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Trade unions’ changing role:
membership erosion,

organisational reform, and
social partnership in Europe

Bernhard Ebbinghaus

Trade union movements in Europe are confronting multiple challenges. Among the
adversities that union leaders face are pressing organisational problems: membership
erosion due to structural changes in the economy and society; unfavourable political
and institutional conditions that make organizing even more difficult; and attempts
to attract and represent new social groups remain insufficient. ‘Deunionisation’ and
its consequences for collective bargaining and for the political clout of union move-
ments has become a problem acknowledged not only in academic but also in union
circles. However, these accounts rarely note the intricate relationship between union
movements and welfare states, and the potential consequences of ongoing efforts to
recalibrate the welfare state, which unions helped expand.

Facing decline in membership, representativity, and dues income, we could expect
unions to become more dependent on the welfare state in which they are embedded.
Where they have institutionalized involvement in statutory workplace representation
or play a role in the co-management of social and employment policies, they could
gain additional legitimacy and resources. Where unions are weak in membership
strength and bargaining power, they may still benefit from the bargaining coverage
through better-organised employer organisations or from state support via legal
extension of collective agreements to non-organised workers and non-unionised
firms. In addition, the welfare state might provide several ‘union securities’, be it
through union-friendly labour relations in the public sector or subsidies to collective
insurance schemes run by unions. Moreover, as social movements, organised labour
may be able to assume a role in the politics of welfare state reform, defending the
interests of current and former wage earners against government and employer poli-
cies. In recent years, some union movements have been capable of blocking reform
efforts, while in other cases, union leaders were willing to negotiate the adaptation
of labour market and social policies to the current domestic and international
challenges.

❒ Bernhard Ebbinghaus is Senior Researcher at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies,
Cologne.
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Comparative studies stressed the shift to bargaining decentralisation, labour mar-
ket deregulation, and flexibilisation in production as major challenges to industrial
relations in Europe since the 1980s (Baglioni and Crouch, 1990; Katz, 1993). Since the
run up to European Monetary Union in the early 1990s, there have been attempts at
negotiating long-term tripartite social pacts with the aim to achieve wage moderation
under the pressures of international competition and stringent public budget con-
straints (Fajertag and Pochet, 2000; see also last year’s review: Waddington, 2001).
Moreover, in countries with social partnership traditions, the state delegated some
public policy competencies to the social partners, in particular in labour market and
social policy matters (Berger and Compston, 2002; Casey and Gold, 2000; Reynaud,
2000). With intensified European integration and the increased pressures on welfare
states, a renegotiation of the post-war social compromise is on the agenda at both
national and European levels. Also within the European Union, the ‘open method
of coordination’ (see Goetschy in this issue), which relies on concerted national action
that includes also the social partners, expanded from issues of employment to other
social policy areas such as social inclusion and pension policies (de la Porte, 2001).
Activities beyond wage bargaining have not been limited to the union side, as ideas
of ‘corporate social responsibility’ and ‘social partnership’ are also discussed among
employers at European level and especially in Anglo-Irish and Nordic circles in the
recent years (Kjaergaard and Westphalen, 2001). Yet, in several European countries,
employer representatives and political actors are also those that fiercely criticise and
attempt to undo social partnership institutions—most prominently French employers
and the Austrian centre-right coalition.

This year’s annual review article focuses on the changing role of unions in the
social policy area and the transformation of social partnership institutions against
the background of continuing membership problems and organizational reforms of
both trade unions and employer associations. The first section analyses the member-
ship problems and representativeness of national unions. Arguing that unions are
dependent on the institutional support of the welfare state, the comparative account
concentrates on particular groups: the unemployed, public employees, women, older
workers, and the young. The second section discusses recent organisational changes
for trade unions and employers, looking at their declining representativeness, organ-
isational changes and ambivalence towards social partnership. The final section dis-
cusses the changing role of social partnership, and its contradictory developments
in recent years. Unions use their institutionalized involvement in social policy
governance in order to advance their interests in the ongoing reform process. The
retreat of state action from welfare policies has however also opened some new scope
for bargaining, for instance, when unions become involved in negotiating occu-
pational welfare benefits. However, some governments (following employer
demands) have broken with past practices of facilitating social partnership, provok-
ing opposition by the union movement. Pending political changes following the
major elections of 2002 in several European countries, the balance of forces within
the European Union may tilt towards a course unfriendly to partnership.

Union membership and welfare state support

The trend toward deunionisation

Over the last two decades, trade unions have been facing major difficulties in
recruiting members. Since the 1980s, union density—the share of wage earners who
are union members—declined in all but a few European countries (Ebbinghaus and
Visser, 2000). Nevertheless, de-unionisation was more pronounced in OECD coun-
tries outside Europe, particularly North America, Japan and New Zealand (Golden,
Wallerstein and Lange, 1999; Traxler, Blaschke and Kittel, 2001; Visser, 1991). Advo-
cates of the ‘European social model’ therefore stress that collective forms of employ-
ment regulation—including higher levels of organisation among unions and
employers—still distinguish the European Union (EU) from its global competitors,
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which have much weaker labour relations. Yet, this view tends to overlook the intra-
European differences and the challenges to the model’s sustainability (Ebbinghaus,
1999; Streeck, 1999). Increased problems to recruit union members and changing com-
position of its potential and actual membership pose major challenges to today’s
union movements in Europe as elsewhere.

Explanations for ‘de-unionisation’, the decline in union membership and density,
as well as cross-national variations in ‘union strength’ have been manifold, stressing
structural, cyclical, and institutional factors (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999; Wallerstein
and Western, 2000). Long-term socio-economic changes make collective organisation
more difficult: deindustrialisation and the growth of private services; white-collar,
atypical, and part-time employment; changes in normative orientation from collectiv-
ism towards individualism. These secular changes, however, explain partially only
the development over time, and they largely fail to account for cross-national vari-
ations (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999). In contrast to popular ideas about the negative
impact of globalisation, increased trade, capital openness or direct investment have
not uniformly led to deunionisation, instead, the ‘fate’ of unions is contingent on
institutional mediating factors (Scruggs and Lange, 2002; Traxler et al., 2001). More-
over, unions are responding to these challenges by increasingly adopting recruitment
drives and pooling resources via mergers (see the past reviews: Visser, 1998; Wad-
dington, 2000, 2001). Thus, the verdict on the continuation of ‘deunionisation’ may
still be out, and there is some room for hope.

Some observers have found solace in the fact that union movements in Nordic
‘Social-Democratic’ welfare states hold out better than many others outside and
across Europe (Golden et al., 1999). Some entertain the view that in contrast to the
deregulated ‘liberal market economies’, like Britain and the USA, trade unions can
still count on institutionalised partnership relations in the ‘coordinated’ market econ-
omies, like Germany and partly Italy (Soskice, 1999; Thelen, 2001). In terms of mem-
bership problems, Nordic and Belgian union movements were found to withstand
the socio-economic changes and flexibilisation pressures of the 1980s better than
others; they have continued to grow into the 1990s and have higher levels of organis-
ation than elsewhere in Europe (Blaschke, 2000; Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999). Insti-
tutionalist studies stress the importance of industrial relations and welfare state
regimes for explaining cross-national differences in union density as well as its
growth or decline prospects (Wallerstein and Western, 2000). Most of these empirical
studies, however, reach only until the mid-1990s, assuming that the observed trends
will continue under largely inert institutional conditions. But there have been surpris-
ing turns over the last few years: the Irish, British and Dutch union confederations
have seen their membership decline stopped, while in the Nordic countries there are
more warning signs of a gradual erosion in unionisation and some challenges to long
enjoyed ‘union securities’.

Table 1 indicates that the Nordic and Belgian union movements still enjoy the high-
est level of union density, particularly Sweden, Denmark, and Finland rank at the
top, followed by Belgium and Norway. The success of these union movements was
attributed to the ‘selective incentive’ of union-run (so called ‘Ghent’) unemployment
insurance (Rothstein, 1992; Western, 1998) as well as a combination of centralised
and decentralised union activities and better union access to workplaces (Hancké,
1993; Kjellberg, 2000). While these unions continued to grow in the early 1990s, over
the last years, they experienced relative decline, though not as rapidly as in Germany
or Austria. Despite rising membership figures, British and Irish unions have fallen
behind employment growth and their relative declines range in the middle. The
Netherlands shows a slight decline, Italy some moderate erosion, and Portugal prob-
ably considerable decline, while for France, Spain and Greece unionisation levels
remained very low and trends remain inconsistent during the 1990s. Hence, based
on the trends of the late 1990s, we have to acknowledge that membership decline
became more widespread across Europe, though still at significantly different lev-
els. Moreover, union-led unemployment insurance seems no longer able to protect
union movements from decline, while improved labour market conditions and
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Table 1: Union membership and density in Europe, 1990–2000

Total membership Women (%) Non- Net union density level (%) Net union density Women/ Public/
annual change (%) actives (%) annual change (%) men private

2000 ratio ratio
1990s 1990s 1990s1999–95 1995–00 1990 1995 2000 1990–95 1995–00

Denmark +0.8 −0.8 50 9 81 86 82 +1.2 −0.9 1.0 1.2
Swedena +0.1 −0.4 46 18 80 83 82 +0.7 −0.3 1.1 1.2
Finland +2.0 −0.0 54 18 73 80 79 +1.9 −0.2 1.1 1.3
Belgium +1.8 −1.2 *25 18 57 60 58 +1.1 −0.6 0.8 1.0
Norway +1.5 +1.3 *44 24 57 56 54 −0.3 −0.8 1.1 1.8
Ireland +1.2 +2.2 *44 45 41 39 −1.8 *−1.3 1.6
Italy +0.9 +1.2 51 39 38 37 −0.5 −0.8 *1.5
Austria −0.8 −1.8 32 17 45 39 35 −2.8 −2.1 0.6 2.3
Portugal *40 *35 *30 *−2.7 *−2.7 1.2
Greece *34 *24 33 −6.7 +6.3 0.8 3.0
Great Britain −3.7 +0.0 46 *15 38 32 29 −3.4 −1.7 1.0 3.2
Germanyb −4.9 �2.9 33 19 33 26 22 −5.6 −3.6 0.6 2.5
Netherlands +2.0 +1.2 27 18 22 22 22 +0.1 −0.1 0.6 2.4
Spainc +1.4 +2.0 9 13 13 +7.2 +0.4 2.1
France −0.2 *25 9 9 −1.3 6.3

Source: Ebbinghaus and Visser (2000), and own updates.
Notes: *estimated; aSweden: 1999; bGermany (incl. East): 1991; cSpain: 1997; 1990s: most recent figure; women share in % total membership; non-actives
(retired people, self-employed, and students) share in % total membership; annual change: average annual relative growth rate.
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increased partnership initiatives have not (yet) facilitated the hoped for turn-
around in unionisation.

Unemployment insurance and union securities

Since the mid-1970s, long-term mass unemployment has become a major problem of
European welfare states; it has also aggravated the membership problems and taxed
the bargaining power of unions. The negative impact of long-term unemployment
on membership growth was already postulated by business cycle studies before the
mass unemployment of the late 1970s (Bain and Elsheikh, 1976), though the proposed
relationship proved weak and with considerable lags in statistical models. The un-
employed are expected to be more likely to leave the union, while recruitment and
retention of members will be more difficult given the potential threat of dismissal
by employers. The rise in mass unemployment since the mid-1970s explains some
but not the entire decline in overall membership, and not much of cross-national vari-
ations.1

Under some conditions, unemployment may not hurt but rather help membership
mobilization. As several comparative studies have shown, union-led unemployment
insurance common in Denmark, Finland, Sweden (and partly Belgium) provides a
selective incentive to join and stay in a union (Rothstein, 1992; Western, 1998). Even
though there is no legal obligation, potential members perceive such a link.2 But
involvement by unions in social insurance is not always a union security, thus in
France and the Netherlands, unemployment or early retirement schemes jointly run
by the social partners cannot provide a ‘club good’ since non-members are also
covered under collective agreements. While union movements with ‘Ghent’ systems
have indeed achieved high union density levels and continued to grow into the early
1990s (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999; Golden et al., 1999), membership stagnated or
even declined in the late 1990s (see Table 1). Moreover, this ‘union security’ may not
last forever. The increased costs of union-run unemployment and early retirement
schemes (as in Denmark) entail financial and political risks. These voluntary schemes
are heavily subsidised by the state (or by mandatory employer contributions), while
only the administrative costs are borne by membership dues. The Nordic govern-
ments, facing exceptionally high unemployment in the early 1990s, introduced cost-
saving measures or attempted to undermine the union-run unemployment scheme—
as recently occurred in Denmark.3

The uncertain future of the public sector stronghold

The public sector remains among the best-organised sectors, despite efforts towards
privatisation, public sector spending cuts, and new public management methods. In
the Nordic states (Denmark, Finland, and Sweden), public sector unionisation (90–
95%) is today somewhat higher than in the industrial sector (85–90%) and appreciably
higher than the private service sector (around 70–75%). Since unemployment is less
of a risk to public employees and Norway has no Ghent system, other factors must

1 A recent example is the dramatic membership loss after German unification due to massive down-
sizing in East Germany: many previously well organized women and older workers were forced out
of employment, and young people were disillusioned by lack of apprenticeships and job opport-
unities (Ebbinghaus, 2002). However, older employees tended to stay in the union in the hope that
their organisations can protect their employment rights or at least negotiate social plans in case
of downsizing.
2 In a similar way, Belgian unions are involved in administrating public benefits: they are in charge
of mutual sickness funds, and in some sectors negotiate occupational benefits for members only (Van
Gyes, De Witte and van der Hallen, 2000).
3 Recently, Denmark’s new conservative-liberal government introduced a cross-sector state unem-
ployment insurance in competition with existing union-run funds, including the Christian union
fund which thus far has successfully competed with lower membership fees (EIRO: DK0112147F,
DK0204101N).
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contribute to the high unionisation rate in the public sector, such as union recognition
and bureaucratic structures. While the public/private gap is relatively small in the
high-density countries, unionisation in the public sector is much higher than in the
market sector, especially in private services, in the countries with overall lower union
density. A good example is Britain. According to the Labour Force Survey, unionis-
ation is still three times higher in the public (60%) than in the private sector (19%).4
Also on the Continent, the public/private gap in unionisation is significant, parti-
cularly in countries with hostile private employers and more benevolent central and
lower level governments. With the exception of Italy, Ireland, and Portugal, all other
continental European unions in the public sector enjoy membership mobilisation at
least twice the level of the market sector.

Many factors are conducive to better recruitment conditions in the public sector
(Keller, 2001): public employers are more likely to recognize unions and accept union
membership across all levels, collectively regulated advancement and pay schemes
are more common, bureaucratization is on average higher, and unions have more
say in staff policies. In addition to the role as regulator of employment relations, the
welfare state as employer has a major impact on national labour relations, often
providing ‘good practices’ and remaining a stronghold for union movements
(Traxler, 1999). Where overall unionisation is relatively low and declining, union
movements thus become increasingly dependent on the better labour relations in the
public sector. The growth to limits of today’s welfare states as well as increased
privatisation, decentralisation, and public management increasingly undermine this
traditional power base. A change in government to New Labour in Britain had not
stopped the modernization process, and after its reelection in 2001, public sector
reform remains a contentious issue (Bach, 2002). In fact, attempts at welfare retrench-
ment had a mobilising effect in the public sector across Europe, at times leading to
major strikes. In order to circumvent opposition, some governments have sought to
negotiate the public sector reforms (Casey and Gold, 2000; Fajertag and Pochet, 2000).
Yet in most European countries, pay development in the (local) public sector have
been in line or below the private sector over the last two years (2000–01), except in
Italy, Ireland, Sweden, Finland and probably France, where public sector unions have
negotiated considerably higher pay rises than the productive sector.

Female representation and ‘mainstreaming’ bargaining
policies

A major long-term change, some have called it the ‘most difficult revolution’ (Cook,
Lorwin and Daniels, 1992), has been the promotion of female participation in union
movements. The share among union membership increased in all EU countries and
Norway over the last few decades, but there are wide North-South differences in
female labour force participation, union membership, and union density. In Nordic
welfare states, women are not only as likely to be working as men, they are even
more likely to join a union today (see Table 1). Because of high employment and
membership rates, Nordic women have more or less achieved parity in overall mem-
bership with their male colleagues; they are in a majority position in many public
sector and private service sector organisations. Similarly, given relatively high female
participation and similar levels of union density in Britain and Ireland, women rep-
resent 45% of union membership in TUC and ICTU, respectively.

On the other hand, female labour force participation, union density, and member-

4 The public/private difference holds also in individual sectors, such as transport and communi-
cation: 75% vs. 36%, education: 58% vs. 26% (DTI, 2001). However, increased privatisation has con-
tributed to the overall decline in British union density, although the main national membership
decline occurred among male workers (from 44% in 1989 to 32% in 2000) and in production (from
45% to 29%). Nevertheless, union density declined by one quarter over the 1990s in the previously
sheltered public sectors of utility, transport and communication, and health services.
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ship remain much lower in Continental Europe.5 In Germany, Austria, Belgium, and
the Netherlands, the likelihood to be organised is 20–40% lower for women than for
men. Only every fourth Belgian and Dutch member and every third German and
Austrian member is a woman. This gender gap is even wider in Southern Europe,
though membership figures are difficult to obtain, which may be indicative of under-
developed gender policies. Even during the last decade, in comparison to their mem-
bership share, women remained underrepresented on the main executive committees
of most union confederations, except in few cases, such as French CFDT and Italian
CGIL, which had applied quota representation (Curtin, 1999; Garcia, 2000). Beside
CFDT and its Belgian socialist sister organisation, two Nordic union confederations
with strong blue-collar Social-democratic traditions have also elected female presi-
dents: Swedish LO in 2000 and Norwegian LO in 2001.

At the European level, representation of women has been rather slow, given the
large differences across European Trade Union Confederation’s (ETUC) member
organisations (Garcia, 2000), but some progress was made at ETUC Congress 1991
with ex officio representation of the advisory Women Committee. In recent years,
womens’ interests were directly affected by several EU-level social policy activities,
in particular the framework agreements on parental leave (1995) and on part-time
(1997) as well as EU policy initiatives and European Court of Justice decisions on
equal opportunity. The Swedish EU presidency in early 2001 was an opportunity for
the governing Swedish Social-Democratic government to advance gender main-
streaming—not only at the national level, but also at the European level.

Gender pay differences are still around 15–20% in Nordic countries, Ireland, France
and Benelux, and even higher in the other continental European countries and the
United Kingdom, which cannot be attributed to gender related differences in employ-
ment patterns only. Indeed, governments have thus far focused less on equal pay
issues than on formal anti-discrimination policies and promotion of female employ-
ment, while the collective bargaining partners were less willing to renegotiate the
wage structure than to push for general pay increases. ‘As a matter of fact, women
are largely absent from the collective bargaining process, and the content of agree-
ments at the national level remains male-oriented (Bergamaschi, 2000: 172)’.6 In coun-
tries with social concertation on income policies, such as Finland, Belgium or Ireland,
gender equality issues are more likely to be discussed, while in countries with sec-
toral or decentralized bargaining, unions seem to leave gender equality issues to
government policies.

The ageing of union membership and interest politics

Over the last years, unions have become major proponents in the debate on the
restructuring of welfare states in Europe. At national and EU levels, reforms of pay-
as-you go pension systems and a reversal of early retirement are put forward as
responses to current and future fiscal problems, the demographic ‘time-bomb’, and
the low overall employment rates in most parts of Europe. Ageing has also had its
impact on most trade unions’ membership base and has shaped their interest politics.
Most striking is the role of pensioners in the Italian union movement (Chiarini, 1999;
Rosanelli and Wolf, 1994), where every second member has retired from the labour
force (see Table 1).7 Despite a lower membership share in France, pension politics

5 Continental Europe’s lower employment rate reflects not merely societal differences but is also the
result of conservative welfare regimes that did not facilitate combining work and family responsi-
bilities and provided less employment opportunities in public services than did Nordic welfare states
(Daly, 2000; Esping–Andersen, 1999).
6 A rare exception is the Finnish framework agreement 2000–01 (FI0012170F), which provides for
additional pay increases for the improvement of female and low skilled workers’ income.
7 Each of the three Italian union confederations has a separate pensioner organisation (SPI-CGIL,
FNP-CISL, UILP), and their share of pensioners has increased from 10% in 1970 to 18% in 1980 and
then rapidly to 39% in 1990, reaching 49% in 1997 (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 2000). According to survey
results, more than 20% of all French unionists were pensioners in 1996/97, twice as many as in
1979/80 (INSEE, Doc. 9954, 1999). The share of membership of non-active (including also some other
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has a high mobilizing potential, especially among public employees, as indicated by
the 1995 strike wave against the Juppé government’s cuts of public employee pen-
sions, although this had been imposed on private employees two years earlier
(Ebbinghaus and Hassel, 2000). In Continental Europe, pensioners represent a sub-
stantial share of overall union membership, particularly in the public sector and in
mining (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 2000). But, in contrast to the more militant Southern
European trade unions, other continental European union movements rely on press-
ure group politics and their positions in the self-administered social insurance bodies
to advance their interests. And British, Irish and Nordic unions customarily have a
workplace orientation focusing on active members, while allied interest groupings
provide the main political and social organisation for pensioners.8 Whereas British
and Irish unions have more limited involvement as a pressure group in public pen-
sion politics and hardly play a role in employer-provided occupational pensions,
Nordic unions are regularly consulted on public policy, though the competing unions
do not always agree on social policy issues.

Unions remain more ambivalent about the organisation and representation of pen-
sioners’ interests than is often assumed when looking merely at the number of pen-
sioners. The reluctant acknowledgment of pension interest is also evident at the Euro-
pean level. The European Federation of Retired and Elderly Persons (known by its
French acronym: FERPA), was recognised by ETUC but denied the status of Euro-
pean Industry Federation. While the TUC and Italian unions have been active within
FERPA since its foundation in 1992, the German and Nordic unions remained scepti-
cal. With the exception of Italy, most unions have not sought to organize the pen-
sioners to the same degree as those still active in the labour market. Indeed, the older
working age groups (45–64), those that expect to retire within the next few years, are
the best-represented group among members, delegates, and officials in most union
movements.9 Thus, it is less the membership share of pensioners, but rather the
strong unionisation among workers with seniority rights that shifts the balance
towards a defence of the status quo (Brugiavini et al., 2001).

Missing youth—the union movement’s bleak future?

The ageing of union membership is not merely the result of demographic shifts; it
also results from the failure to mobilize young people. Survey research shows that
the likelihood of joining a union decreases and recruitment conditions are unlikely
to improve in the future (Klandermanns and Visser, 1995). Today’s low mobilisation
will thus have consequences for decades to come, especially since the well organised
cohorts will soon retire. Certainly, the same structural and cyclical factors explain
some of the decline in youth as in overall density rates. Compared to earlier periods

groups) is relatively similar in the Benelux and German speaking countries: Austria (ÖGB 1994: 17%),
Belgium (CSC/ACV 1995: 18%), Germany (1998: 19%), and the Netherlands (1998: 19%) (Ebbinghaus
and Visser, 2000).
8 The British Pensioners and Trade Union Association represents since 1972 retired members associ-
ations of TUC unions (about 100,000 members or 15%), and these are associated with the National
Pensioners Convention, the main umbrella pressure group defending the rights of about 1.5 million
pensioners (Ginn and Arber, 1999). The share of non-active members in Nordic unions not only
includes retired members: Denmark (1997: 9%, LO 14%), Finland (1989: 8%), Sweden (1998 LO: 13%,
TCO: 15%, SACO: 26%, incl. students), Norway (1995, incl. self-employed and students: 24%)
(Ebbinghaus and Visser, 2000). The more important pressure groups and social organisation are the
separate pensioner organisations, informally tied to the Social Democratic Party and LO unions:
Aeldere Mobilisieringen in Denmark, PRO in Sweden (Walker and Naegele, 1999).
9 According to the Dutch labour force survey (1999) the highest union density (39%) occurs in the
age group 45–65, compared to 27% of those of working age still employed (age 15–65) (www.cbs.nl).
In Britain, membership is most prevalent in the age group (40–49), followed particularly by men in
the age group above 50 (DTI, 2001). In France, around 70% of all those organised in ‘syndicats’
(including self-employed) were 40 years or older in 1996/97 compared to 48% in 1979/80 (INSEE,
Doc. 9954, 1999). In well-organised Sweden, the differences are less important but there is a difference
between 45–64 (90.6%) and the overall level (84.7%) (www.lo.se).

472 Industrial Relations Journal  Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 2002.



and older age groups, today’s youth face higher risks of joblessness (especially in
Southern Europe), more problems to finding an apprenticeship, engage more fre-
quently and longer in tertiary education, obtain more part-time and atypical con-
tracts, and increasingly work in white-collar and service sector jobs. In countries with
low or declining membership trends, the age gap is particularly pronounced. In the
well organised Nordic and Belgian union movements, which provide strong selective
incentives and workplace representation, youth membership is relatively high but
still lower than the national average.10

The low membership among young workers should cause concern about the future
membership development. For many of these young people, unions seem to be rather
old-fashioned movements that are certainly less attractive than ‘new’ social move-
ments and ‘fun’ leisure activities. Moreover, the majority of union members, congress
delegates, and union officials seem to be older than ‘40-something’. Since current
young cohorts are relatively small, union officials may not see the immediate effect
of recruitment efforts, though this reinforces the problem of low representation. In
countries where youth unemployment, atypical work, and low levels of training are
particular problems, young people will be less willing to commit themselves to long-
term membership. Thus in Southern Europe, where segmented labour markets pro-
vide few opportunities to young people (Esping-Andersen, 2000), alienation from
union policies favouring older workers might be highest. For instance, in order to
win the consent of the trade unions (and the membership referendum), the Italian
pension reform of 1995 used grandfather rules to protect the interests of older work-
ers, mainly affecting the younger cohorts (Regini and Regalia, 1997). The search poli-
cies for the young requires new ideas and special recruitment drives among students
and the first-job-seekers.11

The organizational challenges to the social partners

Adapting union organisations to the new challenges

As a response to the financial difficulties caused by declining membership and ongo-
ing economic restructuring, many unions have engaged in mergers in recent years
(Waddington, 2001). The largest merger, with nearly 3 million members, occurred
with the founding of Germany’s largest union Ver.di (Vereinigte Dienstleistungsgew-
erkschaft—the Unified Service Sector Union) in March 2001, amalgamating four DGB
service (and media) sector unions and DAG, a white-collar general union that had
remained outside the main confederation after its founding in 1949. In addition, two
merger plans in Austria and Britain are striking since they combine manufacturing
and white-collar general unions and thus blur traditional sectoral and occupational
divisions. After successful membership ballots, the Amalgamated Engineering and

10 Membership among young people is also difficult to obtain; only few unions report this regularly
and survey results are available for very few countries. In Great Britain, 6% of employees under 20
years and 19% of those aged 20–29 are organised, compared to the overall rate of 29% and 31% of
those aged 30–39 (LFS 2000). In Germany, membership of young people (16–25) within the DGB
dropped considerably from 15% in the early 1980s to about 5% today, and DGB’s youth density
levels receded after unification from 20% in 1991 to 10% in 2000, while DGB’s net density rate
(excluding pensioners) dropped during the same period from 28% to 17% (Ebbinghaus, 2002). In the
Netherlands, union density among young people (15–25) is only 12%, three times less than among
older workers (45–64) in 1999 (www.cbs.nl). Two Belgian surveys of employees in Flanders find
surprisingly similar union density rates across different age groups in the 1990s (Van Gyes et al.,
2000). Swedish union density for the very young (16–24) is considerably lower (47%) and among
employees aged 25–29 somewhat lower (76%) than for all age groups (81%) in 1999. Moreover, the
rates have dropped for those aged 16–24 by 16, for those aged 25–29 by 7 percentage points over
the last twelve years, while the overall rate nearly stayed the same (Kjellberg, 2000).
11 For instance, the Danish LO has recently proposed ‘flexible working time accounts’ that provide
leave over the lifetime; this is thought to be more attractive for younger workers (DK0101110N).
Given the longer educational period and higher participation in tertiary education, the Scandinavian
professional associations seem particularly keen in binding members already as students.
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Electrical Union (AEEU) and Manufacturing Science Finance (MFS) merged to form
‘Amicus’, on 1 January 2002. It is TUC’s second largest union (about one million
members) and the largest Labour Party affiliate. During 2001, the largest Austrian
union, the private sector white-collar union GPA (Gewerkschaft der Privatangestellten)
thwarted the restructuring plans of the confederation, which would have entailed
a break up of GPA, by merger with GMT (Gewerkschaft Metall-Textil), the recently
amalgamated blue-collar workers’ union in metal and textile industries. Although
the Austrian union structure thus far resembled the German one (industrial unions
plus a white-collar general union), the proposed merger will lead to very different
‘power poles’: private sector vs. public sector unions in Austria, industrial vs. service
sector unions in Germany. In Sweden, the largest union (Kummunal) absorbed the
agricultural union in January 2002, while other blue-collar unions within the main
confederation LO have recently discussed merger plans between unions for com-
munication employees, graphical workers and electricians as well as between the
commercial workers and transport workers unions.

Restructuring also took place in other countries, particularly in the service sectors,
though not all attempts were successful. In Belgium, the transport and communi-
cation workers unions within the Christian union movement merged to form
CSC/ACV-Transcom in April 2001. For Finland, 2001 became a major year of
reorganization, with two large-scale mergers and merger talks between the major
confederations for blue-collar workers (SAK), white-collar employees (STTK) and
academically trained professionals (Akava).12 Two Norwegian teacher unions also
formed a new union and helped found a new public servant federation.13 However,
some efforts at restructuring also failed. The ‘TRIO-project’ to create a Swedish ser-
vice sector union out of four TCO white-collar unions came to a halt after the refusal
of the commercial employee union at the end of 2001. Similarly, the merger of two
teachers unions within the Danish white-collar federation FTF did not materialize.
More importantly, two membership votes rejected the merger plans between the
metal workers union and electricians unions within the Danish main union confeder-
ation LO. These failures impede efforts to rationalize the fragmented Danish union
structure—over a hundred unions, from large general to small professional unions.
The general trend towards more concentration, which seems more acute among
union movements in the North than in the South of Europe, also has profound reper-
cussions for the relationship between the confederation and its ever fewer, larger
affiliates (Waddington, 2001). Hence, while the role of peak associations may have
been enhanced thorough social concertation on income policies and welfare reform in
several European countries, the organisational restructuring tends to pull the power
balance from the central to the sectoral organisations.

Employer organisation, union recognition and bargaining coverage

Trade unions cannot be indifferent to their opponents’ organisational strengths and
weaknesses: the associational structures of employers facilitate or hamper bargaining
centralisation, their degree of organisation largely determines bargaining coverage,
and their policies towards union recognition have major repercussions, especially at
workplace level. On the side of capital, mergers occur not only between companies
but also between sector-wide employer associations, thereby undermining the

12 Only half a year after the formation of Finland’s second largest union PAM (Palvelualojen
Ammattiliitto), which combined four blue-collar service sector unions affiliated to SAK in November
2000, four unions within STTK merged to form Toimmihenkilöunioni (TU), Finland’s fourth largest
union in May 2001.
13 The new teacher union (Utdanningsforbundet), was formed by merger in January 2002, becoming a
founding member of the new public servant federation UHO (Utdanningsgruppenes Hovedorganisasjon).
UHO fills in for the former confederation of professional associations (AF), disbanded in 2000 after
failed merger talks with its competitor (YS).
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traditional division of labour between industrial unions. Over the last years, fusions
of employer and trade associations and mergers among sectoral employer associ-
ations, particularly in service sectors, have made sector-level negotiations, not central
bargaining, more likely. Having abolished its bargaining department in 1990, the
Swedish employer association (SAF) merged in 2001 with the peak trade association
to form the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise (Svenskt Näringsliv or SN) after
nearly a century of division of labour. Within the EU, only the German peak
employer organisation is truly independent from the peak trade association, while
the other remaining peak employer association (Danish DA) includes among its
members mixed associations such as the Confederation of Danish Industries (DI).
Plans for a merger of Danish service sector employers to form SE (ServiceErhvervene),
aimed at counterbalancing DI’s strength within DA, further blur the outdated
division of labour between employer and trade interests.

Voluntary employer associations face considerable membership problems. Pre-
viously affiliated firms tend to exit as they seek to escape sector-level agreements, and
newly formed firms, particularly smaller firms in the service sector, tend to remain
unorganised. An example is the erosion of the German bargaining model after unifi-
cation: employer organisations and unions see bargaining coverage slip away not
only in the East but also increasingly in the West.14 A special case is Austria, which
enforces mandatory membership in the Chamber of Commerce, however, following
a long debate about its statutory role, the mandatory dues payments will be cut by a
third over the next years, limiting the resources for negotiating collective agreements,
consultation on social and economic legislation, and trade interests lobbying.

The decline in employer association membership (and the reduction of their
functions) should worry trade unions as much as their own membership decline,
since this has repercussions for overall bargaining coverage, unless state intervention
extends (erga omnes) collective agreements to non-organised firms and members
(Traxler, 1999). Compared to the early 1990s (Traxler, 2000), coverage of employer
associations, whether measured by firms or employment, has declined further in
nearly all countries, though comparable data is even more difficult to obtain than
for trade unions. ‘Excess coverage’ beyond the extent of union and employer mem-
bership is particularly high in countries with erga omnes extension of collective agree-
ments (Belgium, France, Greece, Portugal, and Spain), while in the Nordic countries
both high levels of union density and well-organised employer associations guaran-
tee widespread bargaining coverage (Calmfors et al., 2001). Particularly in the absence
of institutionalised union securities, trade unions are thus dependent on the organis-
ational success and membership compliance of employer organisations.

Within the EU, Britain and Ireland have the lowest coverage rate due to wide-
spread decentralisation and non-recognition in addition to low levels of employer
organisation and union density. In both countries, bargaining coverage and access
to the workplace for unions depend primarily on union recognition by individual
employers. In a 2002 report, UK’s Trades Union Congress (TUC) welcomed the 1999
Employment Relations Act, though calling upon the government to eliminate the
40% quorum hurdle. The impact of the new law in terms of employment was still
relatively small: less than 10% of the first year’s applications to the Central Arbi-
tration Committee were for firms with more than 500 employees, though some are of
symbolic importance. Nevertheless, one can doubt whether the statutory recognition
procedure is useful in stemming the tide of union derecognition. In contrast to infor-
mation and consultation procedures as promoted by EU law or on the Continent,
British recognition procedures do not advance ‘social dialogue’ beyond those work-

14 Bargaining coverage decline in the East from 56% in 1996 to 45% of employees in 2000, but also
in the West from 72% in 1995 to 62% in 2000 (IAB-Betriebspanels, EIRR 337, 2002: 23). Since smaller
firms are least organised, more than 70% of firms in the East and 50% in the West are not bound
by a sectoral or company agreement in 2000, though about 40% of these unaffiliated firms voluntarily
apply the collective agreement in their sector or area.
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places where unions are well represented since consultation practices remain volun-
tary (Brown et al., 2001; Terry, 1999).

Similar structural changes unfavourable to union organizing have led to increased
non-recognition in Ireland, reinforced by government action seeking to attract foreign
investors. This applies particularly to new US multinationals, which pursue anti-
union HRM policies (Roche, 2001). Thus, Ireland’s tripartite high-level group on
union recognition recommended a more voluntarist route in 1999, leading to the
Code of Good Practice on Voluntary Dispute Resolution.15 The Irish Confederation
of Trade Unions (ICTU) has criticised the long review process and lack of a ruling
on recognition, while employers—particularly US multinationals—oppose statutory
recognition. As in Britain, unions and employers in Ireland have opposing views
over the implementation of the EU Directive on information and consultation: the
employers favouring the least restrictive application that also allows ‘direct com-
munication’ between employers and employees, while the unions hope for future
improvements to bring similar advantages, such as works council practices on the
Continent.

The changing role of unions in welfare state reform

Gaining a new bargaining role in occupational welfare policies

The involvement of unions in the social policy area goes beyond central tripartite
pacts and participation in self-governing bodies of national social insurance schemes.
With the increased importance of private pensions in addition to mandatory state
pensions, trade unions have gained or enhanced their collective bargaining role in
this area. Besides the Netherlands and France, negotiations on second tier sup-
plementary pensions have a long tradition in Sweden. The Swedish social partners
had established four main occupational schemes as early as the 1970s (Wadensjö,
1997). Parallel to the reform of the state pension scheme in the late 1990s, the social
partners began to negotiate changes in the funding of these negotiated occupational
pensions. In addition, recent EU directives on part-time and temporary contracts
make it necessary to remove discriminatory rules in supplementary pensions. This
led to the settlement of two agreements for national and subnational government
employees in 2001. However, the social partners are not always able to come to an
agreement, as is the case for white-collar occupational pensions over the last years.
Governments may then be tempted to intervene into areas that are traditionally
settled by collective bargaining.16

Even in countries where unions had no tradition of negotiating private pensions,
they have come to seize on the opportunity to enhance their role and provide some
collective regulation of state-imposed privatisation. Most notably, the 2001 German
pension reform, which introduced new voluntary private pension funds to fill the
gap due to cuts in the public benefits, has led to collective agreements on occu-
pational pension schemes and wage-into-contribution-conversion arrangements in
such industries as construction, chemicals, and metal (Bispinck, 2002). However, vol-
untary supplementary private pensions introduced in Italy in the mid-1990s have not
proven to be very successful and Italian unions are divided about the future course.

The growth of supplementary schemes and coverage not only depends on the
collective bargaining partners but also on government policy, such as favourable tax

15 Since May 2000, employers and trade unions can seek non-binding conciliation on the ‘right to
bargain’ by the Labour Relations Commission (LRC) and since June 2001 can invoke a ‘fall-back’
provision with the Labour Court in the case of employer intransigence (IE0201260F).
16 For instance, the Swedish legislator provided the right to employees to continue employment until
age 67, annulling provisions in sectoral collective agreements that enforce mandatory retirement at
age 65 (SE0103186F). The two main union confederations for blue-collar workers (LO) and white-
collar employees (TCO) have called upon the International Labour Organisation (ILO) to sanction
this breach of an ILO convention (SE0201113N).
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treatment and legislation supporting collective bargaining solutions as well as the
sufficiency of public pension provisions. In respect to second-tier supplementary pen-
sions, French and Dutch social partners have, for instance, applied contrasting
approaches to the coverage problem. In France, the collectively negotiated pay-as-
you-go schemes were made mandatory by the state, while the Dutch social partners
in the Social-Economic Council (SER) opposed government plans to extend coverage
erga omnes to the 10% non-covered employees. On the other hand, French unions
and the political Left remain largely opposed to plans introducing supplementary
private pension funds à l’anglaise, while the Dutch social partners increasingly con-
vert their early retirement plans from pay-as-you go to funded defined contri-
bution plans.

Although occupational pension funds have a long tradition in the UK and Ireland,
coverage is lower than in the Northern European countries, including Sweden,
Denmark, Germany, and the Netherlands (Rein and Wadensjö, 1997). Moreover,
trade unions have not played a major role in negotiating occupational pensions,
which remain largely a voluntary employer initiative and managed by an inde-
pendent pension fund with no or limited union representation. The Labour govern-
ments’ Stakeholder Pension Scheme (SPS) provides more affordable voluntary pen-
sions to low income groups since April 2001. However, there is no obligation on
employer contributions and little scope for bargaining on this issue. For the British
union movement that traditionally defended basic pension and state earnings-related
pensions against retrenchment policies of the previous Conservative governments,
the participation in the Labour government’s initiative is nevertheless a major change
in policy.17

Social partnership institutions under political pressure

Trade unions have become more dependent on their institutionalized roles in current
welfare states. However, their legitimate role in them has been increasingly ques-
tioned. Trade unions will have to define a strategy in respect to current efforts at
welfare reform. The challenges to institutionalized social partnerships can be studied
in the case of recent events. Large-scale opposition to social security and labour mar-
ket reforms is no longer limited to Conservative governments as in the mid-1990s
under the Juppé government in France and the Berlusconi government in Italy
(Ebbinghaus and Hassel, 2000).

Comparative studies show the French unions to be the least organised in Europe:
they organise less than 10% of all employees (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 2000), but gain
institutional power through their role in elected workplace representative bodies and
in the self-administration of social insurance (Palier, 2002). French unions have
become dependent on outside funding or secondment of union officials provided by
the state, employers and social insurance administration—an issue criticised by the
employers and hotly debated in public over the last years. Following the lost battle
over 35 hours legislation imposed by the Socialist government, French employers
transformed their peak association, giving it a more ‘activist’ name (MEDEF, Mouve-
ment des entreprises de France or Movement of French enterprises) in October 1998. A
year later, in November 1999, the new MEDEF leadership declared a ‘refondation
sociale’, a general overhaul of industrial relations and social partnership arrange-
ments. MEDEF threatened to withdraw from self-administration if reforms could not
be agreed upon. By the end of 2001, the French employers associations and unions
(though not always all of them) signed four agreements on supplementary pension
schemes, unemployment insurance funds, consultation on health and safety at work
and collective bargaining procedures. On other issues, including sickness insurance
and training, the social partners could not reach an agreement and the main employer

17 The TUC has taken the opportunity to set-up its own stakeholder pension fund, targeted at about
one million union members without occupational pensions and also at employers who find the obli-
gation to set up a fund for their employees too burdensome (UK0103119F).
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organisations retreated from several social security boards. The unions remain split
into two camps: the more moderate unions (led by CFDT) that seek cooperation with
the employers and the more radical unions (CGT, CGT-FO) that defend the status
quo of worker rights. A new proposal put forward by MEDEF in November 2001
calls for major reforms introducing ‘structured competition’ for sickness insurance,
a reform of first and second tier pensions, and an end to employer financing of family
policies. However, the Socialist government was unwilling to take any steps in this
respect before the presidential elections. The success of the Right in the parliamentary
elections after President Chirac’s re-election in May 2002 will give the Right a man-
date to attempt new reforms after the unsuccessful effort in 1995.

The consensual post-war institutions of Austrian social partnership also came
under pressure, yet not so much by employer action but through the entry of the
right-wing Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) into the centre-right coalition government
in February 2000. A commission report on social security reform in September 2000
found mixed reception by the social partners, the unions opposing the reform and the
employers asking for further cuts. Despite union protests, the government coalition in
September 2000 enacted a major pension reform that curtails early retirement through
higher age limits and benefit cuts. A year later, the government imposed a change
in the administration of the social insurance system that guarantees a seat to the
FPÖ-affiliated faction. This was seen as major assault on social partnership and a
national union ballot for the first time called for protest action.18

After the election of the Berlusconi right-wing government in May 2001, wide-
ranging reforms in industrial relations and social policy were announced in a White
Paper in October 2001. All three main trade union movements criticised the proposed
reforms in the area of labour market, in particular the alteration of the 1970 Worker
Statutes dismissal regulation, and called for strike action that occurred at the begin-
ning of 2002. Already the previous Berlusconi government had a disastrous clash
with unions on pension policy, which led to a protest wave and the retreat of the
government in 1994 (Regini, 1997). The current government tried to engage in social
dialogue (at arm’s length), but this broke down when the government announced
the labour market reforms. At times, inter-union splits make a unified opposition to
government policies rather difficult, though the strike action in April 2002 has united
the unions again.19

While in Italy major social concertation during the 1990s had occurred only at
times when the Right was not in government. In Spain, it was the Conservative
government that concluded the ‘Toledo Pacts’ on social security reforms in 1996.
The preceding Socialist government had let concertation decline over its long tenure
(Hamann, 2001). However, during 2001, the conservative government’s efforts at

18 The Austrian trade union confederation ÖGB (Österreichischer Gewerkschaftsbund) successfully called
a national ballot for strike action (56.6% in favour), the first time ever in a country with a hitherto
low record of industrial conflict (AT011201F). The disputed representation rule guarantees a seat to
the Freedom faction (FA) despite the recent loss in the Chamber of Labour elections (AT-109201F).
Although this may seem a rather administrative issue, it is indicative of the break with the consensual
tradition in social and economic policy making in Austria and the welfare retrenchment plans of the
current government. Nevertheless, the government has delegated some issues, such as the reform
of severance pay to the social partners which will increase coverage and improve benefits for those
changing jobs (AT0112231).
19 In spring 2002, after heated debate and the terrorist murder of a government consultant, all three
Italian union movements called for a general strike in April 2002 against the right-wing government’s
labour market and pension reform. An instance of inter-union split occurred when the ex-communist
union confederation CGIL left negotiations on the implementation of the EU Directive on fixed-term
contracts, while the two other union confederations signed a joint social partner declaration, which
liberalizes the previous restrictions on temporary contracts. The government transposed it into law
in September 2001. On the other hand, when the main unions are united, they can achieve negotiating
successes, as with the recent public sector agreement in February 2002. The agreement sets up a
consultation forum for social security reforms for public employees and reaffirms the 1993 agreement
on the prerogative of national and local collective bargaining over the unilateral governmental route
for public sector employment matters (IT0203102N).
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tripartite concertation failed over contentious issues concerning collective bargaining,
labour market reform, social security reform, and public sector reform. A significant
exception was the Pact on Pensions, which was signed in April 2001 by the employers
and ex-Communist CC.OO (Comisiones Obreras), but not Socialist UGT (Unión General
de Trabajadores) despite relatively favourable conditions. On the other issues, the
government resorted to unilateral measures. Most importantly, it pushed a reform
of temporary contracts by law in early 2001 and university reform in late 2001. In
neighbouring Portugal, the Socialist government was more successful in striking tri-
partite agreements on training of young people, improving working conditions, and
on reforming pensions in 2001, though the employers abstained from the pension
deal and the ex-Communist CGTP union confederation opposed the introduction of
optional private pensions.

In Greece, protests against the Socialist government’s plans culminated in a one-
day general strike in April 2001. In southern European countries, concerted action
for defending acquired social rights seems to mobilize worker movements despite
their membership weakness and organisational fragmentation. Governments then
seem to have the choice between pursuing unilateral reforms that provoke wide-
spread protest and risk implementation problems or negotiating a compromise sol-
ution with trade unions that buffers the impact, especially for the core workforce,
i.e. male workers with regular employment contracts. Grandfather rules may make
such deals tolerable to the core membership of trade unions, and may help to get
them through internal decision-making or, as in Italy, through membership ballots
(Baccaro, 2000). A more recent example is the Finnish tripartite agreement of Nov-
ember 2001 on the long-term reform of pensions and unemployment insurance,
which uses transitional measures and different rules for past and future benefit
claims to come to consensus.

In the Netherlands, disability pensions remain a problem despite several major
reforms. In 2001, a committee made new recommendations for reintegrating disabled
people into work and increasing conditionality of benefits, yet only after long debates
and under strong political pressures did the social partners reach a compromise in
January 2002. The Dutch social partners’ role in governing bodies has come increas-
ingly under criticism. For instance, the liberal party, a member of the current left-
liberal government coalition, has openly questioned the representativity of Dutch
unions with less than 30% union density, while the use of sector-wide social funds
by the social partners was also discussed in public, resembling the French discussion.
Also in the area of labour market policies, the role of the social partners was increas-
ingly questioned. The Netherlands has already reformed its employment services
through fostering private employment agencies. In contrast, change has been slow
in Germany. A recent scandal of misreporting in March 2002 has not only caused a
major reform debate on the future of the Federal Employment Office but also the
role the social partners play in it (Trampusch, 2002).

Conclusion: with or against the tide of welfare state reform?

Trade unions have seen their membership dwindle further. Neither more favourable
recognition policies, nor improvements in the labour market have led to a turn-
around. Moreover, ageing of membership and lacking support among young people
have not spared those union movements with institutionalized ‘union securities’,
such as Ghent unemployment insurance. Although union movements have become
more inclusive (about half of union members in Nordic countries or in the British
Isles are women); the representation of womens’ interests in union decision-making,
particularly in collective bargaining policy, still lags behind. Favourable labour
relations conditions in the public sector have provided union movements with a
stronghold. Welfare state and public sector reforms can mobilize workers in defence
of the status quo and they provide also an opportunity to negotiate change for
reform-minded unions. Institutionalized involvement in social policy governance, as
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well as union securities provided by the welfare state, can be crucial for additional
legitimation and resources at a moment when unions see their membership decline.
However, social partnership institutions, as well as the employers as opponents, are
changing and this can have negative repercussions on unions’ roles in both the bar-
gaining and social policy realms.

In addition to the role social partners have played in negotiating social pacts on
income policies since the run up to European Monetary Union during the 1990s
(Fajertag and Pochet, 2000; Rhodes, 2001), union movements have also been involved
in the politics of welfare state reform (Ebbinghaus and Hassel, 2000; Reynaud, 2000).
As the scope for collective bargaining under the conditions of European Monetary
Union and international competition is limited, trade union movements could find
a renewed role in welfare reform politics. In order to circumvent blockage in political
decision-making or implementation, governments seek social concertation in both
welfare and labour market policies. With increased privatisation of public welfare
benefits, there is increased scope for a new role of unions in negotiating occupational
benefits. While some union movements, especially in the Nordic countries, in the
Benelux, and in France, have experience in negotiating occupational welfare benefits,
this role is relatively new to German and Italian unions, and still relatively unfamiliar
to British and Irish unions.

At the same time, the role of the social partners in self-governing bodies of social
insurance has come under criticism, particularly in Austria, France, Germany, and
the Netherlands. The employers have promoted a major reorganisation of social part-
nership institutions, particularly in France. Some governments, mainly on the initiat-
ive of right or liberal parties, have also challenged the traditional social partnership.
Union leaders see these efforts as attacks on post-war social compromises and called
for protest strikes, the first such ballot in Austria and the first general strike call for
two decades in Italy. Depending on the elections in several European countries dur-
ing 2002, more governments with critical stances on social partnership may come to
power. The increased involvement of unions in social and labour market policy areas
may thus come under further pressures, while it seems to be both necessary and
promising for a renewal of today’s union movements in changing Europe.

Corresponding author: Bernhard Ebbinghaus, Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies,
Paulstr. 3, D-50676 Cologne, Germany. Ebbinghaus@mpi-fg-koeln.mpg.de

References

Baccaro, L. (2000), ‘Negotiating Pension Reform with the Unions: The Italian Experience in Euro-
pean Perspective’, in 12th International Conference of Europeanists. Chicago, March 30–April
2, 2000.

Bach, S. (2002), ‘Public-sector Employment Relations Reform under Labour: Muddling Through
or Modernization?’ British Journal of Industrial Relations, 40, 2, 319–99.

Baglioni, G. and C. Crouch (eds.) (1990), European Industrial Relations. The Challenge of Flexibility
(London: Sage).

Bain, G. S. and F. Elsheikh (1976), Union Growth and the Business Cycle (London: B. Blackwell).
Bergamaschi, M. (2000), ‘The Gender Perspective in the Policies of European Trade Unions’, in

M. Rossilli (ed.) Gender Policies in the European Union pp. 159–74 (New York: Peter Lang).
Berger, S. and H. Compston (eds.) (2002), Policy Concertation and Social Partnership in Western

Europe: Lessons for the 21st Century (New York: Berghahn Books).
Bispinck, R. (2002), ‘Tarifpolitischer Jahresbericht 2001: Moderate Lohnabschlüsse plus
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