
EDITORIAL
In contemporary debate the main threat to European trade unions is often associated with the external
forces of globalisation. In this issue of TRANSFER we draw attention to the internal union challenges
arising from the shift in employment towards private sector services, which, in recent decades, has
contributed to the de-standardisation of work and erosion of union membership and power throughout
western Europe. These challenges are not independent of the broader restructuring of the interna-
tional economy, but they reflect dynamics that are intrinsic to economic development and moderni-
sation. Technological progress, rising wealth, productivity, education and female labour market partic-
ipation, ageing of the population, and changing work-family life relations propel demand for non-tangible
products and social services. The shift in the structure of employment has, over the last decades, caused
profound changes in the basis for union organisation, recruitment and policies. Today, the service
sector accounts for more than two thirds of employment in OECD-countries and in several countries
more than half of all jobs are found in private sector services, where union density is markedly lower
than in manufacturing and public services. In many of the fast-growing business and ICT-related
services, collective organisation has been virtually absent.

For the trade unions in Europe these developments raise several challenges ranging from combating
unemployment to adjusting union structures and strategies to meet the aspirations of the hetero-
geneous service workforce, and to gaining influence on the reshaping of employment relations in private
service industries. In view of the lacklustre employment performance in many European countries
and the allegedly superior service job creation in the deregulated American labour market, Anxo and
Storrie analyse the drivers of and barriers to service employment growth and review available policy
options. Calling for the development of the industry-service nexus, skills, and facilitation of female
employment, they also suggest measures to support labour mobility and to enhance the tradability of
services within the single European market, which may stir controversy among trade unionists. Pointing
to the different levels and models of service employment growth within the EU, Bosch and Wagner
question the notion that Europe should aim at closing the gap in private services vis-à-vis USA through
deregulation and creation of a low-wage secondary labour market. They detail the driving forces behind
service trends, notably economic growth, the outsourcing of unpaid household work, the expansion of
the welfare state to cover new household structures and meet new needs, the transition to knowledge-
intensive production in the secondary sector, higher service quality and worksharing. Wagner highlights
the multiplier effects of rising female labour market participation and points to reforms in social
security, working time schemes and better childcare as key measures to stimulate female service
employment. The credo of these contributions is that Europe should aim for the ‘high-road’, through
fostering advanced market services and developing high-quality social infrastructure and public services
attuned to the needs of modern families and the knowledge economy. However, in a context where
powerful forces view trade union insistence on collective regulation and proper employment conditions
as a major barrier to service job creation, especially for low-skilled groups threatened by social
exclusion, the trade unions are likely to continue facing hard choices between equity and jobs.
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Responding to the needs of workers in private sector services requires a proper understanding of the
restructuring of work in the sector. Lehndorff emphasises the immense employment diversity in services
and the ambiguous tendencies towards greater employee autonomy, on the one hand, and strictly
controlled Neo-Taylorist forms of work organisation, on the other. Contrary to the view that service
work is distinctly different from manufacturing and that collective regulation of work is incompatible
with modern customer demands for tailor-made services, Lehndorff suggests that work organisation
in services and manufacturing is actually becoming more similar. Under the emergent mode of directly
market-based governance and indirect control of work, personal autonomy and conflicting commitments
to customers, colleagues, and professional integrity are trumped by marked-induced performance
requirements, creating rising work intensity and stress. Reflected in growing shortages of labour, high
turnover and burnout problems in many services, this mismatch raises fundamental questions about
the societal appreciation of quality services and the actual costs users, companies and tax payers are
willing to pay for them.

The diverse changes in working time, work organisation and the implications for unions in different
service industries are further analysed in sectoral studies by Weinkopf (call-centres), Plantenga and
Remery (ICT-sector), Yeandle (home services), Jany-Catrice (retail), and Haipeter (banking and
finance). From different angles they illuminate the ambiguity of current trends. National institutions
of employment regulation still prove important in shaping developments, illustrated by the contrasting
modes of labour flexibility in French and German banks. It also appears that market-led flexibili-
sation and control regimes create unforeseen constraints, which might give rise to new demands for
re-regulation of work to make flexibility governable. Rudimentary forms of employee representation
and instances of industrial action are, for example, witnessed in formerly non-union call-centres and
dot.com firms. Given also many service-providers’ dependence on the skills and expertise of the service-
workers, these trends may give new impetus to collective organisation and provide opportunities for
trade unions to link up with new groups of allegedly individualistic employees and customers.

The trade union responses to the rise and restructuring of employment in private sector services are
addressed in the introductory article of Dølvik and Waddington. They report that many European
trade unions are making considerable efforts to renew their organisational structures and policies to
reverse membership decline and strengthen their presence in private sector services. A variety of
approaches are pursued, including creation of unions for particular groups, digital unions, mergers
establishing conglomerate mega-unions, extension of collective bargaining into new areas, and
development of new styles of organising. Although the reforms have been insufficient to turn the tide
thus far, the range of change cautions against precipitate judgements about the demise of unionism in
private sector services, according to the authors.

The production of this issue of TRANSFER has been organised around two recent comparative projects
co-ordinated by the IAT Gelsenkirchen and the FAFO Institute for Labour and Social Research, Oslo.
We would like to thank all the contributors for their cooperation, and TRANSFER for providing the
opportunity to make the findings of our research known to labour relations actors across Europe.

Oslo/Gelsenkirchen, September 2002
Gerhard Bosch, Jon Erik Dølvik and Steffen Lehndorff
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