
EDITORIAL
Employment pacts have been proliferating throughout western Europe since the early 1990s. These
pacts are concluded at various levels: national, sectoral, regional and enterprise level. All four levels
are examined in this issue of TRANSFER.

In broad terms, it may be said that the debate on pacts and collective agreements dealing with employment
comes under two headings. The first embraces the debate between the extremes of flexibility and
stability. Flexibility is an employers’ demand that has incorporated greater flexibility of working time
in recent years, in addition to other formulas of quantitative and qualitative flexibility; meanwhile,
the trade unions have called for guarantees of job stability and improved conditions of employment.
Indeed, the exchange of flexibility for security has constituted much of the agreements’ substantive
content.

The second heading embraces the debate between the decentralisation and centralisation of agreements.
In this respect, it is possible to identify two positions. On the one hand, employers’ associations argue
for bargaining to be decentralised, for negotiations to be strengthened at the lower levels, for agreements
to be adapted to the concrete economic situation of the enterprise in question, and for negotiations to
reflect the essential logic of the market. In other words, they appear to have less interest in coordi-
nating and centralising negotiations, and this is consistent with the organisational minimalism that
has characterised them. This minimalist logic seeks to prevent agreements concluded at higher levels
excessively conditioning decision-making, autonomy and employers’ actions at micro level. On the
other hand, the trade unions call for agreements to be coordinated and linked, and sometimes even
centralised. Indeed, the trade unions have striven hard in recent years to coordinate collective bargaining
with a view to avoiding the centrifugal effect that the tendency to decentralise brings with it. Having
said that, for many European trade unions, the debate over centralisation and decentralisation has
triggered internal tensions that have been reflected in a number of inter-union disputes. These differences
of opinion may take the form of disagreements between works councils or enterprise-level trade union
sections and the trade unions themselves over fundamental strategic issues and the treatment of certain
negotiating matters. These tensions are particularly acute in countries where there is a ‘parallel trade
union movement’; it appears to represent the danger of the emergence of a micro-corporatist trade
union style.

A proposed conceptual definition: coordinated decentralisation

Social pacts have referred to a wide range of agreements that include negotiations on salaries, conditions
of employment, jobs, working hours and welfare, and sometimes also taking in matters relating to
economic policy. However, the term has mainly been used to explain action at the macro level where
agreements have been reached on collective bargaining. Social pacts have also incorporated another
concept, that of corporatism, but from an analytical point of view, the distinction between the concepts
is unclear. In practice, they are used as synonyms.
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Governability of the labour market means that the interests of both capital and labour must be
integrated into public policies. In this respect, it may be that the idea of social pacts adds up to no
more than centralised negotiations between the two parties (i.e. the employers’ associations and the
trade unions) and occasionally the direct involvement of the state. There has been a dual tendency
since the early 1990s to centralise certain types of agreements, and at the same time to decentralise
collective bargaining. This dual tendency in pacts has been innovatively described by Franz Traxler as
‘coordinated’ or ‘organised’ decentralisation of collective bargaining, a concept that seeks to come to
terms with an apparently contradictory process: on the one hand, the tendency to formulate centralised
social pacts at national level; and, on the other, the simultaneous, generalised tendency to decentralise
the structure of collective bargaining. Thus, social pacts are not necessarily incompatible with the
decentralisation of collective agreements. Centralised pacts can provide a general framework that does
not restrict either the content or the procedure of bargaining at lower levels (i.e. sectoral, enterprise
and local).

The main distinction with regard to state involvement in pacts is that between an imposed pay policy
and one in which the parties are left to their own devices. In the former case, the state may use the
general interest and considerations of international competitiveness to justify a policy of wage restraint;
in the latter case, the state refrains from so doing, and instead may play an important role in developing
measures in support of what is agreed by the parties autonomously. In this setting, the state may also
implement a series of ‘negative incentives’ (such as ‘consultation democracy’ in the Netherlands) to
encourage both parties to negotiate. Although social pacts are bipartite in formal terms, the shadow
of the state is a fact, and is inescapable. Even where the state is not involved in negotiations, or in the
substantive and formal issues that form the basis of these pacts, it does set the pre-conditions of
cooperation between the parties. Although pacts may appear to be bipartite, in fact they are being
concluded in the shadow of, and with support from, the government.

The contents of this issue

The comparative perspective taken by the articles throws up three key issues: evidence of a process of
convergence in the content of agreements; the impact of the agreements in terms of greater plant-level
diversity, effectively decentralising collective bargaining; and the divergence between Continental Europe
and the English-speaking countries.

Firstly, then, the research on which the various authors in this issue draw suggests a tendency for the
content of enterprise-level agreements to converge. The main item common to the agreements is the
exchange of job security for an undertaking to improve competitiveness in the enterprise. Employ-
ment-related guarantees take a variety of forms including turning a temporary job into stable employment,
job creation for specific groups (e.g. young people, women and the long-term unemployed), and avoiding
compulsory redundancies in exchange for agreed pre-retirement arrangements. The quid pro quo
obtained by workers’ representatives might consist of an agreement on new investment plans guaran-
teeing employment, or else the setting up of foundations and training centres to retrain the workforce.
Another important element in agreements is working time. A reduction in working hours appears to
be linked to making working time more flexible, thereby responding better to fluctuations in demand
and enabling employers to reduce labour costs. Agreements exhibiting a close relationship between
job security, flexible working time and competitiveness have been given a variety of names, including
‘flexecurity’ and ‘competitive bargaining’ agreements. Some writers refer to a trend towards an American-
isation of labour relations, and accordingly call them ‘concession bargaining’ agreements to underline
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the retreat that the trade unions have been beating. However, other researchers argue that employment
and competitiveness agreements are giving rise to a new form of industrial relations defined by cooperation,
integrative negotiations and decentralisation.

Secondly, the decentralisation of the collective bargaining structure is now a generalised trend, albeit
one with a range of forms and procedures leading to an extension of clauses (e.g. ‘opening clauses’ in
Germany, ‘discount clauses’ in Italy and ‘special clauses’ in Spain). All of these phrases allude to a
process that tends to allocate more importance to plant and enterprise-level agreements, and that
provides for a form of flexibility that makes it possible to match salaries and other terms and conditions
of employment to the concrete situation of the enterprise. Even so, it is accepted that decentralisation
in many parts of the European Union is different from what has been experienced in the Anglo-Saxon
countries. On the continent, decentralisation may be described as coordinated and organised through
a centralised agreement of minimum standards, which in turn establish the boundaries of local,
enterprise-level and plant-level bargaining. This decentralisation process is also accompanied by the
principle of ‘subsidiarity’, whereby the possibility of negotiating the content of employment law is
transferred to the actors themselves. Alain Supiot calls this process ‘soft regulation’, as opposed to
‘hard regulation’: ‘soft regulation’ in this case is an agreement on general principles between the parties,
as distinct from the concrete principles with rights and obligations that typify traditional ‘hard regulation’.

Thirdly, the North American experience is strikingly different (see Block in this volume). The collective
bargaining system there has not focused on the promotion of job security and job creation in exchange
for promises of improved competitiveness. This issue is unusual in the United States, and collective
bargaining is therefore marked by wide variety in both strategies and outcomes. The absence of a
legal framework and the ‘laisser-faire’ tradition in that part of the world have created the conditions
for this variety, and accordingly there is no institutional framework to promote uniformity or job security.
By and large, the provision of employment has not been deemed an area for government involvement;
by contrast, employment promotion has simply been seen as linked to the dynamic of the labour market,
and to transactions between buyers (entrepreneurs) and sellers (employees). In addition to studies on
pacts in Europe and the United States, we have a contribution from Youcef Ghellab in which he
examines employment and competitiveness pacts in countries such as Argentina, Australia, Brazil,
Japan, Korea and South Africa.

The articles in this issue deal with these issues in depth with respect to the EU countries. Keith Sisson’s
contribution addresses changes in the collective bargaining model (the shift from distributive to
integrative collective bargaining, whose most striking feature is cooperation within a positive sum game
in which both actors win); Jacques Freyssinet and Hartmut Seifert analyse national agreements on
employment in 11 countries of the European Union; and Ida Regalia studies the linkage between
local/regional agreements and national agreements, and criticises the poor coordination between them.

A more detailed study of agreements at national and sectoral level describes the differences and
similarities in the convergence process. Rien Huiskamp and Maarten van Riemsdijk describe the
virtuous circle of the Dutch ‘economic miracle’, and how the general framework of collective bargaining
favours a process of organised decentralisation. By contrast, Ramón Alós-Moner highlights the lack
of coordination in collective bargaining in Spain, and the overlap of the various employment measures
and plans promoted by central government and the regional agreements signed by autonomous regional
governments. In a series of sectoral articles, James Arrowsmith analyses agreements in the airlines
sector (one of the most powerfully regulated and protected of all economic sectors); Volker Telljohann
describes pacts in the electricity sector; and Stefan Zagelmeyer looks at employment agreements in
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the European auto industry and concludes that they should not be seen as a form of concession
bargaining, but as the emergence of new forms of cooperation in labour relations trying to adjust the
governability of employment to the combined imperatives of competitiveness.

In conclusion, I would like to express my gratitude to all the authors, and to Kevin O’Kelly and Jean-Yves
Boulin for their assistance in producing this issue of TRANSFER.

Antonio Martín Artiles
November 2001

EDITORIAL
Les pactes d’emploi se sont étendus dans l’Europe occidentale depuis les années 90. Ces pactes ont
été conclus à différents niveaux: national, sectoriel, régional et de l’entreprise. Ce sont ces quatre
niveaux qui feront l’objet de ce numéro de TRANSFER.

De manière générale, nous pouvons considérer que le débat sur les pactes et les conventions collectives
d’emploi peut être défini suivant deux axes. Le premier englobe le débat entre les extrêmes de flexibilité
et de stabilité. La flexibilité est une demande de l’entreprise, qui durant ces dernières années, a exigé
une plus grande flexibilité quantitative et qualitative. Entre-temps, les syndicats ont demandé des
garanties de stabilité de l’emploi et d’amélioration des conditions de celui-ci. En effet, l’échange entre
flexibilité et sécurité a constitué le contenu substantiel des accords.

Le second axe concerne le débat entre la décentralisation et la centralisation des accords. A cet égard,
deux positions peuvent être définies. D’une part, les organisations patronales appellent à la décentral-
isation de la négociation, en vue de consolider la négociation à des niveaux inférieurs et faciliter
l’adaptation des accords à la situation économique concrète de l’entreprise, mais aussi pour s’assurer
que la négociation reflète la logique impérative du marché. En d’autres mots, les organisations
patronales semblent avoir un intérêt moins important au niveau de la coordination et de la centra-
lisation de la négociation, ce qui est également cohérent avec le minimalisme organisationnel qui a
caractérisé les associations d’employeurs. Cette logique minimaliste essaie d’éviter que les accords
conclus à des niveaux supérieurs conditionnent excessivement le pouvoir de décision, d’autonomie et
l’action des employeurs au niveau de l’entreprise.

D’autre part, les syndicats revendiquent de manière prioritaire la coordination et l’articulation des
accords, de même que parfois, également, la centralisation de ceux-ci. En effet, les syndicats ont
consacré ces dernières années d’importants efforts à la coordination de la négociation collective afin
d’éviter l’effet centrifuge qu’entraîne la tendance à la décentralisation de celle-ci. Ceci dit, le débat
entre centralisation et décentralisation comporte pour beaucoup de syndicats européens des tensions
internes, ce qui est exprimé à travers un certain degré de conflictivité intra-syndicale. Ces divergences
se concrétisent dans les différences entre les comités d’entreprise (et parfois des sections syndicales
d’entreprise) et les syndicats sur des questions stratégiques de fond et l’approche de certains contenus
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