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The University of Manchester’s Law School and Alliance Manchester
Business School (both parts of the Faculty of Humanities) completed
a research project exploring the transformation of joint regulation and
labour market policy during the economic crisis and its negative
impact across Europe. The study took place in 2014 and involved
the collection and analysis of primary empirical data, mostly focusing
on understanding the impact of collective bargaining restrictions in
the manufacturing industries of each of the countries.1

The research was funded by the European Commission and
coordinated by academics at The University of Manchester with the
collaboration of teams from various European universities. Labour
market policies and measures are radically transforming national
systems of collective bargaining in a number of EU member states
including those countries examined and compared in the research:
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, and Spain. A list
of all those participating is presented in the endnotes, and their
related publications are referenced in the text where relevant. 

The rationale for the selection of the seven countries was
twofold. Firstly, they were amongst the European countries most
affected by the economic crisis. Secondly, their labour law and
industrial relations systems had undergone major changes
associated with loan agreements and/or recommendations by
European institutions. They also, in the main, represent a key
constituency within the ‘new Europe’ that entered the European
Union at a later stage and which have therefore not always been at
the centre of core decision making (with the exception of Italy). 

In our study, we highlighted how trade unions in the countries
assessed are increasingly constrained in their ability to regulate the
conditions of work through collective agreements, which have
systematically deteriorated, making it difficult to sustain mobilisation
and negotiation strategies. This has had a deleterious effect on pay
and working time. Broader austerity measures have also had a
substantial impact on areas such as labour inspection, judicial
processes and state mediation services, leading to heightened
disorganisation of labour relations with negative effects for both
workers and management. The impact of neo-liberal and anti-trade
union ideas initially inspired by the New Right in the United Kingdom
and the United States of America during the 1980s has played a
significant role in shaping the ideology behind this shift in EU policy

Preface
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towards ‘weaker states’. We therefore argue that this political
heritage of disorganising labour relations carries great risks in social
and organisational terms for all actors concerned, especially workers
and their representatives. To this end, we develop the critique of de-
regulation outlined in Ewing et al (2016) and argue that coordinated
structures are important for questions of social justice.
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The Context of De-regulation 

1.1 The ongoing popularity of neo-liberalist ideologies and the
impact of state-imposed austerity measures has been having a
detrimental impact on the structure of industrial relations within the
European Union (EU), especially in southern and eastern Europe.
There are ongoing ‘reforms’ to the coverage, content and
implementation of collective bargaining in countries such as Greece,
Portugal and Spain, for example, which have seen a systematic
deterioration of working conditions and labour standards. They
reflect the outcomes of neo-liberal national government responses to
the economic crisis since 2008, as well as the specific political
conditions established by European-level institutions (most notably,
the European Commission and the European Central Bank) and
various supranational institutions (such as the International Monetary
Fund). They also reflect the increasing belief that market measures
and greater economic and market ‘freedoms’ are the only way to
resolve the fiscal and economic crisis of the state in the current
period. They are in many ways the embedding of a series of social
and political values which were first seen in the Anglo-Saxon world in
the 1980s when Margaret Thatcher in the UK (United Kingdom) and
Ronald Reagan in the USA (United States of America) saw labour
regulation and labour rights as a barrier to economic change and
further development. The Great Recession, as some call it, has not
led – as yet – to a rejection or systematic questioning of
marketisation and de-regulation as a political and economic idea, but
instead to its ironic reinvigoration and further embedding in political
thinking. The focus has well and truly concentrated on the need to
‘reform’ the body of workers’ rights and regulations that are current
in Europe. Even within France, which is not covered directly by this
report, the political playing field appears to focus on workers’ rights
in terms of working time and redundancy issues as a ‘problem’ for
the country’s economic viability. 

1.2 We will argue in this report that the imperatives for change are,
generally speaking, driven by a political and neo-liberal logic where
labour and not capital (especially the nature of financial capital) is the

Chapter 1: 
Introduction
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problem. These ‘reforms’ are also configured in such a way that they
play on stereotypes of southern Europe as being ‘inefficient’ or
‘inflexible’, and therefore deserving of substantial ‘reforms’ and, in
effect, ‘punishment’. These ‘reforms’ – as well as having detrimental
social and employment impacts – are premised on a
misunderstanding of the challenging and difficult context in which
labour rights were configured and developed after decades of
authoritarian governments such as those found in Greece, Spain and
Portugal from the 1930s through to the 1970s. 

The Research

1.3 This report therefore starts with an outline of the economic crisis
and context in the European Union, especially ‘Peripheral Europe’,
focusing on the nature of the economic crisis, the problems with
current models of growth, and the pressures of regulating through
the Euro. It outlines the persistence of neo-liberal reform mentalities.
It then focuses on the backgrounds of the countries being studied,
especially in terms of the character of labour regulation. Finally, it
attempts to de-bunk the myth that such systems were and are ‘rigid’
and dysfunctional in terms of labour regulation. This section brings
the historical context and difficulties faced by these countries in
creating democratic dialogue back to the centre of the agenda,
which has been dominated by neo-liberal fantasies and quasi-racist
views of southern European working traditions. 

1.4 However, regardless of the reality, the fantasy of the superiority of
neo-liberal ‘reform’ persists and the following sections deal with the
EU’s continued obsession with these views, which represent the
legacy of New Right Thatcherite thinking within the EU in relation to
industrial relations. We then look at the impact of the changes on a
range of dimensions. The economic impact has been the excessive
focus on reducing wages, which may over the long term undermine
real productivity gains and potentially reduce competitiveness and
sustainable economic growth. It has also included measures that
have weakened trade unions and constrained joint regulation,
thereby leaving many employees receiving below-acceptable rates of
pay or losing their jobs. 

1.5 The social impact of neo-liberal ‘reforms’ will then be discussed
in terms of the increasing divisions and inequities in the workforce,
such as differences in pay and working conditions between existing
and new employees; along gender and age lines; and between those
in permanent contracts and those in atypical employment. In some
countries, such as Greece and Romania, the measures led to
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unintended negative outcomes, such as the growth of the grey
market and undeclared payments that reduce the state’s revenue
from taxes and social security contributions. Then we will discuss
the labour relations impact of the neo-liberal ‘reforms’. Trade unions
have been increasingly constrained in their ability to regulate and
monitor agreements, although they have begun to formulate
strategies to sustain their role (such as raising awareness of low pay
issues, and sustaining a combination of mobilisation and negotiation
strategies). Furthermore, austerity measures have had a great impact
on areas such as labour inspection, judicial processes and state
mediation services, which are undermining the state’s ability to
respond to legal and monitoring issues. But it is not only workers’
representatives that have criticised the ‘reforms’. This section also
outlines how employers and human resource managers are
concerned with the ability of organisations and local management to
cope with greater decentralisation and fragmentation within work
and employment.

Conclusion 

1.6 In the final section, we summarise the key findings of our research
and reflect on the changes and continuities within the nations
studied, as well as the relevance of these findings for understanding
the vulnerability of even the most heavily regulated systems of
collective bargaining in Europe. We will also argue that collective
bargaining and the agendas of the social partners need to move back
to the centre of the European agenda if further social and labour
fragmentation is to be avoided. The problem is not one of high labour
costs or inflexibility but of the failure to configure a broader
discussion of what is wrong with the marketised direction of the
European economy and its policies – including the case of the UK,
which has been a point of inspiration for these neo-liberal ‘reforms’.
The focus on labour problems, regulation (and indeed labour
regulation being seen as a problem) has in effect hampered our ability
to understand the deeper problems and to discuss alternatives.2

Lastly, we will discuss how the undermining of multi-employer
bargaining and the emergence of an Anglo-Saxon approach to
industrial relations within Europe has led to concern over the potential
cost of fragmentation to social dialogue and social justice.
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Historical Context 

2.1 The nature of collective bargaining across the seven member
states in question varied significantly during the pre-crisis period in
terms of their labour relations institutions, especially their collective
bargaining systems. Yet there were commonalities in the way
collective bargaining played an active role in creating a discussion
and had a purpose in changing and improving terms and conditions
of employment. In particular, albeit in different ways, the manner in
which the national and the industrial sector level of dialogue framed
discussions and agendas is significant in most of the national cases
studied. These were not some of the strongest or most coherent
systems of collective bargaining in Europe compared to some of
their north-European counterparts, somewhat contrary to the views
of those who have criticised the rigidities of the labour relations
systems within these seven national cases studies. The systems
included a positive and constitutional underpinning to the processes
of collective bargaining, except for Ireland’s, which relied on a more
voluntarist tradition (as does the Italian system to an extent). Still,
even in these latter cases national dialogue referred to the existence
of a social partnership tradition, even if, as in Ireland, strong legally
based rights regarding the recognition of trade unions are not
apparent due to the influence of the British colonial legacy 
(Dundon and Hickland 2016).

Chapter 2: 
The Building of and
Background to
Regulation in Europe:
The Importance of
Political and Social
Dialogue 
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2.2 Trade union membership in these particular countries has never
been among the highest in Europe, but overall one sees a significant
presence within the workplace in sectors such as the metal and
chemical industries. Firstly, in most of these countries there is also a
tradition of state-sanctioned works councils or workplace representative
elections. Through these mechanisms of representation and the right to
bargain, trade unions are considered to be the legitimate voice of the
vast majority of workers, even if membership is below 50% on average.
Secondly, membership figures are actually quite high when the political
background of some of these countries is taken into account. Greece,
Portugal and Spain emerged from authoritarian contexts in the 1970s
and have had to construct liberal democratic systems of government
and governance in a short period of time. It has been argued that the
agents of industrial relations had to construct a system of organised
labour relations and state intervention within the labour market, work
and society at the very point in time (the 1980s and 1990s) when these
post-war systems were becoming disorganised in economic terms
through neo-liberal economic policies and changes to the notion of the
Keynesian welfare state (Martinez Lucio 1998). 

2.3 We can summarise the basic characteristics of collective
bargaining at various levels in the following table:

Table 1: Main features of the collective bargaining systems pre-crisis.

Greece 

Ireland

Italy

Country 

National general collective

agreement

Framework of a series of

national agreements

(National Social Partnership

Agreements) 

National general agreement

between the two sides of

the industry on the rules of

collective bargaining

Inter-sectoral level

– Predominance of sectoral

bargaining

– Statutory extension

procedures

– Some industry level

agreements (e.g.

construction) 

– Extension procedure (REAs)

– Predominance of sectoral

bargaining 

– Lack of formal extension

mechanisms 

Sectoral level

– Terms and conditions on

top of those set at higher

levels 

– Limited incidence of

company-level bargaining 

– Single-employer model of

bargaining with limited

intervention by the state

– Absence of extensive

coverage of company

agreements 

– Concentrated in medium

and large companies 

Company level
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2.4 Throughout these countries, what we experience is a curious
framing and organising of lower-level collective bargaining. It was
primarily located and supported at a national and/or sector level, and
the central role of sector-level trade union structures and employer
associations has been reinforced over the past 30 years or so. This
southern European model reflected specific types of organisation
and state traditions, and was in part anchored around sector-level
multi-employer activity and bargaining (Molina and Rhodes 2007).
The role of social dialogue and increasingly coordinated collective
bargaining cultures, albeit of a more strategic and contingent nature
than a structurally embedded one in cases such as Spain (Martinez

Table 1: Main features of the collective bargaining systems pre-crisis. (continued...)

Portugal 

Romania 

Slovenia

Spain 

Country 

Social pacts (mostly

tripartite) for employment

and social issues but not on

income policies since the

1990s (except NMW)

National general collective

agreement setting down

floor of rights

Practice of social pacts and

consensually accepted

income policies

Loose social pacts and

general national agreements

of pay

Inter-sectoral level

– Predominance of sectoral

bargaining 

– Quasi-automatic extension

– 32 branches eligible and

20 branches with CAs

– Statutory extension

procedure

– Implementation of income

policies by sectoral

agreements

– Extension mechanisms

available

– Principle of statutory

extension 

– Ultra-activity (after-effect)

period

Sectoral level

– Relative rarity of such

agreements; if existing,

improved on sectoral

ones

– Terms and conditions on

top of those set at higher

levels 

– Some reliance on

company-level bargaining

– Several thousand

collective agreements at

company level

– Possibility for derogation

in pejus from higher

agreements

– Fairly coordinated sector

level frameworks for

company bargaining but

difficulties remain around

implementation

Company level
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Alier and Roca 1987), was fundamental in the stabilisation of the
newly emerging democratic regimes and the avoidance of social
conflict. 

2.5 The role of so-called labour market ‘rigidities’ – for instance, in
terms of the cost of making workers redundant, or the processes
utilised to restructure firms – continued to exist precisely because
they allowed such a social dialogue to be formed and, therefore, for
much-needed trust to be built. These forms of compensation for
changes in the labour market are seen as a way of compensating for
the absence of long-term and broadly inclusive state benefit
systems. Hence, so-called ‘rigidities’ in terms of labour market rights
can only be understood if they are placed in a historical context.

2.6 In addition, the notion that these systems could not be reformed
and modernised in the face of external economic competition is
questionable. In many of the national cases studied, colleagues
found examples of the right to training and professional development
and time off for training entering the content of collective agreements
(such as in Portugal). As in Italy and Spain, this was normally
sustained by national and regional social dialogue mechanisms
regarding learning (e.g. continuous learning, new forms of skills, and
employability) (Stuart 2007). In Portugal, there was a bipartite
agreement on training in 2006 to improve the educational
qualifications of the population, and to promote skills development
and lifelong learning, with a view to improving working and living
conditions, productivity and competitiveness. What we therefore see
is a relative degree of coordination in these seven countries,
sustained by an element of renewal and change. The notion of a
static system of collective bargaining prior to 2008 is an unfortunate,
and in our view, incorrect stereotype. 

The Emergent Neo-Liberal Critique

2.7 Critical voices to the right of the political spectrum began, even
prior to the 2008 crisis, to undermine the partial social partnership
consensus that had been generated in the EU’s ‘periphery’. Their
agenda was political and driven by new ideologies among the right in
countries such as Spain based on US-inspired neo-liberalism (see
Holloway 2008 – see Fernandez Rodriguez and Martinez Lucio 2013
for a further discussion). 
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The Economic Crisis 

3.1 The origins of the economic crisis and recession facing a large
part of Europe has been the subject of a broad discussion which we
do not have space to rehearse here. However, the consequences of
this crisis for labour and employment relations have been significant,
not solely because of the economic and social effects it has had on
the working people of the EU, but also because of the way the crisis
has been used to undermine the fundamental body of rights that
constitute the European systems of labour and employment
relations. 

3.2 The crisis is, in effect, one of contemporary capitalist
development and the way the neo-liberal system, which emerged in
the 1980s, has created a series of anomalies and tensions that
engender ever greater volatility. For Streeck, the crisis of
contemporary capitalism stretches back to the general crisis of the
state that emerged from the 1970s onwards with the abandonment
of the post-Second World war settlement built around the welfare
state and workers’ rights of a collective nature (Streeck 2016: 14–15).
What we have seen is a shift towards a view that the market and the
development of greater international capital mobility are the solution
to economic stagnation and the problems that were perceived to be
a challenge to ongoing growth. 

Chapter 3: 
Economic Crisis and
Change in ‘Peripheral
Europe’: The Legacy
of Thatcherism in the
European Union 
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The Impact of Reagan 
and Thatcher’s Ideology

3.3 At the heart of this agenda was the intellectual leadership of the
US and UK New Right, which steered a way ahead based on
privatisation and greater commercialisation. The social democratic
intervening periods of the late 1980s and 1990s in France and Spain,
for example, were shaped by this new policy paradigm shift (see
Smith 1988), as was the case under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown’s
Labour governments (1997–2010) (see Jenkins, 2007). In effect, this
political shift encapsulated all the mainstream social democratic left
despite having emerged from the right of the political agenda. Within
this specific moment one detected a curious combination of liberal-
individualistic market policies and authoritarian anti-collectivist
politics, especially in the UK and USA (see Hall 1988). The recent
referendum decision in the UK to leave the EU in 2016 due to the
popular view that the nation could not influence EU policy (amongst
other things) is contradicted by the impact British Thatcherite and
market-leaning social democratic politics had on constraining the
role of the social dimension across Europe and furthering the neo-
liberalisation of EU policy.3

3.4 The sheer undermining of collective ideals by propagating a type
of individual populism (Hall 1988) and belligerent state activities and
responses related to industrial disputes (Milne, 2004) was noted
among many on the right in Europe, as organised labour was
visualised as a barrier to economic progress. These approaches
began to inform a neo-liberal hegemony in new spheres of the
European right and limited the social-democratic left’s ability to work
closely with organised labour given the perceived lack of support for
the latter and, indeed, growing stigmatisation of it. 

3.5 Streeck (2016) calls this post-2008 period Phase IV of these neo-
liberal developments, marked by more aggressive anti-union and
collective regulation rhetoric and the fundamental dismissal of the
state as a vehicle for engendering growth and social equality, which
itself as a concept has been steadily relegated from the core of
political policy (see also Visser 2000, who argues that the New
Labour approach of the UK pushes the language and politics of
equality towards a more individualised framework and approach,
which prefers not to focus on collective support through stronger
regulation in order to sustain this agenda).4
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Neo-Liberalism and Crisis 
in the Countries Studied 

3.6 In the countries studied in this report’s project, what we saw was
a model of economic development which became fixed and located
within these paradigms of capitalist development. Economic criteria
favoured by the EU in order to stabilise financial policy, sustain an
integrated market and, eventually, a currency began to put the focus
of economic policy on speculative forms of economic development
(in terms of finance and construction sectors, especially), which in
turn undermined a balanced approach to economic development. It is
noticeable how much pressure the economies of Spain and Portugal
were under to de-industrialise during the 1980s and 1990s as a part
of the politics of ‘Europeanisation’ in policy terms. The fact that the
economic crisis hit harder in some economies of the EU is not so
much due to fiscal ‘mismanagement’ as the difficult and uneven
processes of – in part – forced European integration, which was seen
in marketised and neo-liberal terms from the core and the periphery.5
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The Question of Collective Bargaining 
in the European Union
4.1 The pace of the decentralisation of collective bargaining and the
reinforcement of managerial prerogative varied but was significant.
However, as we will discuss later, in general terms the nature of the
changes was substantial and has undermined at worst, or weakened at
best, the role of joint regulation – although there are some curious
contradictions and tensions that have emerged from these developments. 

4.2 Since its establishment, the European Union has been understood to
be centred on the decoupling of the economic and social spheres: this
meant that the process of European economic integration was promoted
whilst safeguarding sovereign governance of social policy. The exclusion
of EU policymakers from having a say on issues of pay, freedom of
association, strikes and lock-outs (now Article 153(5) of the Treaty for the
Functioning of the European Union (TFEU)) has to be read in this light.
Despite these limitations, collective bargaining was later ‘embedded at
the highest level as an instrument for making EU law, as well as having an
important role in its implementation’ (Ewing, 2015: 80). But at the same
time, the acceptance of a monetarism-oriented approach to the European
integration project (which was constitutionalised in the Maastricht Treaty)
had the potential to destabilise national industrial relations systems.6

The Projects of ‘Reform’ and Change 

4.3 When the crisis hit Europe, the supranational response evolved in a
multi-faceted and complex way in an effort to address the particularities
of all situations (e.g. Eurozone member states, EU member states,

Chapter 4: 
The Nature and Politics
of Labour Relations
De-Regulation in
‘Peripheral Europe’ 



17

countries receiving loan assistance and countries with macro-economic
imbalances). A central characteristic of the mechanisms used to
manage the crisis, in particular in those EU member states that received
loans, concerned the promotion of ‘internal devaluation’ policies
(Armingeon and Baccaro 2012). Against the context of the economic
crisis in Europe, labour law and industrial relations systems became
increasingly exposed to a ‘frontal assault’ (Marginson 2015). Central to
the mechanisms developed to address the crisis were radical changes
in the main functions of the state in the employment relationship (Traxler
1999). In the role of the state as the employer, loan agreements and
other policy measures came with extensive ‘fiscal consolidation’
measures targeting public sector employment, simultaneously
dampening in this way aggregate demand and effectively negating the
role of the state as a ‘model’ employer (Beaumont and Leopold 1985).
In respect of the role of the state in setting out substantive labour
standards, the programmes initiated radical legal changes in
employment protection legislation, rendering in effect the state an
essential part of the liberalisation process (Howell 2016).7

4.4 In respect of the developments in the collective bargaining systems,
it is possible to distinguish three categories of measures (Marginson,
2015). The first refers to a reduction in the coverage of collective
bargaining, including restricting/abolishing extension mechanisms and
time-limiting the period in which agreements remain valid after expiry. In
respect of extension mechanisms, which arguably constituted the
cornerstone of collective bargaining in the majority of the industrial
relations systems, changes were introduced in a number of states (e.g.
Ireland, Portugal and Romania) in respect of the representativeness
criteria used for the extension of collective agreements, rendering in
effect such extensions more difficult. The case of Greece represented a
rather extreme case in this category, as there was suspension, during
the application of the Medium-Term Fiscal Strategy Framework, of the
extension of sectoral and occupational collective agreements.8

Reductions in the length of collective agreements and their after-effect
were also introduced in Greece, Portugal, Spain and Romania. 

4.5 The second category of measures concerned bargaining
decentralisation and included policies directed at the abolition of
national, inter-sectoral agreements; according precedence to
agreements concluded at company level and/or suspending the
operation of the favourability principle; and introducing the possibility
for company agreements to derogate from higher level agreements or
legislation (Marginson 2015). The cases of Greece and Romania are
here illustrative of the changes at inter-sectoral level. In Greece, Law
4093/20129 replaced collective bargaining for the determination of
National Minimum Wage (NMW) rates with a process of fixing at a
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central level the statutory minimum wages and salaries for workers
employed under private law. In Romania, the 2011 Social Dialogue Act
abolished the legal obligation for representative employers’
associations and trade unions to collectively bargain at cross-sectoral
level, which had been the process used to determine the national
minimum wage. 

Legal changes affecting the relationship between different sources of
labour standards were widespread and the majority of these centred on
the application of the favourability principle, a cornerstone in many
different European systems. In Greece, the possibility for company-
level agreements to derogate from sectoral agreements was
introduced10 and the application of the principle of favourability in the
case of the concurrent implementation of sectoral and company-level
collective agreements was suspended.11

But other countries experienced changes as well. In Italy, legislation
provided for the first time the possibility for so called ‘proximity
agreements’ at company and territorial level to derogate from statutory
provisions on ‘all aspects of labour organisation and production’.12

Similarly, in Spain, legislation introduced in 2012 (Act 3/2012) gave
precedence to company-level agreements over sectoral and provincial-
level agreements in areas such as pay, working time, work organisation
and work-life balance. In Slovenia, the 2013 Employment Relations Act
introduced the possibility for derogation from statutory provisions via
bargaining on a number of issues including minimum notice periods
and employment conditions related to fixed term and agency workers.

In Ireland, the Industrial Relations (Amendment) Act 2012 extensively
amended the provisions of the 1946 Act in relation to the existence and
functioning of Registered Employment Agreements (REAs): a system of
setting pay and conditions in certain sectors of the economy. The
changes to the system introduced by the 2012 Act included an inability
to pay clause for employers, rendering the protected bargaining system
almost non-existent and increasing the wider European trend of
increasing derogations from industry level agreements (Hendy, 2014;
Dundon and Hickland 2016). These changes had the potential to
reinforce, as in other systems (e.g. Germany), the development of
‘perforated collective bargaining systems’ and ultimately limit the
scope for effective vertical and horizontal coordination. 

4.6 Finally, the third category of legal changes referred to weakening
trade unions’ prerogative to act as the main channel of worker
representation. In Greece, so-called ‘associations of persons’, with
no clear independence, were given the capacity to conclude
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company agreements that derogate from higher-level agreements in
such a way that workers get a less favourable deal.13 In Italy, Article 8
of Act 148/2011 provides that ‘proximity agreements’ at
company/territorial levels should be signed by ‘trade union
organisations operating in the company following existing laws and
inter-confederal agreements’, including the national agreement of 28
June 2011.14 In Portugal, changes in 2012 included decreasing the
firm size threshold needed for unions to delegate power to conclude
collective agreements to works councils to 150 workers. In Romania,
the 2011 Social Dialogue Act introduced limitations in respect of the
collective bargaining rights of trade unions at company level. 

Summary of ‘Reform’ Agendas

4.7 Hence, we see three clear dimensions to the neo-liberal ‘reform’
projects: firstly, the reduction of collective bargaining coverage;
secondly, the undermining of coordinated and multi-employer
bargaining; thirdly, the reduction of trade union power. These
changes had the potential to prompt a reconceptualization of the
nature of collective agreements ‘from public goods with inclusive
regulatory coverage of industrial/occupational workforces to private
goods with exclusive regulatory coverage within those enterprises
where unions are still recognised’ (Marginson 2014). Collective
bargaining, especially at higher levels, is no longer seen here as a
mechanism for facilitating the settlement of industrial conflict and
regularising patterns of industrial relations, but as a means to adjust
labour costs within the narrow sphere of the enterprise. All three
dimensions correspond to and mirror key aspects of the Thatcherite
‘reforms’ in the UK during the 1980s and 1990s (McIlroy, 1990). A
direct outcome of these was the extensive dilution of the
representative – and most importantly, the regulatory – functions of
trade unions, with the regulatory function being consciously
displaced by the state but also the market (Ewing, 2005: 15). 

4.8 Importantly, these changes in the ‘rules of the game’ reflected the
objectives of the European Commission and in particular the views of
the Directorate General for Economic and Financial Affairs, as
elaborated in its report on ‘Labour Market Developments in Europe
2012’.15 While at a superficial level, the promotion of decentralised
collective bargaining by the Commission stands in contrast to the
Court of Justice of the European Union approach in the Laval quartet
case-law, which favours the application of centralised labour
standards to posted workers, the underlying objective in both cases
was to place constraints on the autonomy of national institutions and
hence also on the capacity of organised industrial relations actors to
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regulate labour standards. In this respect, these developments seem
to confirm that the negative effects of European integration no longer
constitute ‘an unwarranted spin-off from a process otherwise
designed to protect national sovereignty but [are] an integral part of
the EU’s policy design’ (Dawson 2011: 28).
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The Impact on Wages

5.1 In our analysis of the seven peripheral nations, we revealed that
the measures discussed above had a strong impact on the structure
of bargaining, though, as we shall see below, this varied from country
to country. The most obvious effect was the decentralization of
collective bargaining. This took place through a range of different
processes. In Italy, increased company level bargaining took place
within the framework of rules and standards set by cross-sectoral and
sectoral agreements, corresponding to the process coined by Traxler
(1995) as ‘organized decentralization’. In the other six countries,
company bargaining replaced sector or higher-level bargaining, and
individual contracting replaced collective bargaining, thus configuring
a process of ‘disorganized decentralization’ as conceptualized by
Traxler (1995), which is also characterized by the weakening of the role
of union and employer organizations in the regulation of employment
(European Commission 2004). In all those member states in which
national-level bargaining had played an important role in wage setting
before the crisis – Greece, Ireland, Slovenia and Romania – by 2014,
this was no longer the case. As discussed above, pay bargaining at a
national or cross-sectoral level was abolished in Romania and Greece
by statutory changes and collapsed in Ireland. In Slovenia, the cross-
sectoral agreement that defined minimum pay standards for
companies outside the scope of sectoral or company agreements
ended in 2009 and was not renewed (Visser 2016). 

5.2 Sectoral bargaining was also severely affected. In Slovenia,
employers in two manufacturing subsectors unilaterally terminated
the sectoral agreement, namely in chemicals and rubber
manufacturing (Stanojević, and Kanjuo-Mrčela, 2016). Sectoral
bargaining was even more disrupted in the other countries,
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especially where changes to regulations created disincentives for
employers to engage in bargaining. This was particularly evident
where restrictions to extension mechanisms had been introduced.
Evidence from Portugal, Greece and Romania indicates that
employer associations became concerned that, in the absence of
extensions, sectoral agreements would expose their members to
unfair wage competition from those employers not covered by
collective agreements and lead to disaffiliation. This caused severe
blockages in industry-level bargaining: in Greece, bargaining
completely stalled in food/drinks and metal manufacturing; in
Portugal, no agreements were concluded in several manufacturing
branches including chemicals, textiles and footwear; in Romania,
there was a decline from 20 sectoral agreements in 2008 to seven in
2014 (Koukiadaki et al 2016; Trif 2016). These blockages in
bargaining were also instigated by the uncertainty created by
changes to the administrative rules governing bargaining, namely in
the case of Spain, where statistical data indicates that multi-
employer agreements (sectoral and provincial) declined from 1,448 in
2008 to 361 in 2014 (Fernández Rodríguez et al 2016). Despite the
existence of mechanisms pre-crisis for organized decentralization in
Spain, in practice there were long-standing issues regarding
articulation around the provincial and sectoral agreements. The role
of sectoral level bargaining was maintained during the crisis, at least
formally, but the scope to derogate in local agreements increased. In
practice, a significant number of companies were under suspended
arrangements following the introduction of opting-out possibilities. 

5.3 With the collapse of multi-employer bargaining, the company
level became the dominant level in Ireland and Romania. However,
only in Greece was there evidence of a significant growth in the
number of company agreements, the majority of which were
concluded by a new non-union worker representation structure,
‘associations of persons’ (Koukiadaki and Kokkinou 2016; Visser
2016). These changes had clear negative consequences on the
wages and working conditions of workers, although these are not
always easy to disentangle from the effects of the crisis itself. Still, it
is clear that the labour market ‘reforms’ provided employers with
tools to respond to the crisis with labour cost reduction strategies,
which had social consequences for the workers affected. 

5.4 Overall, real wages fell in all of the seven countries, and average
nominal wages also fell in Ireland and Greece, either as a result of
wage cuts or working time adjustments (OECD, 2014; Trif 2016). In
manufacturing, average nominal wages also fell between 2008 and
2010 in Ireland, Greece and Romania. Data from the European
Commission (AMECO) indicates that compensation per employee

22



23

returned to its original growth course in Ireland, and stagnated in
Romania, after 2009/10; whereas in Greece it decreased even further
after 2011. Pay growth also stagnated during the crisis in Portugal
and Spain, and in the latter country it declined after 2013. In
Slovenia, following stagnation between 2008 and 2009, nominal
wages increased slightly but steadily. Italy was the only case where
the growth of nominal manufacturing pay was both steady and
undisturbed during the crisis. Our study enabled us to understand
the processes that led to these wage developments. 

5.5 Firstly, and not surprisingly, Italy’s safeguarding of pay was
associated with the lesser extent of decentralisation and
disorganization of collective bargaining. The coverage of collective
bargaining declined significantly in all seven countries except Italy.
The most dramatic drops between 2008 and 2013 were observed in
Romania (above 60%) and Greece (around 40%),16 followed by
Slovenia where a decline of almost 30% was observed (Visser, 2016).
However, in this latter case, this decline needs to be considered in
the context of the very high coverage that Slovenia had before the
crisis due to the national agreement that together with the sectoral
agreements covered 90% of employees. In a similar vein, the decline
of around 10% of coverage in Ireland appears comparatively low, but
considering that coverage in Ireland before the crisis was already
much lower than in the other countries at around 42% (Visser 2013),
this decline was quite significant in relative terms. The decline of
coverage was lower than one might have expected in Portugal
(below 15%) and especially in Spain (below 5%) considering the
administrative changes, the blockages and the decline in new
agreements discussed above. This is explained by the fact that
despite new agreements not being reached, the existing agreements
remained valid in many cases. 

Despite the more restrictive rules on the after-effect duration of
agreements, in Portugal and Spain (in contrast with Greece) they still
allowed scope for continuing validity in some circumstances. In any
case, reduced coverage means that a smaller proportion of workers
benefited from the protection of collective bargaining, including
against the depreciation of pay. Even in cases such as Portugal and
Spain where old agreements remained valid, the blockages in
bargaining meant that workers that were not covered by new
agreements did not benefit from collectively agreed wage increases.
It needs to be stressed here that restrictions on extension
mechanisms played a pivotal role in disorganizing sectoral
bargaining in countries such as Greece, Portugal and Romania,
greatly contributing to decentralization and declining coverage in
these countries.



The Impact on Representation 
and Union Roles in Relation to Wages
5.6 Second, the legal changes in the context of the crisis and the
pressure on jobs weakened the labour movement and unions
became less able to protect workers’ terms and conditions. Namely,
the increased risk of expiration of agreements in countries such as
Greece, Portugal and Spain created heightened pressure on unions
to conclude agreements, but the question of how to avoid the
deterioration of wages and working conditions in each bargaining
round became increasingly challenging. 

This was exacerbated by a third condition, which was the extent to
which the ‘reforms’ enabled or facilitated wage cuts as a response to
the crisis. In this respect, increased opportunities for wage
derogations, opt outs and changes to the favourability principle
played an important role, although the collapse of multi-employer
bargaining in Ireland and in Greece also contributed to enabling
wage cuts. Greek manufacturing employers took advantage of new
legal tools both to introduce wage cuts unilaterally and through
enterprise agreements, the great majority of which were concluded
by the new non-union worker representation structure, ‘associations
of persons’ (Koukiadaki and Kokkinou 2016). Wage reductions were
facilitated by derogations as well as the suspension of both the
favourability principle and of extensions of sectoral agreements.
Although wage cuts were driven mostly by company agreements,
these have also been attempted, though unsuccessfully, at the
sectoral level. 

Our findings in Ireland also revealed that wage reductions were an
important part of the repertoire of manufacturing employers’
strategies in dealing with the economic downturn (Hickland and
Dundon 2016a). While the main approach has been cutting the
variable components of pay, there was also evidence of a large
minority (25%) of firms cutting basic pay in 2009 (IBEC 2009 in
Hickland and Dundon 2016b). 

Similarly, our research in Spain revealed that wage reductions were
also taking place in manufacturing companies (Fernandez Rodriguez
et al 2016). As reported, employers’ organisations in the metal and
chemicals sectors strategically used new laws facilitating the
expiration of collective agreements to extract concessions from
unions, whereas at the firm level, employers were using opt outs,
company agreements and new rules on the ‘flexibilization of wages’
to introduce wage cuts (Fernandez Rodriguez et al. 2016). 
In Slovenia and Italy, the ‘reforms’ also involved increased
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opportunities for derogations from higher level agreements, but
these were used mostly for weakening working time conditions
rather than for reducing wages or avoiding their increase. 

In Romania, it was the collapse of multi-employer bargaining that
had the most negative impact on wage developments.

The Impact on Working Time

5.7 In some of the countries studied, the ‘reforms’ did not enable
direct reductions in wages, but they enabled greater working time
flexibility, which had indirect consequences for workers’ pay and
work-life balance. 

In countries such as Portugal, Greece and Spain, reduced scope for
working time flexibility to be jointly regulated led to increased
managerial discretion and unilateralism. This enabled wage
reductions or restraint in a number of ways, including reducing the
use of overtime work and the overtime pay premium. Short-time
work schemes were also used in Italy, Slovenia, Portugal and
Greece. In Greece and Spain there were also reports of full-time
contracts being converted into part-time contracts. 

However, Portugal is probably the case where adjustments to
working time and related changes in collective bargaining played the
most important role in explaining wage developments. In this
country, overtime pay premiums and working time flexibility had
been a longstanding contentious industrial relations issue. The 2012
labour code reduced overtime premiums by half and determined that
the new rate would supersede those determined by collective
agreements for the duration of the economic assistance programme.

In addition, it allowed for the first time working time accounts to be
negotiated individually within firms where these were not covered by
collective agreements. This prompted trade unions to agree to
introduce these flexibility regimes in collective agreements. While this
contributed to resolving longstanding industrial disputes, the forceful
nature of the regulatory change in a time of economic crisis resulted
in some of these flexible regimes being introduced without
sufficiently safeguarding the work-life balance of workers and/or
without these work-life balance costs being adequately
compensated (Tavora and Gonzalez, 2016). 

Moreover, in the context of low manufacturing wages where overtime
pay had become an important component of workers’ pay, the
introduction of these flexibility regimes – which removed the need for



overtime pay – did not include any pay allowance to compensate for
this loss. 

Moreover, where overtime work was still used, its compensation was
reduced by half in line with the new legal framework. This helps
towards an understanding of not only wage stagnation in
manufacturing in Portugal, but also why this was the only of the
seven countries where working times increased during the crisis
(Koukiadaki et al 2016). This also had negative consequences for
employee morale and the industrial relations climate, as workers saw
the reduced rates for overtime pay as a breach of existing collective
agreements, which resulted in generalised strikes over overtime work
in manufacturing.

Changes to the Minimum Wage

5.8 Finally, the extent to which the changes in labour law and in the
rules of collective bargaining affected pay outcomes was associated
with developments in statutory minimum wages. Minimum wages
protect workers from excessively low and exploitative pay but they
also influence overall wage developments and collective pay
bargaining, particularly in countries with limited bargaining
coordination (Grimshaw and Bosch, 2013; Grimshaw and Rubery,
2013). In a context of decentralization and shrinking coverage of
collective bargaining and weakened trade unions, minimum wages
become even more crucial to protecting workers’ pay, especially
those who are more vulnerable and employed in low wage sectors.
However, the 22% cut to the minimum wage in Greece and freezes
in Portugal and Spain prevented this mechanism from fulfilling its
raison d’être during the recession, which aggravated the downward
trend in both bargained and individually contracted wages, with
Greece being the most extreme example. Slovenia was the
exception to this rule. While this country also experienced
considerable pressures on collective bargaining and a substantial
reduction in bargaining coverage, a significant increase in minimum
wages played a protective function that limited the impact of
decentralisation. In Italy, where there is no statutory minimum wage,
there was evidence that industry-level bargaining continued to set
wage floors, as was traditional in that nation. 

The Impact on Equality

5.9 In most cases, the ‘reforms’ were associated with increased
inequities and divisions in the workforce that became more complex
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than simply those covered by, and those not covered by, collective
agreements. For example, there were reports of increasingly unequal
treatment between existing workers and new entrants in Greek and
Irish firms, with newly admitted workers being excluded from certain
benefits and offered lower wages than those stipulated by collective
agreements for existing workers. 

In Greece, pay inequities based on age were also exacerbated by
national policies, namely the lower rate of the minimum wage for
younger workers (Koukiadaki and Kokkinou 2016) and the fact it saw
more severe cuts than other rates at 30%. 

In Portugal, the freezing of the minimum wage in the context of
bargaining blockages resulted in no wage increases for many
workers in the lowest paid manufacturing sectors where women are
over-represented – such as textiles and some food subsectors.
Because women are over-represented among low wage occupations
and minimum wage earners, this contributed to increasing gender
inequalities and the gender pay gap widened during the crisis
(Távora and González 2016). 

More generally, evidence from the different countries suggests that
the ‘reforms’ have particularly weakened the protection of the most
vulnerable workers, particularly the low skilled and those in low wage
sectors. In addition, there was evidence, namely from Greece and
Romania, that disorganised decentralisation led to other unintended
negative outcomes such as the growth of the grey market and
undeclared payments that reduce the state’s revenue from taxes and
social security contributions. While ‘internal devaluation’ was an
open intention of the ‘reforms’, their excessive social costs and the
lack of evidence that they helped resolve the problems they set out
to rectify in the countries most afflicted by the sovereign debt crisis
made them highly contested and controversial. 

The Curious Position of Italy 

5.10 Italy sets itself apart from the other countries studied in that
bargaining decentralization was not associated with its
disorganization and therefore coverage levels were largely
maintained. For that reason, crisis responses in Italy, including wage
restraint, were negotiated by the social partners rather than imposed
by the government or employers. While government unilateral
intervention also took place in Italy – namely in changing bargaining
rules which allowed for greater derogation opportunities not only
from higher level agreements but also from employment protection
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legislation – the effect of these changes was contained by the social
partners. 

In a central-level agreement concluded in November of 2012, the
social partners agreed a procedural framework for enterprise
negotiations in a process that reinforced the regulatory capacity of
collective bargaining (Colombo and Regalia, 2016). Evidence from
the Italian study indicates that derogations were used for negotiating
working time flexibility, but that employers refrained from taking
advantage of new derogation possibilities for evading employment
protection legislation and minimum pay standards set by sectoral
agreements. Due to the role of coordinated bargaining in governing
employers’ responses to the crisis, the outcomes were more
balanced than in the other countries studied and avoided placing the
burden of the crisis on workers. There was evidence that union
pressure at the firm level resulted in the negotiation of solutions that
were more favourable to workers than initially proposed, especially in
cases of company closures and restructuring. 

The findings from Italy suggest that coordinated bargaining systems
with strong well-organised labour market actors can achieve crisis
responses that lead to outcomes that meet firms’ needs and are
more acceptable for workers.
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The Curious Effects of Decentralisation 

6.1 The impacts of the ‘reforms’ are variable. In some systems, such
as those of Portugal and Italy, there has been a relatively greater
effort to sustain the advantages of national (and sector-level, multi-
employer) coordination with the aim of not allowing labour relations
to become a race to the bottom through wage competition and low-
quality economic activity. Nevertheless, the tensions within the
labour relations systems are evident and there are major issues with
implementing agreements. In Spain, for example, there are signs of
continuity in some sectors but, in others, employers and
management have used the new system of collective bargaining to
opt out of agreements when possible or to make changes to specific
working conditions such as working hours (Fernández Rodriguez et
al, 2016). In Greece, there has been a greater push towards a new
fragmented approach to worker voice and a more systematic
undermining of trade union roles institutionally. 

What we have seen is a general push to de-regulation, but this has
manifested itself in different ways in terms of the remit of collective
bargaining, the ability of employers to opt out temporarily or even on a
permanent basis, the reduction of redundancy payments, and the
challenge to fair working time arrangements. However, our research
has detected major contradictions within this process of de-regulation
and some curious anomalies. These developments will be explained in
terms of their impact on employers and managers, trade unions and
the state. What we are witnessing is a curious mirroring of some of the
contradictions of the labour relations reforms of the UK New Right in
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the 1980s and 1990s, i.e. reforms that reconfigured labour relations
into a more fragmented, complex and low-trust level of relationship
between management and unions/workers (see Fairbrother 1994). 

The Impact on the State

6.2 During our research, we noted that as the state, in theory,
withdraws from the spaces of industrial relations, allowing
management a greater prerogative on the adjustment and setting of
working terms and conditions, it has found itself with a series of
significant dilemmas. The first is that we are seeing a greater
recourse to the law by workers and their representatives, who are
appealing to the state to challenge the way their terms are being
changed by employers. In Spain, there have been particularly clear
challenges over the ways firms make use of the ‘exceptional
circumstances’ clause that allows them to by-pass aspects of
collective agreements (ibid.). We are also seeing greater recourse to
the role of labour inspectors to resolve anomalies and problems
within workplaces. The state may be attempting to withdraw from
the negotiated spaces of labour relations between management
and trade unions, allowing greater ‘flexibility’ for employers
generally, but through other means it is being drawn into
adjudicating and mediating on a range of matters. Hence, the idea
of a market-based system of labour relations replacing a state-
based one is a fiction. The state gets pulled back into the politics
and tensions of labour relations. 

6.3 Yet here we find another anomaly. Austerity measures have had a
significant impact on areas such as labour inspection, judicial
processes and state mediation services, which are undermining the
state’s ability to respond to legal and monitoring issues. In effect, it is
unable to regulate the increasingly fragmented and contested space
of labour relations. The impact on the trust needed between
management and trade unions to engender a longer-term
relationship based on collaboration has been undermined. This puts
the state in a curiously awkward position. It can resolve this by
modernising and enhancing its arbitration, mediation, judicial and
enforcement mechanisms, but the state itself is the object of neo-
liberal reform. It can also develop a more coercive role as in Spain,
where antiquated yet apparently ‘live’ legislation on limiting picketing
and convicting trade unionists for specific types of actions were
brought back into the – what was thought to be – democratic space
of labour relations. In effect, the brokering role of the state has
become compromised by new forms of coercive politics, which in
some of the countries we studied, recalls their authoritarian pasts. 
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The Impact on Trade Unions

6.4 In terms of trade unions, the ‘reforms’ have had a major effect on
their ability to survey and act upon a more fragmented labour
relations system. For neo-liberally minded individuals, this will not be
deemed a problem as it may allow managers to ‘get on with the job’
of driving through ‘efficiency savings’ and changes. However, it may
actually lead to greater inter-employer competition as wages are
driven down, thus creating a greater degree of volatility within the
labour market. 

For more established trade unions, the benefits of social dialogue – a
term very often rolled out by the European Commission as a feature
of the identity of European labour relations – may become less
significant as they find their positions undermined by new minority
trade unions who point to the cost of not considering more direct
forms of collective action. The benefits of social dialogue will not be
seen as useful for sustaining and enhancing working conditions.
Furthermore, the increasing levels of exploitation at work, which are
emerging in cases such as Romania where workers accept
conditions in practice that in some cases fall below formally written
agreements, is a growing problem (Trif 2016). 

As rules and transparency begin to be undermined, this has a major
knock-on effect on the ability to create fair and decent workplaces.
That is not to say that trade unions are not responding politically and
strategically in these contexts. In Ireland, the trade union movement
has set up clear campaigns outlining the required rate of increase for
jobs so that employers are aware of the demands of the labour
movement (Hickland and Dundon, 2016a&b). In Portugal, the political
space has been an important reference point for the trade union
movement as new national alliances are created to counter the
demands of the troika. The politics of trade union renewal and
revitalisation – in terms of organising and mobilising strategies – are
becoming (or returning as) an important feature of trade union
responses. The surveying of the industrial relations space has
become an important feature of trade union action. Challenges to the
government ‘reforms’ through the courts and new forms of
mobilisation are also not uncommon. 

The Impact on Employers 
and Management
6.5 This leads to the ultimate irony of the neo-liberal ‘reforms’. Whilst
the room for manoeuvre in terms of collective bargaining for
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management and employers appears to be wider, the political risks
are greater as well. A series of human resource managers in Spain,
for example, reported that the trade union movement had played a
key role (whether one agrees with this or not from a trade union
perspective) in facilitating and stabilising restructuring and change
during the 1980s and through to recent years, and in many cases
this is still the case (Gonzalez Rodriguez et al. 2016). The negotiation
of long-term company ‘viability plans’ in countries such as Italy,
Portugal and Spain would have been impossible without trade-union
input in terms of agreement, planning and retraining of workers. In
effect, the trade union movement has been pivotal to the
restructuring of capitalism; one could argue that this may or may not
have been so wise in some cases due to the extent of redundancies,
but the point made by such managers was that doing this in a
weaker system of social dialogue would have been more difficult. 

What’s more, the emergence of a more decentralised system of
collective bargaining and human resource management puts the role
of plant or office-based human resource managers and line
managers in a position more susceptible to attack as decision
making is moved further into their realm, exposing them to the
possibility of greater conflict individually and collectively. Many
managers are not able to deal with detailed worker-related, or
human-resource-related, issues – and have found in the past that
higher-level agreements get the hard work of decision and
agreement settled beyond the workplace – and this is exactly a
problem that Fairbrother (1994) foresaw with the British industrial
relations system following the 1980s, when similar reforms curtailing
collective workers’ rights were established. The individualisation of
labour relations exposes management to some degree as well.

The Ironic Influence of the UK: 
learning from its mistakes
6.6 The neo-liberal inspired ‘reforms’ of labour relations within the
EU have begun to mirror some of the issues of the UK’s less-
coordinated and more neo-liberal system of labour relations. The
inability to enforce basic labour standards and the fragmentation of
regulation in the UK have created major challenges for the rights of
labour and motivational issues in terms of work and employment.
Work has become a part of our lives associated with toil, drudgery
and lack of creativity – regardless of the fantasies peddled by many
business schools and MBA programmes. Work is seen as a space
where one takes a trip back into the nineteenth century – a place of
mythology and lies about what once was (Fleming 2015). In effect,
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the greater levels of stress, individual conflict and tension at work
emerge not just from a basic tension between management and
workers – or labour and capital if you prefer – but from a
fundamental inability to maintain standards of work which allow 
us to maintain ourselves and be ‘fit for purpose’. The UK has been at
the forefront of the dismantling of collective labour rights (see Smith
and Morton 2009; MacKenzie and Martinez Lucio 2014). What’s
more, the UK has acted as a point of reference for much of the EU’s
engagement with the role of de-regulation. Yet within the UK, there is
a growing awareness of the limits of such developments as we see
further decline in trade unions and collective labour regulations. The
reality is that we are, throughout Europe, realising the cost of opting
for de-regulation on workers and on the long-term viability of the
economic system.
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Lessons from the UK

7.1 The irony is that as the UK proposed to leave the EU, the latter is
becoming increasingly obsessed with the political reforms of
industrial relations in the former. There is no doubt that the social
dimension of the EU plays a significant role in ensuring a series of
minimum standards and creating a form of social convergence
around proposed visions of what social Europe should be, but the
ongoing obsession with de-regulating key features of joint regulation
undermines the effective underpinning of the social project. In effect,
we see the impact of views developed during the Reagan and
Thatcher years regarding the negative role of collective labour rights
becoming hegemonic in large segments of EU political structures.
The UK labour movement is fully aware of the implications of having
its collective bargaining systems eroded and of having to rely on
more individualistic or constrained forms of labour representation
and under-funded and fragmented labour enforcement agencies. The
cost and energy of constantly seeking recognition and agreements
consumes much of the energy of the labour movement at a time
when a basic platform of rights and terms and conditions of work
through sector-level or national-level agreements is unavailable for
reaching out to the increasingly vulnerable working class. 

New Sites of Struggle and Response

7.2 The cost of fragmentation and greater individualisation leads to a
greater reliance on the legal and judicial sphere, and greater difficulty
in resolving issues and problems in a coherent and fair manner. This
issue is not lost on employer and management organisations, many
of which are beginning to see the need to engage with questions of
fairness at work – even if only symbolically – in order to respond to
the ever greater problems of commitment and coherency within the
workforce (Clark, 2015). Within the USA, we are seeing social
struggles emerge around the most basic of workers’ rights on health
and pay, while increasing labour shortages and the deteriorating
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quality of work is driving down the attraction of work for a great part
of the population. 

The liberal market economies of the UK and USA stand as extreme
examples, but our study shows that they are clearly a point of
reference for many policy makers internationally and nationally. The
fact that competition based on wage costs and competition based
on driving down working conditions equates to a more unskilled
workforce with lower levels of commitment to work is not lost on
many, but the sheer obsession with de-regulation and its almost
fetish-like qualities in management thinking mean that we are facing
a process of self-mutilation within the capitalist economies of
Europe. 

The Need to Restate and Defend the 
Benefits of Workers’ Rights and Regulation
7.3 What agenda progressive trade unionists need to develop in the
face of neo-liberal ‘reform’ is not straightforward. However, the need
to highlight the benefits of coordinating and organising regulation is
becoming ever apparent. The importance of piecing together the
fragments of support for multi-employer bargaining and the
development of fair and robust minimum thresholds in terms of pay
and working conditions is paramount. Our research showed that the
importance of sustaining and enhancing the regulatory culture and
practice of a more social approach to labour and work is essential. 

This requires greater attention to detail as to how the projects of de-
regulation and liberalisation fail socially and also economically. The
move away from multi-employer bargaining, for example, has major
consequences, as it increases the complexity and problems of wage
determination and related forms of conflict management (Ewing et al,
2016): “… the British model of enterprise-based collective bargaining
operates in other English speaking countries … (…where it has
operated since the 1930s and 1940s respectively), and that in none
of these countries does this model of collective bargaining secure
collective bargaining coverage in excess of 35% of the workforce.”
(Ewing et al, 2016: 18-19) 

7.4 It is now essential for the labour movement of Europe to draw the
line and ensure that the assault on collective bargaining is seen as an
assault on basic human and constitutional rights. Viewing labour as a
problem to be resolved in order to reverse the deep-seated problems
of capitalism is mistaken. To this end, the obligation we face is to
point to the risks, costs and disastrous features of individualisation
and fragmentation. In this respect, the working class of the UK and
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the EU are linked by a common experience of seeing the legacies of
their struggles, as well as the benefits to Europe of these struggles,
being challenged and undermined.
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analysis are available as a free downloadable book: Koukiadaki et
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2 This focus on the so-called ‘labour problem’ hides the broader
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of the deeper problems in the socio-economic system.

3 Whilst one could argue that the origins of many of these ideas
emerge from certain Austrian schools of orthodox economics, the
fact is that the Anglo-Saxon New Right played a crucial part in
shaping or facilitating the emergence of a neo-liberal agenda
within the EU. The emergence of a focus on de-regulation as a
panacea for the ills of the post-Second-World-War welfare state
was propagated by a range of think tanks and far-right
organisations in the 1970s, seeking to undermine organised
labour and labour rights (see MacKenzie and Martinez Lucio 2014
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for a discussion of the evolution of de-regulation across time).
4 The point Streeck makes is that the crisis is not seen by political

elites (generally speaking) as a problem with, and outcome of, the
neo-liberal model and the reliance on unregulated finance capital
and speculative growth and even large scale corruption as such –
but of ongoing regulation and public sector presence. This insight
is important because it suggests that the current response to the
crisis is partly driven by an obsessive and reliant (almost
morphine-like) dependency on the view that neo-liberalism is the
only way ahead. Davies (2016) argues that the ‘normative neo-
liberalism’ of 1989–2008 gave rise after 2008 to a ‘punitive
neo-liberalism’ – one that is more focused on punishment. The
bureaucratisation and rationalisation of such ideas within the
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the crisis after 2008 were approached with punitive measures to
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expenditure and reducing workers’ rights, as we will see later. 

5 Davies (2016) recounts the experience outlined by Yanis
Varoufakis (2015, as quoted in Davies 2016: 121) that on
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open debate with the EU’s finance ministers, he was met with
‘blank stares’ and a sense he had been speaking in a foreign
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the recognition of freedom of association and collective
bargaining (Meardi et al. 2016), and towards decollectivising
employment relations.

8 Act 4024/2011.
9 ‘Ratification of Mid-term Fiscal Strategy 2013-2016 – Urgent

Regulations relating to the Implementation of L.4046/2012 and
the Midterm Fiscal Strategy 2013-2016’. 
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occupational and enterprise agreements could derogate in pejus
from the terms of sectoral agreements and even the national
general collective agreement. In a similar vein, sectoral
agreements could derogate from the national collective
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general collective agreement.

11 Article 3(5) of Law 4024/2011.
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13 Article 37(1) of Law 4024/2011. 
14 The inter-confederal agreement of 28 June 2011 defined the

criteria for union representativeness, provided for the general
binding character of company agreements approved by a
majority of unions/works councils, and extended the possibilities
for company-level derogations from national collective
agreements. In contrast to the 2009 agreement, the 2011
agreement provides that derogation in pejus can only take place
if there are no restrictions in place in the national collective
agreement (Loi, 2012: 274-275). 
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16 More recent data suggests that the bargaining coverage in Greece
has now been reduced to 10% (Koukiadaki and Grimshaw 2016).
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