively, how to gain from ‘new social contracts’ and how to 
strengthen the employment orientation of broader economic policy. The 2000 European 
Council at Lisbon pointed to a ‘positive’ and ‘creative’ approach to change while strength-
ening competitiveness and social cohesion as its dual guiding principles. Likewise, the 
European Commission in its 2005 Communication on restructuring and employment 
(European Commission 2005) takes the view that there is the need to reduce the incentives 
for restructuring and to anticipate change. This argument also acknowledges that govern-
ments, employers and, above all, trade unions at national and company level need to be 
active on this front. The balance between competitiveness and social cohesion, however, 
can be difficult to achieve over time. It seems clear that, in both national and supra national 
contexts, employee representatives and trade unions are not widely perceived as institutions 
that may be involved in anticipating and managing change more effectively. Many union 
leaders and activists around the world are well aware of this challenge. In a variety of coun-
tries, as well as at cross-national level, unions are elaborating active strategies and finding 
creative and imaginative responses. Remarkably, European Union (EU) policies seem to 
have shifted their focus. The 2005 Communication on restructuring marked a sea change 
in rerouting EU policies toward the modernisation of the European industries, as a basic 
condition of global competitiveness.

It was with the above in mind that the Education Department of the ETUI-REHS devel-
oped a large-scale project called TRACE (‘Trade unions anticipating change in Europe’), 
which involved ten national union confederations and six sectoral union federations. This 
special issue of Transfer builds upon the TRACE project (http://www.trace.org). The aim 
of the research was to assess how trade unions deal with change, at the national, territorial, 
and local community level. Most of the literature on globalisation and trade union strategy 
stresses that restructuring in both western, and central and eastern Europe can be influ-
enced by the activities of labour and the trade unions (Redman and Keithley 1998; Blyton 
et al. 2001). Recent experience has shown how these activities can be organised at various 
levels and executed through traditional and new means of collective mobilisation and 
political action (Danford et al. 2006). This issue of Transfer broadens our understanding 
of the meaning of strategy in the trade union context (see Hyman’s contribution) while try-
ing to assess unions’ attempts to accommodate and manage change at different levels 
(European, Hammarström and Pulignano and Kluge; industry and national, Hyman, 
Walker, Martinez Lucio and Trevorrow, and Meardi; and territorial-community and local, 
Crouch). The expansion of the EU on the one hand, and the development of the local 
economy on the other, has highlighted diverse union ideologies and traditions, different 
systems of worker representation across diverse countries (and regions) in Europe as well 
as differences in local economic developments. Several of the contributions to this issue of 
Transfer highlight the social implications of change for workers and assess the ability of 
labour unions to deal with change in the new post-Fordist era, for example, through internal 
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dialogue. In particular, Hyman highlights the ‘discursive’ and ‘dialogical’ nature of trade 
union organisations and their capacity ‘to find alternative ways of connecting economy and 
society, work and life’ as a way to respond strategically to the new challenges. A key strategic 
institutional response on the part of the trade unions can be to engage in and to shape local 
economic developments. The paper by Crouch examines the valuable outcomes of such a 
process. However, as Crouch points out, trade unions have historically been excluded from 
the field of local policy. Therefore, the risk of such an approach is that unions are weakly 
equipped to fulfil the innovative task that is required of them.

The prevailing union response to change has been for the most part one of simple opposi-
tion, rather than a proactive solution to change. The question of finding ‘alternative solu-
tions’ is at the heart of the paper by Hammarström who explores the unions’ ability to 
manage industrial restructuring by elaborating an ‘alternative strategy’. His article is based 
on empirical research developed in both the private (automobile) and the public sector in 
Sweden. International union activity is, of course, viewed as a prerequisite to the capacity 
of unions to manage the social effects of restructuring in the context of globalisation. 
Hammarström’s position is similar to that of Pulignano and Kluge, who argue that cross-
border union solidarity in Europe is caught in a dilemma with regard to the incapacity of 
national and local trade unions to develop a ‘European’ vision and, hence, to overcome 
their ‘parochial’ interests and to embrace the transformative politics of the new era of 
Europeanisation. In this respect, the authors discuss the contrasts with more traditional 
industrial relations and policy-makers’ approaches and, in particular, the extent to which a 
‘social’ dimension of the European model, as emphasised in the Lisbon 2000 agenda, 
really exists. Revitalisation in union politics is essential to reorder trade unions along the 
lines of being democratic and participative organisations. Walker, Martinez Lucio and 
Trevorrow’s account of differences between national and sectoral-based trade unions is of 
particular interest in coming to terms with this logic. In their evaluation of the TRACE 
project, the authors emphasise the rich complexities of the labour movement. Their multi-
dimensional analysis leads to a further discussion on the nature and variety of restructuring, 
competing visions of restructuring, and the implications of restructuring for the labour 
movement internationally. 

Debate has also focused on a range of challenges faced by trade unions in central and 
eastern Europe. Most studies on restructuring in the EU have focused on the potential chal-
lenges of relocation of multinational activities and jobs that the EU enlargement opens for 
the old Member States. Conversely, Meardi presents a picture of the changing meaning of 
restructuring in central and eastern Europe in connection with European integration. 
Restructuring is a phenomenon that challenges not only popular western European 
accounts of restructuring as unfairly advantaging central and eastern European workers at 
the expense of the western ones, but it also involves different areas and regions within cen-
tral and eastern Europe by playing off workers against each other. A core question then 
concerns the ability of European trade unions to face this challenge. Meardi’s analysis uses 
the restructuring experience in post-communist central Europe to highlight a common prob-
lem which is presented in several papers: namely, the necessity of constructing efficient 
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strategies versus the efforts of multinational capital to fragment and weaken workers 
through transnational restructuring. 

In the News and background section of this issue contributions from Kirton-Darling, 
Puntuža and Triangle provide insights into the wide range of conditions to which trade 
unions are required to work out responses on structural change. Differences are striking 
between ambitions and concepts on the one hand and the feasibilities of implementing 
them in everyday practice on the other. These differences underline the need for external and 
structural support if trade unions are to influence the direction of the ‘social dimension’ of 
transnational restructuring in the EU. In particular, the contributions of Vasquez and 
Gerstenberger emphasise this requirement as central to European policies. 
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