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51. Introduction FRANCE

1.1  The macroeconomic impact  
of the crisis

Since 2008 the French economy has been hit hard, first by 
the global recession and later by the unfolding  in stability 
in the Eurozone. While having been hit sooner than 
most of the Eurozone, France was more efficient in lim-
iting the output decline in 2010, and again in 2012 and 
2013. On average, GDP declined slightly more in the rest 
of the Eurozone than in France, where output caught up 
with its pre-crisis level in 2013 (figures 1 and 2).

In 2009, output suddenly stalled in France as well as 
in most European countries, but companies reduced 
employment more slowly than during previous reces-
sions (figure 6). Despite more than 360,000 jobs being 
destroyed by the end of 2009, France experienced un-
precedented job retention, in particular in the industrial 
sector, where companies maintained output capacity 
well above needs (see figure 6 in Heyer et al., 2013).

This did not prevent an impressive rise in unemployment: 
between 2008 and 2009 the unemployment rate 
grew from its lowest level since the early 1980s to its 
highest level since the late 1990s. After stabilizing for 
a while, from 2011 a second wave of the crisis sent the 
unemployment rate up to 10.4 per cent in 2013, near 
its post-war record (10.8 per cent in 1997). While 

1. Bruno Coquet is a Research Fellow of the Observatoire Français 
des Conjonctures Economiques (OFCE), and a Policy Fellow of the 
Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA).

smoothing again in 2013, unemployment is still on a 
rising trend. In absolute terms, the population of the un-
employed reached its highest levels ever: 5.8 million un-
employed were registered with the Public Employment 
Service, among which 5.1 million were “actively 
searching a job” in September 2014 (Dares, 2014b).

As regards the impact of the economic crisis on both 
economic activity and the labour market, France has 
had a median record since 2007 (figures 3–6). France’s 
policy management during the crisis is widely recog-
nized for its efficiency in cushioning the main effects 
of the crisis, both on output and the labour market. 
Indeed, France benefited from powerful automatic sta-
bilizers (in particular Unemployment Insurance and 
poverty allowances, RSA). As a consequence, France 
experienced only a moderate decline in output despite 
negative fiscal impulses of the same magnitude as those 
of other big Eurozone members such as Italy (table 1). 
Since 2010, fiscal austerity has been tighter in France 
than in the rest of the Eurozone, leading to weaker 
output growth but no distinctive effects on both labour 
market performance and public finances.

Positive outcomes as regards crisis management and the 
capacity of economic institutions to shield French com-
panies and people from the worst effects of the business 

1Introduction1

Table 1. Fiscal stimulus in seven big OECD countries, 2008–13

2008–09 2010 2011 2012 2013 2010–13 2008–13

Germany 0.7 1.4 –1.2 –1.0 0.0 –0.8 –0.1

France 2.6 –0.5 –1.8 –1.1 –1.2 –4.6 –2.0

Italy 0.4 –0.9 –0.2 –2.7 –0.4 –4.2 –3.8

Spain 4.4 –1.4 –1.0 –3.7 –1.6 –7.7 –3.3

United Kingdom 3.4 –2.7 –3.2 –0.5 –1.0 –7.4 –4.0

USA 6.8 –0.8 –1.3 –1.4 –1.5 –5.0 1.8

Japan 3.9 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6 2.1 6.0

Source: Heyer & al. (2013).
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cycle temporarily overshadowed France’s structural 
weaknesses. This is surprising, since numerous and deep 
reforms were passed during the last decade, including 
after the beginning of the crisis, but the pace of reform 
was too slow and their substance insufficient to meet 
needs.

After 2008, there was a clear commitment to simplifying, 
reorganizing public policies and institutions to help the 
more disadvantaged groups and/or those particularly 
hit by the crisis. However, many clues give the impres-
sion that the main counter-cyclical policy interventions 
of the French government ended up slowing down or 
delaying structural reforms. Indeed, beyond communi-
cation it is hard to find structural reforms implemented 
between 2008 and 2013, having a clear strong impact 
on economic behaviours (except – to a certain extent – 
pension reforms, and the “auto- entrepreneur regime”). 
The bulk of reforms passed since 2008 were presented 
as structural reforms, however they were still light in 
substance and often delayed fearing social upheaval.

As a consequence, many challenges and rigidities remain 
that should be rapidly and decisively addressed in the 
French labour market:2 indeed, despite being well iden-
tified before the crisis, most of the challenging issues 
have been only lightly touched upon.

2. Some are addressed by a law currently discussed in parliament 
such as Sunday work or regulated professions (pharmacists,  lawyers, 
notaries, etc.).

As regards the recent past, both before and after the 
beginning of the crisis, France can be characterized as 
an average country: never far from the OECD or EU 
average. French economic performance was nonethe-
less poorer from 2001 to 2007 (output, unemployment, 
etc.; figure 12), and not significantly better since then 
(figures 2 and 3). More importantly, whatever the eco-
nomic conditions, France is always far behind the best 
performers, in spite of never suffering any specific asym-
metric shocks. 

Competitiveness of the French economy has constantly 
declined since the beginning of the century, in particular 
as regards unit labour cost (figures 8–11, 46). France’s 
median position is partly due to its slowness to address 
supply side and labour market structural imbalances: 
as a consequence, potential output and medium-term 
growth prospects are becoming weaker, and insufficient 
to balance adverse economic and social effects of fiscal 
consolidation in the short term.
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Figure 1. GDP growth, 2000–13
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Figure 2. GDP level, 2000–13
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Figure 3. Unemployment rate, 2000–13
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Figure 4. Unemployment rate by age group, 1975–2013
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Figure 5. Level of unemployment by age group, 1975–2013
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Figure 6. Changes in total employment, 1990–2013
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Figure 7. Productivity cycle in the private sector
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Figure 8. World market share by country: France vs four European countries
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Figure 9. France and Germany: World and Euro Area market shares 
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Figure 10. France and Germany: Real Effective Exchange Rates (REER)
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Figure 11. France current account by component
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Figure 12. Employment structure, 1989–2012
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1.2 Main labour market developments

At the very beginning of the global recession, there were 
three noticeable effects of the crisis:
• stalling demand for some durable goods such as cars 

or housing;
• a steep rise in unemployment, in particular youth 

unemployment;
• a dramatic decline of temporary agency work and 

fixed-term contracts.

From a macroeconomic point of view, economic policies 
have been efficient in shielding jobs from the crisis: the 
employment level in 2013 was at 26.37 million jobs, 
only 119,000 jobs (–0.5 per cent) below its pre-crisis 
level (figure 6). Yet, beyond these broad macroeconomic 
figures, dramatic changes occurred: these changes reflect 
labour market structures (sector, age, gender, etc.), and 
have had an influence on the shape of labour market 
trends in recent years.

The most visible consequences of the crisis in France 
during the years following 2008 clearly result from 
labour market characteristics and institutions:3
• The crisis unevenly affected men and women: men 

lost 191,000 jobs, while female employment increased 
by 59,000 jobs from 2008 to 2012. Participation rate 
is flat for men (0.0 per cent) but has significantly 
increased for women (+0.4 per cent) (figure 13).

• The crisis split the labour market participation 
between people under or above 55 years old. This dif-
ference is far more acute for men than for women: all 
age groups under 55 experienced a decline both in the 
participation rate and the employment rate, while all 
age groups above this limit significantly participate 
more, and are more in employment than they were 
5 years ago (figures 13, 14, 16 and 17).

• Job destruction affected only youth and prime-age 
workers: these two age groups respectively lost 
245,000 and 725,000 jobs since 2008 (about 6 per 
cent of the private labour force) while employment of 
senior workers (above 50) increased by 840,000 pos-
itions (figure 13).

• In all age groups, trends were more positive for 
women than men: more job destruction for young 
and prime-age males than for females of the same 
age groups, and more job creation for women above 
55 (+499,000 jobs, +16.4 per cent) than for men 
(+411,000 jobs, +12.5 per cent) (figure 13).

3. To date (14 November 2014) detailed data (age, sex, etc.) are 
available only until 2012.

• Numerous full-time jobs disappeared (–375,000 jobs), 
while a significant number of part-time jobs were cre-
ated (+244,000). The burden of full-time job destruc-
tion fell on men (–331,000, 88 per cent of the total), 
and men unusually represent the bulk (57 per cent, 
+140,000) of new part-time jobs (figure 14).

These outcomes suggest that the crisis had a very het-
erogeneous impact on the labour market. The standard 
rationale behind macroeconomic consequences of the 
crisis –less activity, less demand for work– leaves severe 
loopholes as regards those facts. Indeed, these figures 
raise unconventional observations about the French 
labour market situation:
• Workers’ behaviours in the labour market are very 

dynamic, despite the misleading flatness suggested 
by macroeconomic indicators (in particular the level 
of employment) or France’s closeness to EU average 
(unemployment rate, etc.; figures 2 and 3). Assuming 
those changes to be involuntary would imply that 
individuals’ situations result from a far more com-
plex set of determinants than what macroeconomic 
figures suggest (e.g. age structure of the workforce at 
sector or company level). On the contrary, it is really 
difficult to find a rationale behind some movements 
such as those observed by age, gender, or employment 
characteristics (figures 13–19).

• Even rare past and recent structural reforms are 
rewarding: in particular, the influence of pension 
reforms (2003, 2010, 2014), both in the public and 
the private sector, is clear on seniors’ participation 
and employment behaviour. Moreover, reinforced 
incentives to work are undoubtedly a strong driver of 
the increase of women’s participation rate, notably in 
age groups below 55 years old (figure 16).

• The decline of old industrial sectors has an expected 
negative impact on male employment, but is at odds 
with the rise of seniors’ employment. Indeed, old 
industrial companies often employed workers for a 
long time during the prosperous years when they were 
growing and therefore hiring new young workers.

• There is no specific effect of the crisis on youth par-
ticipation, in particular young men. Youth was the 
first age group to suffer from rising unemployment, 
yet this is not the age group most affected by the crisis. 
As unemployment of older age groups rose faster, the 
share of youth among the unemployed declined since 
2009 (figures 5, 18 and 19; see also Gaini et al., 2013).

Therefore the situation of the French labour market 
appears much more complex than what should have 
been expected if the crisis had been the only driver of 
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change. The immediate effects were unsurprising by 
nature, even if they were outstanding as regards their 
magnitude. Following the crisis, structural changes in 
the labour market characteristics appeared slowly, as a 
combination of three drivers:

• long-term structural trends (deindustrialization, 
participation and employment of older workers and 
women, etc.);

• consequences of the crisis (hiring shutdown pre-
venting youth entries into the labour market, sector 
developments in industry, construction, banking, 
etc.);

• discretionary anti-crisis policies (including youth 
support, short-time compensation schemes, sectoral 
support, etc.).

The policy answer to crisis developments in most 
European countries, and in particular France, appears 
to be mostly a reaction to macroeconomic figures, rather 

than to microeconomic symptoms. This could be an ex-
planation of the fact that French and European govern-
ments largely stick to common policy tools designed for 
usual policy targets, and did not address microeconomic 
developments and/or national specific issues. 

This report addresses four broad areas of policy meas-
ures that could explain labour market trends during the 
period 2008-13. Chapter 2 looks at contractual arrange-
ments and Employment Protection Legislation (EPL). 
Chapter 3 analyses the behaviour of wages. Chapter 
4 gives an overview of changes in Unemployment 
Insurance Benefits (UIB) and unemployment assistance. 
Chapter 5 looks at the support available to jobseekers 
through Active Labour Market Policy (ALMP). The 
policy response to the crisis in these domains is ana-
lysed in the light of the complex macroeconomic picture 
discussed above, both in terms of its influence on the 
responses and in terms of the sequence of responses as 
the challenges unfolded.

Figure 13. Employment by age and gender, 2008–12
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Figure 14. Employment by age, gender, and contract type, 2008–12
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Figure 15. Changes in private and public employment during the crisis, 2008–12
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Figure 16. Change in participation rates by age and gender, 2008–12
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Figure 17. Change in employment rates by age and gender, 2008–2012
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Figure 18. Change in unemployment by age and gender, 2008–2012

75

15

30

45

60

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 u

ne
m

pl
oy

m
en

t, 
th

ou
sa

nd
s

–15
15–19 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 40–44 45–49 50–54 55–59 60–64 65–69

Men

Women

24

9

4446

68

42

73

40

34

8

48

31

39
42

37

27

55

46

15
19

–2

1
0

Source: Data Insee. Author’s calculation.

Figure 19. Change in unemployment by age and gender, 2008–2012
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2Contractual arrangements  
and Employment Protection 

Legislation (EPL)

2.1 The context

The combination of abundant regulation and high seg-
mentation is one of the most striking characteristics of 
the French labour market. This is a well-documented 
fact, and a priority addressed by all governments and 
social partners for more than a decade (Cahuc and 
Kramarz, 2005; Blanchard and Tirole, 2003).

Yet labour market segmentation is still increasing: a 
pause can only be observed in 2009 in the upward trend 
of new labour contracts signed each year, when the finan-
cial crisis was at its climax. Compared with the level 
observed a decade ago, annual hirings are up by 30 per 
cent for regular contracts (whatever their duration), and 
by 15 per cent for temporary work (figure 20). Nearly 
38 million labour contracts were signed in 2013, com-
pared with 28 million a decade ago, while the level of 
private employment is roughly the same (around 18 mil-
lion compared to 17.5 million)4. 

This segmentation can also be observed from the 
Unemployment Insurance point of view. In France, as 
in most countries providing Unemployment Insurance, 
jobseekers can combine benefits with wages: at the 
beginning of the 1990s very few UI recipients were 
in such a situation, alternatively unemployed and 
employed during the same month (less than 15 per 
cent, see figure 44; also Chapter 4). In 2013, between a 
third of registered jobseekers (benefits recipients or not) 
and up to 50 per cent of UI benefit recipients combined 
benefits and wages (figure 43; also Chapter 4).5

Hence, job rotation is particularly high in France, 
whether directly from one job to another, or through 
unemployment (figures 20–26, 32, 33):
• The main cause of job outflows is the “end of a 

fixed-term contract”: more than 11 per cent of these 

4. Data Acoss. See Berche et alii (2011).
5. Each month on average. This implies that when considering 
the entire unemployment spell more registered unemployed have 
accepted a least one short-term contract. In 2011 about 1.1 million 
UI recipients (40 per cent) had a temporary job at the same time (58 
hours a month on average). Among them 53 per cent received UI 
payments, the others (47 per cent) being above ceilings, earning too 
much (more than 70 per cent of their previous wage) and/or working 
too much (more than 110 hours a month) Unedic (2013).

contracts, quarterly (figure 22). This steadily rising 
trend has been unaffected by the crisis.

• Termination of permanent contracts increased by 
20 per cent from 1999 to 2004 from 1.3 per cent to 
1.6 per cent of these contracts, quarterly (figure 22). 
Since then this rate has been remarkably stable, and 
unaffected by the crisis at aggregated level. However, 
more detailed data show that termination has receded 
since the beginning of the crisis, and that the creation 
of a new possibility for motivating (or only labelling) 
contract termination (by “mutual agreement” in 2009, 
see below) modified the use of previous causes, thus 
exacerbating and biasing the effect of the crisis on 
employers’ practices. However, it is worth noting that 
termination through economic causes progressively 
receded to its lowest level ever (figure 21, with the 
exception of the year 2009 when the crisis burst out).

• The main cause of unemployment exits is “back to a 
job”: around 60 per cent of exits from unemployment 
correspond to job acceptances (when excluding inci-
dental causes for non-renewal of registration that 
explain around 25 per cent of exits). This trend has 
been stable throughout the last decade, including 
since the beginning of the crisis (figure 23).

• Unemployment exits by age and unemployment dur-
ation also partly reflect job rotation: youth and short-
term unemployed exhibit high exit rates (figures 25 
and 26), thereby accrediting the observation that 
these groups are overexposed to short-term contracts.

The stability of many of these indicators through the 
crisis is probably due to the prevalence of structural 
trends over cyclical features. But in general these data 
should be interpreted cautiously due to many shortcom-
ings. In particular because they may overshadow the 
magnitude of job rotation as most fixed-term contracts 
are now far shorter than the interval between two statis-
tical measures, thus underestimating the number of jobs 
occupied during each period.6

6. The issue of segmentation and its consequences is also addressed 
by Amossé et al. (2011).
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Figure 20. Labour contracts signed per year (entries into employment)
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Figure 21. Job outflows by cause (permanent contracts, quarterly)
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Figure 22. Job outflows by contract type (excluding quits, quarterly)
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Figure 23. Transitions from unemployment to employment, 2002–14
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Figure 24. Transitions from unemployment to employment (by contract, 2002–14)
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Figure 25. Unemployment exits by unemployment duration (monthly rate)
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2.1.1 Change in OECD-EPL indicator

In France, EPL is often considered a major cause of 
labour market segmentation: employers fear red tape, 
high cost and uncertainty in the case of redundancy. 
Adverse to (legal) insecurity, employers prefer hiring 
workers on short-term and fixed-term contracts rather 
than on permanent, open-ended contracts.7

This situation has been identified for many years. 
Thereby, governments mainly acted in three directions 
to stop the massive shift toward short-term contracts:
• more flexibility to facilitate hiring on long-term 

contracts;
• more constraints to reduce or discourage the use 

of fixed-term contracts (despite most of the rigid-
ities explaining France’s bad ranking as regards the 
EPL indicator relating to rigid legislation for these 
contracts);

• lower barriers to contract termination.

These issues have chiefly been addressed for structural 
reasons. There is no indication that governments tried 
to use Employment Protection as a counter-cyclical 
instrument (for example to control, limit or forbid 
layoffs). Nonetheless the crisis reinforced the need to 
fight negative externalities often associated with short-
term and fixed-term contracts: in-work poverty, job 
instability, labour market exclusion, social exclusion 
(housing, access to credit, etc.).

7. UI rules may also explain the French preference for short-term 
contracts (Coquet, 2010; Cour des Comptes, 2013).

Beyond the overall argument of fighting “labour 
market rigidities”, specific targets are regularly pointed 
out as causing or reinforcing rigidities and reluctance 
to hiring: minimum wage, wage-setting, trial periods, 
rigid and inadequate forms of labour contracts, length 
and uncertainty of layoff procedures, size barriers (social 
duties thresholds), etc.

Yet, despite many action plans, numerous changes in 
labour law, labour contract modifications, etc., France’s 
position is roughly unchanged regarding OECD indica-
tors on EPL (figure 27). However considering the exten-
sive and rising use of fixed-term contracts, job flexibility 
is still increasing in the labour market: this is partly due 
to relaxed jurisprudence and court ruling as regards the 
use of fixed-term contracts, allowing unlimited use of 
these contracts in sectors where it is “customary” to 
use short-term contracts (contrats d’usage), and opening 
possibilities of usage with very short waiting periods 
between two fixed-term contracts8. These practical 
aspects obviously override legal restrictions to the use 
of fixed-term contracts (figure 20).

8. 50 per cent of the contract duration for contracts of less than 14 
days, and 30 per cent above.

Figure 26. Unemployment exits by age (monthly rate)
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The only significant change in OECD EPL indicators 
is the extension of trial periods that was passed in 2009 
(figure 27): since then, trial periods have depended on 
labour contracts’ type and duration, and employment 
status (table 2). The new rules intended both to secure 
trial periods for short-term contracts (CDD) and to 
extend trial periods for open-ended contracts (CDI). 
Indeed, job separations during trial periods are an 

important cause of contract termination (two to 
three times more frequent than layoffs for economic 
cause, figure 21), even if no statistical evidence is avail-
able as regards the origin of the decision (employer 
or employee). This change in legislation has not been 
evaluated, and there is no specific statistical evidence as 
regards the outcomes of this reform: yet, as the share 
of open-ended contracts in hiring is still declining, one 

Figure 27. OECD’s EPL indicators in France

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

2.0

E
P

L 
In

di
ca

to
r l

ev
el

EPL Stricness – Temporary employment (EPT-V1)

EPL Stricness – Individual dismissal (EPR-V1)

1985 1989 1993 1997 2001 2005 2009 2013

Source: Data OECD (as available in 2014).

Table 2 – Maximum duration of trial periods

Criteria Trial period by contract type

Contract duration Temporary Fixed-term Indefinite

Less than 1 month 2 days

1 day for each week 
(2 weeks max)

From 1 month to 2 months 3 days

More than 2 months

5 daysLess than 6 months

More than 6 months 1 day for each week 
(1 month max)

Worker status Temporary Fixed-term Indefinite

Employees 2 months*

Supervisors 3 months*

Managers 4 months*

Notice if termination of the trial period Temporary Fixed-term** Indefinite

Employed less than 8 days 1 day

Employed from 8 days to 1 month 2 days

Employed from 1 to 3 months 2 weeks 2 weeks

Employed more than 3 months 1 month 1 month

* Trial periods are renewable up to twice the initial period in cases of collective agreement. The extension should be notified. 
** Only if the initial trial period exceeds 1 week. The contract can be terminated at any time during the trial period, either by the 
employer or the employee. No reason or formality is required for terminating the contract during the trial period.



202. Contractual arrangements and employment protection legislation FRANCE

should suppose that this reform was inappropriate or 
insufficient (figure 20). Even after its implementation, 
trial period legislation is still very complex, and cannot 
be clearly related to efficiency or social protection cri-
teria (table 2).

2.1.2 Labour contracts

Despite having no effect on the OECD indicator, some 
changes occurred in employment legislation with the 
objective of relaxing employment protection.

Two new labour contracts and a new legal form for 
autonomous entrepreneurs have been created: 
• Contract for “specific purpose”;
• Indefinite Duration (open ended) Contract for 

Temporary Agencies;
• Auto-entrepreneurs.

Contract for specific purpose

The “contract for specific purpose” was created in 2009: 
it is a hybrid employment relationship aiming at com-
bining the virtues of both open-ended contracts and 
fixed-term contracts. An experimentation phase of this 
contract was planned to last 5 years, but was extended 
in 2013 for one more year until June 2014.

The “contract for specific purpose” is chiefly dedicated 
to engineers and managers. It creates a formal link 
between contract duration and the achievement of a 
specific production project, through relaxing restrictive 
conditions to the use of fixed-term contracts (duration, 
renewal, extension, etc.) while giving some of the virtues 
of open ended contracts as the duration is not specified 
ex-ante, and unknown. The contract borrows most of its 
legal characteristics from fixed-term contracts (precise 
duties, economic reasons for using a fixed-term contract, 
10 per cent grant at the end of the contract, hiring pri-
ority, etc.). It should have a minimum duration of 
18 months up to a maximum of 36 months. It can be 
interrupted at each anniversary, and is not renewable.

There is no statistical indication, and no evaluation of 
the use of this contract.

Indefinite Duration Contract  
for Temporary Agencies

In France, 16 million temporary agency contracts are 
signed each year (figure 20), equating to 517,000 full-
time jobs.9

9. On the basis of 2013-Q4 data (Lebrault, 2014).

Created in 2013,10 the Indefinite Duration Contract for 
Temporary Agencies (IDC-TA, open-ended contract) 
allows temporary agency workers to be hired in more 
stable and secure positions: indeed, this contract guar-
antees that they will be paid during both their “mis-
sions” and “inter-missions” periods. This contract is 
similar to a regular consultant contract, except that the 
wage is reduced during inter-missions, to 115 per cent 
of the minimum wage for employees, and 125 per cent 
of the minimum wage for managers.11 During those 
periods, workers must be fully available, and are not 
allowed to refuse a mission12 (to the extent that this 
mission matches criteria of competences, mobility, and 
wage indicated in the labour contract). As the IDC-TA 
contract is open-ended, those temporary agency workers 
lose two specific grants attached to regular short-term 
contracts: 10 per cent of wages for “job instability” rea-
sons in cases of layoff, and 10 per cent for holiday leave 
(the latter being replaced by full access to regular paid 
holidays). The contract enables more stability against 
less revenue. Thus it may facilitate access to housing and 
credit markets for those workers.

Considering that this agreement creating the IDC-TA 
was supposed to balance the exemption of temporary 
work from the new tax on short-term contracts (January 
2013, Social Partners’ Interprofessional Agreement), the 
objective agreed by social partners (in the Temporary 
Agency Work branch) appears very modest:
• 20,000 IDC-TA contracts should be signed within 

the next 3 years, mainly for youth and senior workers. 
This target amounts only to 0.06 per cent of contracts 
signed each year on the French labour market, and 
less than 4 per cent of temporary agency workforce 
(full-time equivalent), assuming that all contracts are 
signed in the first year of implementation of the plan 
and none terminated.13

10. Agreement signed in July 2013; the first contract was signed 
in March 2014. 
11. To some extent this contract induces some of the character-
istics of temporary unemployment in the United States: as 40 per 
cent to 75 per cent of unemployed are rehired by their former 
employer, benefits can be seen as a reduced wage for a short period 
of time, with strong incentives for the employer to rehire rapidly 
the same employee (monetary incentive of experience rating, and 
productivity incentives as the employees have the right skills and 
don’t need training).
12. As a consequence the link with the employer is tighter than for 
the zero-hour contract in the UK.
13. There are also additional commitments: that annual working 
time will be increased by 5 per cent (by 40 hours) for workers cur-
rently working 800 hours a year or more (implying an “additional” 
cost +60–70 million euros for temporary agencies employing those 
workers), and a fund is created to finance inter-missions payments 
and lifelong learning.
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• The creation of 20,000 IDC-TA contracts (and not 
its use) prevents the whole sector from paying the 
new Unemployment Insurance tax on short-term 
contracts (7 per cent of sector yearly payroll, instead 
of the normal rate of 4 per cent, thus saving about 
250 million euros a year, assuming no deadweight 
losses).

• Critics point out deadweight or substitution effects, 
considering that: 
– On the one hand, 80,000 temporary agency 

workers are already working more than 800 hours 
a year in the sector.

– On the other hand, this type of contract will prob-
ably benefit the more employable workers with the 
most wanted skills, leaving all other workers with 
the same jobs, and the same macro- and microeco-
nomic costly externalities.

Auto-entrepreneurs

This employment status was created in 2008.14 It was 
intended both to simplify the process for creating a very 
small individual company and to legalize undeclared 
work.

The “auto-entrepreneur” regime allows the creation of 
structures very similar to the “micro-company” regime: 
indeed, it shares some of its characteristics (in particular 
tax thresholds and ceilings) with this status previously 
used by individual and very small businesses.

The new auto-entrepreneur regime introduced numerous 
simplifications, in particular:
• The creation process is very simple, and can be com-

pleted on-line within two days.
• Social Security contributions are paid only after 

the auto-entrepreneur declares revenue, a striking 
difference with previous legal forms of individual 
companies.

14. Loi de modernisation de l’ économie, juillet 2008.

Focused on very small business, this status offers limited 
possibilities for companies to grow: in particular a 
ceiling limits revenue (turnover limited to 82,200 euros 
for trade in goods, and 32,900 euros for services in 
2014) so that regular – more secure and formal – com-
pany status is required for a business to grow, and hiring 
employees is forbidden under the “auto- entrepreneur” 
status.

This new status was very successful (Barruel et al., 
2012). However, despite this success this status trig-
gered drawbacks:
• Small ‘regular’ entrepreneurs (in particular in craft 

industries) point out that the auto-entrepreneur status 
may allow unfair competition, due to lower obliga-
tions than for regular business status, including, for 
small companies, accountancy, Social security contri-
butions, tax regime, non-labour obligations and costs 
(security, guarantees, etc.), and so on. In particular, 
new retirees tend to declare themselves auto-entre-
preneurs to combine new revenue with their pension.

• An unexpected drawback in some sectors is the use 
of this status to escape labour code and employers’ 
obligations: workers are forced to declare themselves 
auto-entrepreneurs and paid with a kind of “all inclu-
sive” wage, thus deprived of social protection guaran-
teed to regular workers (UI for example).

As a consequence, controls have been reinforced and 
some restrictions created: some to protect entrepre-
neurs themselves (wealth, social protection, etc.); some 
to secure their customers and activity (diploma, etc.); 
and some to decrease incentives (VAT regime, tax on 
revenue, etc.). These controls resulted in reducing the 
attractiveness of the auto-entrepreneur status, but it is 
still very popular, and new creations remain at high level 
(figures 12, 28 and Domens and Pignier, 2012).



222. Contractual arrangements and employment protection legislation FRANCE

2.1.3 Working time and Sunday rest 

Working time and part-time work

The legal working-week duration of 35 hours is period-
ically denounced as too short, but since its implemen-
tation at the end of the 1990s, governments have never 
ruled to restore it to its previous level of 39 hours. Yet 
some changes in labour market policies and legislation 
influenced incentives given to employers to set working 
time.

Before the crisis, two main reforms significantly changed 
working-time issues:
• In 2003, specific financial incentives to reduce 

working time to 35 hours a week were removed,15 
when social contributions rebates were extended to 
the low waged, disregarding working time. Working 
time was then defined on an annual basis.

• In 200416, a “day of solidarity” was introduced to 
finance transfers to “dependent” old people, designed 
initially as the removal of a public holiday (Whit 
Monday) with no wage compensation. It ended in 
2008 in a wage rise up to one day of the annual legal 
working duration (+7 hours, in fact suppressing one 
day of paid leave, it is now 1,607 hours a year for full-
time jobs).

15. Law 17 January 2003.
16. Following the heat wave of the previous summer (2003).

Overtime/extra hours

In 2008, overtime was exempted from both Social 
Security contributions (for employers and employees) 
and income tax (for employees). This was intended both 
to suppress a big labour cost threshold and to increase 
workers’ purchasing power (in a spirit of making work 
pay). Beyond a strong declarative effect,17 companies 
made extensive use of this programme considering that 
the number of hours declared steadily rose throughout 
this period, despite the negative influence of the crisis: 
40 per cent of workers benefited from the measure in 
2009. Yet the programme was expensive (about 3.5 bil-
lion euros a year) with a possible negative influence on 
job creation while benefiting insiders, as many of them 
were already working extra hours before the programme 
creation.

Even if it was set up just before the crisis with a view to 
making work pay (in a plan labelled as “working more to 
earn more”), this programme has been promoted as one 
of the main tools to combat the adverse effects of the 
crisis on revenue and workers’ purchasing power.

17. Which is a positive outcome.

Figure 28. Business creation/destruction and “auto-entrepreneur” in France
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Figure 29. Overtime/extra-hours incidence
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Source: Data Dares. Author’s calculations.

Figure 30. Overtime/extra-hours incidence by companies’ size
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Figure 31. Incidence of part-time work, 2007–12
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This measure was removed in September 2012, except 
for the employers’ social security contribution rebate 
for small companies up to 19 employees. Since then, 
overtime fell in big companies, but remained high in 
smaller units, even in those over 19 employees which are 
not entitled to any rebate on Social Security contribu-
tions;18 it is noticeable that the extra-hours trend is still 
rising in medium-sized companies (figures 29 and 30). 
The main drawback of the removal of these incentives 
to work more was a rise in the income tax paid in 2013 
by workers declaring extra hours.

18. It is unclear whether this rise in overtime reflects higher use in 
spite of the crisis, or hysteresis of the declaration effect.

Part-time work

In 2014, a minimum working time was introduced for 
part-time work contracts, which should now be for at 
least 24 hours a week.19 This minimum applies from 
1 January 2014; yet, existing contracts should comply 
with new rules only by 1 January 2016, except if the 
worker asks for this upgrade (workers have been entitled 
to do so since 1 July 2014).

This measure intends to limit instability and in-work 
poverty; yet the minimum number of hours is fairly 
high, representing two-thirds of a regular full-time job. 
A possible drawback could be that employers may prefer 

19. National Agreement 11 January 2013, Law 14 June 2013, Loi 
du 5 mars 2014 (enforcement delay).

Figure 32. Hiring rate by contract type
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Figure 33. Fixed-term contracts as a percentage of hiring
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hiring on short-term contracts rather than on more 
stable part-time contracts.

This constraint is subject to numerous exemptions. 
Social partners’ agreements at branch level may, for 
example: 
• require companies to compute total working time on 

a tailor-made basis, in order to allow employees to 
hold several part-time jobs;

• allow exemption of workers from the 24 hours floor, 
on their explicit (and written) request, for example to 
be able to work for another employer;

• exempt youth under 26 in education to allow stu-
dents accumulating both professional experience and 
revenue;

• exempt employees in social inclusion sectors to favour 
labour market inclusion and social inclusion; 

• exempt household service employees when directly 
employed by the household.

Night work and Sunday work

Permanent exceptions to common law preventing 
Sunday work were set up in 1992. This list of exempted 
sectors was enlarged in 2005, and again in 2008 when 
retail and furniture sectors were included. Sunday leave 
was reaffirmed as the basic rule, but new exceptions 
were added taking into account new criteria at local 
level: “touristic” and “spa” areas, “metropolitan” areas 
(big cities), etc. Temporary exceptions could also be 
decided at regional or local level for a limited number 
of Sundays in specific periods (Christmas, sales, etc.).20

Nonetheless, the debate on late and Sunday opening in 
the retail sector is still vivid. While economists disagree 
on the effect it may have on employment and output 
(Artus et al., 2007; Timbeau, 2010), many employers, 
consumers and workers (often young and who earn 
more money working on Sundays and at night) appear 
to favour relaxed rules. However some employees’ or-
ganizations sue retail companies to make them “comply 
with the law”.

The debate heated again in 2013; a new report was 
ordered by the government to calm it down, that even-
tually proposed very limited changes in the legislation 
(Bailly, 2013). For the moment the court battle is still 
going on (up to the Constitutional Court), to the det-
riment of employers’ anticipations, waiting for the new 
legislation currently being discussed in Parliament that 
will relax existing opening criteria.

20. Data on Sunday work can be found in Vinck and Algava (2012)

2.1.4 Contract termination

Agreed separation

Before 2008 there were only two main types of causes 
used by employers for terminating a job: economic and 
individual. The easiest way to bypass this legislation was 
to label transactions between employers and workers as 
layoffs for “individual causes” (figure 21).

Following the National Agreement signed on 11 January 
2008, a law was passed to create a new “cause” for job 
separation:21 the “agreed separation” (rupture conven-
tionnelle). The employer and the employee are officially 
allowed to agree on a separation. A specific document 
should be written and agreed by both parties, including 
severance payment amounts (that should not be lower 
than legal allowances in case of layoff). The procedure 
is simple and secured by administrative control and 
approval. Workers are eligible for unemployment 
benefits on the basis that they are looking for a job and 
are involuntarily deprived of work. 

This new option that simplifies and secures separ-
ation procedures is appreciated both by employers and 
employees. In most cases this option is mutually chosen 
(47.7 per cent). The initiative comes from the employee 
in 37.8 per cent of the cases, and from the employer 
only for 14.2 per cent of separations (Minni, 2013). 
As expected, it appears to be a good solution in cases 
of conflict (main motive when the employer takes the 
ini tiative, the second when the agreement is requested 
by the employee), preventing uncertainties and cost of 
litigation often associated with layoffs. It is clearly more 
than a new means of bypassing economic layoff pro-
cedures: economic difficulties account only for 10.5 per 
cent of agreed separation and 28 per cent if the employer 
is at the origin of the agreement. Agreed separation also 
appears to secure employees’ mobility: 28.1 per cent of 
terminations initiated by the employee originate in con-
ditions of employment, and 51.2 per cent would have 
resigned (without severance payment) without the pos-
sibility of agreed separation. Nonetheless one should 
note that for 50.5 per cent of separations initiated by the 
employer, the contract would have continued without 
the possibility of agreed separation (Bourieau, 2013). 
But agreed separation appears to be more than a simple 
means to skirt EPL: indeed it represented 13.9 per 
cent of contract separations in 2012,22 compared with 
8.3 per cent of layoffs for economic reasons, 21.7 per 
cent for non-economic causes, and 56.1 per cent due to 
resignation (Minni, 2013).

21. Loi de modernisation du marché du travail (2008).
22. When excluding retirement and end of a fixed-term contract.
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Social dialogue on economic and employment 
issues at firm level

The organization of social dialogue in France tends 
to interfere with EPL in a way that reinforces labour 
market rigidities (Barthelemy and Cette, 2010):
• On the one hand, since 2007, governments willing 

to change labour market laws (industrial relations, 
labour law, lifelong learning) have an obligation to 
consult social partners at national level (and possibly 
to open a negotiation).

• On the other hand, a “hierarchy of norms” implies 
that the law prevails on social partners’ agreements, 
and that among the latter, national agreements prevail 
on branch agreements, that in turn prevail on agree-
ments at firm level. Labour contract provisions should 
not be less “generous” than collective agreements, and 
any change requires the worker’s agreement (until 
2012, when the new legislation described below was 
passed).

In cases of economic difficulty, this hierarchy appeared 
to be a binding constraint for companies or plants 
needing to adapt to economic conditions, including 
when trade unions were keen to downgrade employment 
conditions regarding those prevailing in their branch or 
in the whole economy (working time, extra hours, etc.) 
to save jobs and restore competitiveness. Moreover this 
rigidity limits incentives to social dialogue on economic 
issues inside companies.

Presented in 2012 under the label “Competitiveness–
employment” agreements, the idea resulted in 
“Maintaining in employment” agreements in 2013. 
The basic principle is that when sustainability of an 
economic activity and related jobs is at stake, adapta-
tion of work organization, hours worked and pay can 
be negotiated at firm level, temporarily derogating 
to upper-level agreements. Yet adaptation should not 
lower wages under 120 per cent of the minimum wage, 

or break working-time “public order” regulations at 
branch level (maximum duration, rest, pay leave). These 
new provisions stimulate social dialogue, making it 
more powerful. In the context of the crisis, these pro-
visions intend to allow in-company negotiations with 
elected social partners that may temporarily freeze some 
labour contract provisions during the whole duration of 
the collective agreement. The agreement should expli-
citly set commitments on employment offered by the 
employer that will be enforceable in court, possibly 
nullifying the agreement. Thereby, no labour contract 
can be terminated for economic cause throughout the 
agreement duration.

These provisions favour economic adaptation – and thus 
“flexibility” – and social dialogue at firm level. Such 
agreements will allow companies or plants to survive by 
adapting to changing economic environment or adverse 
economic conditions. As a consequence job destruction 
can be avoided in the short term, and firms using these 
new possibilities will be better positioned to benefit 
from a recovery in the longer term. As norms’ hierarchy 
is formally unchanged, workers’ security is shielded.

“Conciliation prud’hommale”

Labour disputes are ruled by elected and bipartite 
(employers and employees representative) Labour 
Courts. These courts initially try to solve labour dis-
putes through conciliation, and if conciliation fails the 
cases go to trial. But only 7 per cent of cases end at the 
conciliation step (employers are often absent and not 
represented, only 10 minutes are devoted to the hearing 
and the judgement step is attractive as 70 per cent of 
decisions are in favour of workers possibly with generous 
extra-legal compensations, etc.). As a consequence, it 
takes on average 14 months for a judgement to be pro-
nounced, and 58 per cent of these decisions are appealed 
(five times more than for civil cases), and then ruled by 
professional judges.

Table 3. Compensation scale in cases of separation dispute

Years of service Compensation

Up to 2 years* 2 × monthly wage

2–8 years 4 × monthly wage

8–15 years 8 × monthly wage

15–25 years 10 × monthly wage

More than 25 years 14 × monthly wage

* No compensation is due for workers with less than 2 years of service in a company with less than 11 employees. 

Source: Law 2013-504, 14 June 2013. Decrees 18 July 2013.
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To reduce uncertainty and shorten the duration of pro-
cedures, incentives to find an agreement at the concili-
ation step have been reinforced, both before and after 
the conciliation step:
• In 2008 a legal minimum redundancy allowance 

was introduced in the Labour Code: 20 per cent of 
monthly salary per year of service up to 10 years, plus 
40 per cent of monthly salary for the years beyond 10 
years of service (Law 2008-596, 25 June 2008). This 
minimum is mandatory, but collective agreements 
at company level or branch level can increase these 
allowances. These provisions apply when the termin-
ation is not challenged in court.

• In 2013 a seniority-dependent compensation scale 
was created to normalize and thus secure courts’ 
decisions. Before the reform, compensation for layoffs 
without serious cause were at minimum 6 months of 
wages, while improper procedures for layoffs with 
serious cause could not exceed 1 month of wages. 
The reform replaces these limits by the scale shown 
in table 3. 

• The limitation period for bringing a case into court 
has been reduced from 5 years to 2 years, or 3 years 
only for cases concerning wages.
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3.1 Wage-setting institutions 

In France institutional wage-setting mechanisms are 
a competence of social partners, shared by employers’ 
organizations and trade unions, mainly at branch level 
and/or regional level. The government has very few 
instruments available when it wants to influence wages:
• In government’s hands, the only instrument able to 

directly influence wage level is the hourly minimum 
wage (SMIC). In fact it is a powerful instrument, but 
with very well-known drawbacks on wage rigidity, 
competitiveness, labour cost of low-productivity 
jobs, etc., possibly stimulating wage dynamics inde-
pendently from real economic conditions (Cette et 
al, 2011; Cette and Wasmer, 2012). Revaluations of 
the minimum wage are considered at least each year. 
The revaluation process and revaluation formula 
follow precise rules, taking into account inflation 
and productivity indicators, and also discretionary 
increases, up to the government decision.

• The hierarchy of norms implies that decisions at 
national level are binding at branch and company 
level, and agreements at branch level binding at 
company level (see Chapter 2). Combined with the 
possibility for the State to “extend” branch-level 
agreements, this is also a powerful institution that 
can be used to enforce wage increases decided from 
negotiations outside firms. This instrument cannot 
be used directly, but only influenced by governments 
(even if it is hard, and none tried in recent years). 
The opportunity recently enlarged for companies to 
depart from an agreement at branch level will reduce 
the possible impact of such extensions on wage set-
ting (see Chapter 2).

• The other instruments are indirect: lowering Social 
Security contributions for some parts of the wage dis-
tribution (low wages), giving tax exemptions or tax 
rebates to employers for some type or earnings (extra 
hours, “employees saving” – épargne salariale, stock 
options, public transport subsidies, etc.).

Naturally, wages are individualized at company level 
and individual level.

An important change was introduced in 2008 into 
the minimum-wage-setting process. While formally 
announcing and discussing the annual increase with 
social partners in the “National Collective Negotiation 
Commission”, the government was eager to reduce the 
political pressure surrounding this economic decision. 
Hence an Independent Expert Group (GEI)23 was cre-
ated, in charge of issuing yearly reports on minimum 
wage trend and issues, coupled with “recommendations” 
to the government preparing its decision, in particular 
with respect to the opportunity of discretionary boosts 
(so-called coup de pouce).

3.2 Trends before the crisis

3.2.1  Structural trends: Wages, labour 
productivity, wage differential

During the years preceding the crisis, labour product-
ivity was rising steadily in the private sector, well above 
the sluggish trend of the previous decade (figures 7 and 
39). This movement suddenly halted when the crisis 
burst, because of an unprecedented combination of 
labour hoarding and a big drop in output (Bardaji, 2011).

Before the crisis, aggregated hourly productivity was on 
a weak but roughly stable trend (figure 40), contrasting 
with the huge impact of working time on apparent 
productivity per head. Slowing productivity was also 
a result of public policies aiming at reinforcing labour 
intensity of economic growth during the 1990s (in par-
ticular, working-time reduction down to 35 hours a 
week, “RTT”).

From the beginning of the 2000s, all regular wage 
growth indicators reflected that both price and product-
ivity increases were taken into account (figure 45). As a 
consequence, individual purchasing power was regularly 
increasing, and wages’ share of value added remained 
flat (figure 41).

23. This group was created with an explicit reference to the Low Pay 
Commission in the UK. Members are chosen by the government.

3Wages
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As regards wage differentials, France experienced a 
sharp decline in wage inequalities, this trend con-
trasting with most other OECD countries (figures 37, 
49–51, 53–55). This trend partly resulted from huge 
side-effects of other employment policies (SMIC/GMR 
convergence process, see below and Demailly, 2012). As 
wage increases at the bottom of the wage distribution 
gradually smoothed during the 2000s, wage inequalities 
were stabilizing before the crisis. However, as in many 
other countries, wages were very dynamic at the very top 
end of wage distribution, so that the 1 per cent highest 
wages represented more than 6.8 per cent of total pay-
roll at the onset of the crisis in 2008, up from 5.6 per 
cent 10 years before (figure 52).

3.2.2  Wage dynamics influenced by working 
time and labour cost policies

At the end of the 1990s France reduced legal working 
time (from 39 hours a week to 35 hours, for full-time 
jobs) in order to “share labour”, and therefore to create 
jobs. In a context where the minimum wage is set on 
an hourly rate, a key challenge of this policy was to 
maintain monthly wage levels: to cushion the impact 
on hourly labour cost, social contributions exemptions 
were granted to employers reducing working time on a 
voluntary basis.

The minimum wage is indexed (on inflation and the 
median wage purchasing power) a least each year (or 
more frequently if consumer prices increase rapidly). 
But working-time reduction (RTT) was not imple-
mented overnight, and workers – including those paid 
at the minimum wage – were entitled to keep their 
monthly wage unchanged. The combination of all these 
regulations led to creating “Monthly Revenue Grants” 
(GMRs), different from the minimum wages, which in 
hourly terms were over the official minimum wage.

When the new majority elected in parliament in 2002 
decided to abandon working-time reduction (while 
keeping and generalizing Social Security contribution 
rebates on low wages) there were de facto six minimum 
wages, five GMRs and the regular minimum wage 
(SMIC). At that time there was a specific policy chal-
lenge of reunifying those six “minimum wages”, while 
preserving dynamic wages for people working in com-
panies having adopted reduced working time: it was 
decided to increase each GMR at a specific rate, so that 
the SMIC could catch up to “hourly GMRs” (figure 34).

The convergence process increasing the minimum wage 
was completed in 2005. This sequence of policies gener-
ated important drawbacks: 

• A very rapid increase of the SMIC over this period 
(figure 36), the minimum wage topping up 66 per 
cent of the median wage in 2005.

• A huge increase of the number of workers benefiting 
from these (high) wage increases: the share of workers 
affected rose by 2.2 per cent (figure 35).

• A squeeze of the wage distribution at its bottom end, 
due to rapid growth of the SMIC (figures 34–36). 
At the end of 2005 the SMIC exceeded “conven-
tional minima” in 40 per cent of branches (employing 
more than 5,000 workers), therefore discouraging 
negotiations.

• A sharp increase of general rebates on Social Security 
contributions targeted at low wages (maximum 
reduction at minimum wage level) (figure 79).

In 2004, one year before the removal of GMRs, there 
were 830,000 workers paid under one of these GMR 
regimes, compared with 1.53 million workers at the 
minimum wage at that same time (Seguin, 2005).

3.2.3  Minimum wage and wage bargaining 
at branch level

At branch level, wages can be negotiated taking into 
account both the SMIC and job classifications.

Companies rely strongly on these “conventional wages”, 
from a technical point of view. Indeed, wage grids create 
clear and consistent classifications based on skills, ex-
perience and seniority, allowing employees to view 
requisites and benefits of a rewarding career. However, 
the grids’ starting point should be coherent with the 
SMIC: as a consequence, when the SMIC increases, 
employers do not instantly apply that increase to all 
wages (figure 38). In particular, if the SMIC increases 
rapidly and is more dynamic than labour productivity, 
effective wage differential tends to flatten compared 
with theoretical wage grids (figures 36, 49–51, 53–55). 
As these grids are difficult to reshape because they are 
hard to negotiate (and often set at branch level), com-
panies adapt their own wages to their own labour and 
productivity conditions. Hence effective wages are now 
47 per cent over conventional wages on average.

From 2002 to 2005, during the SMIC/GMRs con-
vergence process, branches faced difficulties in rapidly 
adapting their conventional wage grids, and minimum 
wage increases tended to translate into all salaries at the 
bottom of the wage distribution (figures 31, 35, 49–51, 
53–55). This was a big problem because branches and 
companies faced more difficulties both in taking into 
account personal characteristics and skills for low-
waged workers and in rewarding their performance.
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Figure 34. SMIC and the first Monthly Minimum Grant (GMR2), 1998–2005
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Figure 35. Workers benefiting from minimum wage increase (private sector)
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Figure 36. Minimum wage and average wage

20
01

 =
 1

00

112

100

106

118

Minimum wage (152 hours/month)

Average wage (152 hours/month)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Source: Data Insee. Author’s calculations.



313. Wages FRANCE

Figure 37. Minimum wage as a percentage of median wage (workers employed full time)
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Figure 38. Compliance of wage grids to the minimum wage
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Figure 39. Productivity cycle in the private sector, 1990–2014
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Wage bargaining began to be effective again only after 
2005: thanks to the SMIC slowing down, and to better 
cyclical conditions, the share of workers affected by 
minimum wage increases sharply decreased to 9.8 per 
cent, its lowest level since 1994 (figure 35). Compliance 
of wage grids at the lowest qualification levels was pro-
gressively achieved: at the end of 2005, only 62 per cent 
of branches had a minimum wage complying with the 
SMIC, but thanks to active negotiations and govern-
ment pressure, 89 per cent were in compliance with the 
national rule in 2013 (figure 38). It should be noted that 
changing the regular date for increasing the SMIC (1 July 
until 2009, 1 January since 2010) eased this movement: 
companies can benefit from improved information at the 
very beginning of the fiscal year, allowing a better com-
pliance rate of wage grids at the end of each year.

This normalization of minimum wage setting (process 
and criteria) results in more homogeneous wage increases 
at the bottom of wages grids. However, at branch level 
the positive effect of reintroducing the opportunity of 
more heterogeneous wage changes after the completion 
of the convergence process between SMIC and GMRs 
appears to have no impact on the grids’ range: indeed 
the gap between maximum and minimum conventional 
wages is flat (GEI, 2013, Ministère du Travail et de 
l’Emploi, 2014a). From this point of view, the shrinking 
of the wage range is a lasting symptom of the effects of 
the SMIC/GMRs convergence process.

Figure 40. Hourly productivity of labour (growth rate, 1990–2013)

H
ou

rl
y 

pr
od

uc
tiv

it
y,

gr
ow

th
 r

at
e 

%
 y

ea
r-

on
-y

ea
r

2.5

5.0

–5.0

–2.5

0

7.5
Industry

Total

Services

Construction

1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012

Source: Data Insee. Author’s calculations.

Figure 41. Wages as a percentage of value added, 1990–2013
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3.3 The impact of the crisis on wages

3.3.1 Puzzling trends

From the earliest moments of the crisis, companies used 
internal flexibility tools to lower the quantity of labour: 
fewer extra hours, more part-time work, and short-
time work compensation schemes. When necessary, 
companies also used external flexibility tools such as 
non-renewal of temporary agency workers and fixed-
term contracts, and also massive layoffs. Expectedly, 
short-term internal adjustments did not last and both 
extra hours/overtime (figures 29 and 30) and partial 
unemployment (“Short Time Compensation” schemes, 
relabelled activité partielle, figure 42) rapidly came back 
near their pre-crisis levels.

The use of these tools resulted in massive job hoarding 
that contributed to maintaining payroll at a high level, 
while productivity was stalling (figures 39 and 40). 
Short-time working arrangements briefly contributed to 
decreasing the growth rate of productivity per worker; 
but labour hoarding continued despite production not 
recovering, so that productivity per worker remains at 
an historic low. Hence companies’ profits decreased 
sharply – to their lowest level since the 1980s – and have 
never recovered since then (figure 44)24.

Average individual wages significantly slowed after 
2008: in the private sector the average wage (SMPT) 
growth was 2.2 per cent between 2008 and 2011, down 
from 3.2 per cent between 2000 and 2007. Real average 

24. See also Gilles and Nicolaï (2012).

wage also halved from 1.4 per cent in the first half of the 
2000s to 0.6 per cent after 2008 (figure 45). Removal 
of bonuses in 2009 contributed to slowing down this 
indicator, and to its recovery in 2010 (GEI, 2012; see 
also Bardaji, 2011).

As regards the three main macroeconomic factors influ-
encing wages, the period 2008–14 is very heterogeneous, 
and can be divided into two sub-periods:
• From 2009 to 2010 the decreasing consumer price 

index was not fully reflected in wages, implying a steady 
growth of real wages in spite of both the labour market 
slump and the productivity collapse (figures 7 and 43). 
It is worth mentioning that 2009 was a particularly 
remarkable year, combining a very low inflation rate 
and a negative hourly productivity growth rate.

• From 2010 to 2014, the economic recovery was too 
brief to close the gap between wages and productivity 
level, in a context of “higher” inflation. The substan-
tial slowdown of real wages was in line with product-
ivity, but not sufficient to close the enormous gap 
created since 2009 (figure 43). 

Since 2009, real wages have not decelerated at the same 
rate as companies’ profits or workers’ productivity. 
For this latter indicator it is all the more surprising 
that productivity levels have been both low and on a 
declining trend over the last three decades. Even if it 
is a common feature that productivity changes are not 
fully reflected in wages, it is particularly surprising that 
wages indicators appeared so resilient in a context of 

Figure 42. Short-time compensation schemes
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high unemployment and a steadily decreasing inflation 
rate (figure 45, see also GEI, 2013).

At the minimum wage level, 12.3 per cent of private 
sector workers benefited from SMIC revaluation in 
201325 (figure 35); part-time workers in particular, since 
the share of these workers was 28.6 per cent compared 
with 8.5 per cent for full-time workers. Benefits were seen 
also by 27.5 per cent of small companies’ workers, and at 
sector level, 39.5 per cent of workers in hotels and restau-
rants, where job quality is notoriously low (GEI, 2013).

Since the beginning of the crisis, in the public sector the 
wage index has increased by 0.9 per cent both in 2008 
and again in 2009, and by 0.4 per cent in 2010, after 
which it has remained frozen. However, other deter-
minants of public sector wages (bonuses, career advance-
ment, and seniority) are still very dynamic, with sharp 
contrasts between central and local administrations.

Considering the trends in individual wages discussed 
above, in particular the minimum wage, but also other 
indicators (figure 45), wage and labour cost trends 
in France were significantly different from those of 
other European countries confronted with the same 
crisis (figure 46). Moreover, as France is well known 
for its high level of both the minimum wage and non-
wage labour cost, it was puzzling for many observers 
(including those convinced that France’s wage-setting 
mechanisms are too rigid) to see that individual wages 

25. However, this rise should be interpreted cautiously because in 
2011 and 2012 the SMIC changed during the year. In particular, a 
2 per cent increase of the minimum wage was decided by the gov-
ernment in July 2012.

were still rising while unemployment was climbing up 
to unprecedented heights.

Two main types of causes are generally used to explain 
these surprising wage trends:
• Composition effects stemming from the fact that the 

crisis had heterogeneous effects on the labour force, 
implying massive destruction of low-wage jobs while 
high-wage insiders were better shielded from the crisis.

• Wage-setting institutions and mechanisms, contrib-
uting to nominal wages rigidities.

3.3.2 Composition effects

Labour market flows should be taken into account to 
explain the large wage–productivity gap that appeared 
in 2008 and widened in 2009. Aggregated indicators 
such as the average wage include gains of workers with 
very heterogeneous characteristics, in particular as 
regards skills and wages, and at high risk as regards 
asymmetric shocks (construction and building, house-
hold services, etc.).

From 2008 to 2010 labour market exits increased 
sharply, and blue collar workers and employees were the 
most affected in the private sector (Ananian et al., 2012). 
Conversely, highly educated workers and managers were 
less severely affected (Audenaert et al., 2014). Indeed, 
wage trends are strikingly different when looking in 
depth at wage changes, and taking into account workers’ 
characteristics: managers, workers over 50, and edu-
cated workers contributed positively to wage increases, 
while men, blue collar workers, prime-age workers and 
low-qualified workers contributed negatively.

Figure 43. Average wage and productivity
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Figure 44. Companies’ operating profits
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Figure 45. Wages indicators
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Figure 46. Unit labour cost
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At the very beginning of the crisis, in late 2008 and 
early 2009, massive job destruction affected fixed-term 
contracts and precarious jobs, implying that low-wage 
workers were overrepresented in exits from the labour 
market. While being higher since the beginning of the 
crisis, this effect also accounts for a higher share of wage 
increases (Audenaert et al., 2014; see also figure 48). 
Without this effect, wages would have been lower by 
at least 0.7 per cent each year on average from 2009 
to 2012 (Verdugo, 2013; Audenaert et al., 2014). This 
effect explains about half the total increase in wages 
(1.5 per cent) for 2009–10 (Audenaert et al., 2014).

However, this abrupt shift in workforce skills does not 
completely explain wage resilience during the crisis: 
indeed a structural long-term trend of increasing quali-
fications in the whole workforce had a positive effect on 
wages before the crisis (0.4 per cent), thus decreasing to 
about 0.3 per cent the specific impact of the asymmetric 
effect of the crisis on workforce structure. Despite being 
robust, this explanation is only partial, as the magnitude 
of its effect on wages is not on the same scale as the wage–
productivity gap that followed the economic slump.

3.3.3 Wage setting

The impact of wage-setting rigidities is very sensi-
tive from a political and structural point of view, and 
is still debated in the context of the crisis. France is 
often pointed out as a typical country where labour 
market institutions’ rigidities contribute to explaining 
high structural unemployment and high unit labour 
costs – in particular at the minimum wage (see above). 
Indeed, many of the causes identified in the economic 

literature as favouring wage rigidity exist and are par-
ticularly strong in France (red tape, high minimum 
wage, workers’ motivation, job protection in the public 
sector, age of retirement, etc.). Consequently there is a 
suspicion that wage-setting and wage-bargaining insti-
tutions played a role, both by reinforcing labour market 
rigidity and by favouring insiders at the expense of out-
siders, thus increasing structural unemployment.

In France, wages in general appear to be impervious 
to specific shocks in economic activity, probably due 
to the impact of centralized wage-setting institutions 
(Ayouvi-Dovi et al., 2011). However, during the crisis, 
wages moved in line with the negative or positive spe-
cific demand shocks suffered by companies or sectors: 
negative shocks and subsequent decreases in wages 
outweighed increases, so that nominal rigidities at the 
microeconomic level do not explain the gap between 
steady macroeconomic wage growth, slumping product-
ivity and low inflation. 

At aggregate level it is still difficult to explain in 
detail and reconcile wage dynamics during the crisis. 
Institutional and nominal rigidities apparently played 
a marginal role, and composition effects explain the 
bulk of the disconnection between average real wage 
indicators and its usual macroeconomic determinants, 
unemployment and productivity. 

A frequent explanation of the wage rigidity in France 
(at the macroeconomic level) is that French com-
panies prefer adjusting employment rather than wages 
and that (beyond rigidities of labour market institu-
tions) employers tend to bargain both social peace and 
workers’ motivation against pay rises (Askenazy et 

Figure 47. Share of workers experiencing a decline of their annual wage
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al., 2013). Authors also frequently point out spillover 
effects coming from both the minimum wage and auto-
matic enforcement of branches’ agreements (see above).

However, economic evaluations do not conclude that 
wage-setting rigidities impede downward adjustment 
of individual wages during recessions (Biscourp and 
Fourcade, 2003; Biscourp et al., 2005; Audenaert et 
al., 2014), but rather that the link between productivity 
and wages is asymmetric along the business cycle, thus 
creating wage rigidity.

From a descriptive point of view, a significant share of 
workers staying in the same company experienced a 
decrease of their wage: those workers accounted for 
21 per cent of the workforce in 2008 (11 per cent “mod-
erate decline”, 10 per cent “sharp decline”), but at 33 per 
cent in 2009 and 30 per cent in 2010 (17 per cent “mod-
erate decline”, 13 per cent “sharp decline”) (Audenaert et 
al., 2014) (figure 47). Wage freezing was marginal and 
did not significantly change during the crisis: 0.5 per 
cent of workers experienced a “stability” of their wage 
(wage change between 0 per cent and +0.5 per cent), and 
5 per cent to 7 per cent (+2 per cent from 2008 to 2009) 
experienced a very moderate decline of less than 0.5 per 
cent of their wage.

These results do not support conventional thinking 
about intense wage rigidities in France. They compare 
to UK wage trends: Blundell et al. (2013) mention that 
in 2010–11, 13 per cent of the workforce (employees 
staying in the same job) experienced a wage freeze, and 

21 per cent experienced a nominal wage cut. However, 
it should be noted that French results only refer to pri-
vate sector jobs, thus excluding public sector employees 
(about 25 per cent of the workforce26). There was a 
wage freeze but no pay cuts in public wages during 
the crisis in France, thus making it difficult to com-
pare with countries such as the UK or Ireland: job se-
curity implies that including public employees would 
severely reduce the share of nominal wage cuts. In the 
Irish experience, most of the cuts came from public 
wages, the exact opposite of what happened in France 
for regular civil servants (in 2009–10, 81.6 per cent of 
public sector employees experienced a pay cut, but only 
47.1 per cent of private sector employees did. Aedin et 
al., 2013).

It should also be noted that the rise of part-time work 
and short-time compensation schemes (Ananian et al., 
2012) certainly contributed to further biasing work-
force structure with an impact on wages. However, 
changes in “working conditions” (hours worked, 
removal of night work or Sunday work, etc. – effects 
typically observed during the last recession) explain 
only 15 per cent of wage decreases observed between 
two years, even in booming periods of the busi-
ness cycle. As a consequence, wage flexibility due to 
decreasing bonuses (thus independent from a change 
in working conditions), seems to be quite common in 
France (Audenaert et al., 2014).

26. Excluding independent workers.

Figure 48. Change in average net monthly wage by sector, 2008–11
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As regards unit labour costs, data are difficult to inter-
pret, being highly sensitive to the period and countries 
reviewed. They rose significantly during the last decade 
and continued to rise throughout the crisis in France, 
above the EU average, damaging France’s competitive-
ness and job creation (figures 8–11 and 46). France’s 
competitiveness worsened a lot at the very beginning 
of the year 2000, mainly due to following the legal 
working-time reduction in a period of economic down-
turn. In that context, policies implemented in the main 
partner countries induced significant changes as regards 
France’s competitiveness both before and after the crisis.

Germany, France’s main partner and most referred 
benchmark, registered decreasing unit labour costs 
during the year 2000s (–3 per cent in Germany vs 
+17 per cent in France) thanks to labour market reforms 
and sustained growth: this Franco-German squeeze 
lasted until 2008 (figures 10 and 46). After 2008, the 
German trend (+11 per cent) slightly outpaced the 
French one (+7 per cent). Hence, French competitive-
ness deteriorated a lot against Germany before the crisis, 
and has recovered a little since then, in particular due to 
rising wage trends in Germany.

As regards other countries such as Italy and the UK, 
unit labour cost increased more than in France both 
before and after the crisis. On very different trends, 
Spain, Greece and Ireland experienced high increases of 
unit labour costs before the crisis and sharp decreases 
after, implying a turnaround of France’s relative compe-
tiveness. From that point of view, France appears once 
again as an average performer, doing slightly worse than 
its main economic partners as regards unit labour costs.

3.3.4 Wage and revenue differential

The impact of the crisis can also be observed through 
changes in wage inequalities. In both the private and 
the public sector, changes in net wages were slightly 
more dynamic for low wages before the crisis (figures 54 
and 55). But since 2008, patterns have appeared strik-
ingly divergent:
• Net wage increases are more or less equally distrib-

uted among private sector workers (figure 53). This 
may indicate that as regards net wages, the burden of 
the crisis is equally shared among workers employed 
in the private sector.

• The same figures in the public sector suggest a very 
different pattern: a sharp decrease of low wages and a 
large increase of high wages (even larger than in the 
private sector, figure 54). But this is partly an artefact 
as these figures include low-paid public subsidized 
jobs that were boosted to cushion the unemployment 
surge (see below, ALMP Chapter 5): when consid-
ering only regular public contracts all figures are 
positive over the same period (Insee, 2013, 2014).

The impact of the crisis on revenue of the whole of the 
labour market participants is clear: when including UI 
benefits recipients, the bulk of the adjustment weighs on 
the lower end of the distribution (figure 55). The result 
of these changes across revenues can also be seen in the 
increase of the indicator D9/D1 since 2008 (figures 50 
and 51) despite a reduction of the share of the highest 
wages (figure 52).

These changes in wage and revenue dynamics cannot be 
directly interpreted as indicators of the quality of work.

Figure 49. Wage differential in OECD, 1970–2009 (daily wage, men, full time)
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Figure 51. Wage differential, 1990–2010 (full-time jobs, private and public companies)
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Figure 50. Wage differential, 1995–2010 (all jobs, all sectors)
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Figure 52. The 1 per cent highest wages (C99) as a share of total wages
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Figure 54. Changes in the distribution of workers’ revenue (net wage, public sector)
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Figure 53. Changes in the distribution of workers’ revenue (net wage, private sector)
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Figure 55. Changes in the distribution of workers’ revenue (net wage + net UIB)
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4.1 Unemployment Insurance in France

4.1.1 Organization

The organization of the French UI system has four main 
distinctive characteristics:
• Unemployment Insurance governance is under social 

partners’ control. Rules are negotiated for 2 or 3 years 
and formally embodied in a “collective agreement”. 
The government should formally accept this 
agreement before enforcing it.27

• Unemployment Insurance is only financed by private 
sector funds: Taxes financing unemployment benefits 
are mandatory, but only for workers with private con-
tracts. Civil servants benefiting from statutory “full” 
employment security are exempted.

• The UI system (Unedic) has a specific legal form. As UI 
does not benefit from public financing – including 
subsidies to balance its account when necessary – 
Unedic can accumulate deficits and surpluses, and 
thus debt or reserves. Unedic directly issues debt on 
financial markets to finance its debt (backed with a 
state guarantee). As a consequence, the Unedic bal-
ance sheet often acts as a trigger for reform (figures 63 
and 64).

27. The government can refuse the agreement among social part-
ners. This happened only once since the creation of the current 
system in 1958.

• Unemployment Assistance marginally complements 
Unemployment Insurance. When unemployment 
benefits expire, claimants with a long employment 
record (5 years out of the last 10 years) can be entitled 
to a means-tested and State-financed Unemployment 
Assistance scheme (ASS), but most are only eligible 
for the means-tested minimum revenue scheme 
(RSA), open to any poor active or inactive citizen 
above 25 years old28 (figures 59, 60, 70).

4.1.2 Coverage and recipients’ characteristics

In June 2013 there were 2.26 million workers bene-
fiting from Unemployment Insurance, the highest 
number ever. At the same time, regular Unemployment 
Assistance (state financed) was paid to 481,000 
unemployed29 (figures 56 and 60).

As already mentioned in Chapter 1, the share of benefit 
recipients working during the same month they are cov-
ered by the Unemployment Insurance, and thus earning 
wages while receiving benefits,30 increased dramatically 
from 1990 to 2007 up to 50 per cent, and has been more 
or less stable since then (figures 61 and 62).

28. Eligibility to the minimum assistance scheme (RSA) to youth 
under 25 is restricted to those with children or those having been 
employed at least 2 years during the last 3 years. 
29. In gross terms, the number of unemployed covered by 
Unemployment Insurance or Unemployment Assistance peaked at 
3,046 million, the highest ever. The peak level in the previous cycle 
in 2005 was 90,000 lower.
30. At least a part of their benefits, or not if they earned too much 
or worked too much.

4Unemployment insurance
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Figure 56. Unemployment Insurance and Assistance recipients
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Figure 57. Effective duration of benefits, 1992–2013
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Figure 58. Apparent effective UI replacement rate, 1986–2012
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Figure 59. Apparent effective Social Assistance (ASS) replacement rate, 1986–2012
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Figure 60. Unemployment Insurance and Unemployment Assistance coverage
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Figure 61. Unemployment and employment of UI benefits recipients, 1991–2012
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4.2  Conventional views  
of the French UI system

For many years, the debate around French UI rules has 
been driven by very simplistic issues and arguments: 
• The financial situation of the regime is the top con-

cern triggering reform proposals. Overall the UI 
regime has proven to be unbalanced in the long term: 
before the crisis its debt amounted to 9.6 billion euros 
(rapidly decreasing to 5 billion in 2008) and reached 
17.3 billion at the end of 2013.31 By their nature, UI 
finances are highly cyclical: huge deficits are observed 
during downturns, while the regime runs big sur-
pluses during recoveries. Yet deficits observed since 
the beginning of the crisis remained relatively modest 
considering that unemployment shot up to very high 
levels (figures 63, 64, 66 and 67).

• Benefits are generally considered “generous” by 
international standards. Observers point out eligi-
bility criteria, potential duration of benefits, and 
the maximum benefit to evidence UI generosity in 
France. Nonetheless, from a national point of view, 
many stakeholders consider that UI benefits are insuf-
ficient, in particular when unemployment is high 
and unemployment spells lengthen (as they began to 
do from 2008) (indeed, average duration of benefits 
in 2009 was at its lowest level ever, figure 57). 

31. Between 2004 and 2006, several “arrangements” between the 
State and the Unemployment Insurance agency led to an increase in 
the debt of the regime of 5 billion euros (Cour des Comptes, 2007). 
Yet many structural imbalances remained unchanged, as well as in 
the next negotiations round that took place in 2011.

• The UI regime’s accountancy is sketchy and statistics 
are scarce, so it is hard to analyse the regime’s situation. 
No evaluation and few economic studies are available 
to adapt rules and incentives to current market con-
ditions. Most existing studies focus on moral hazard 
issues, finding standard results. These studies gener-
ally rely on old data (in general before 2002), old rules 
and outdated labour market conditions. 

This rough diagnosis does not allow a detailed or pre-
cise analysis of the causes of the current UI financial 
situation and challenges. As a consequence there is 
no common knowledge of the situation, and no con-
sensus-building process can take place. Conservative 
political postures, sometimes against or sometimes in 
favour of cuts in UI “generosity” prevail on constructive 
bargaining among stakeholders in order to adapt rules 
to current labour market conditions. Moreover, social 
partners are particularly finicky about their prerogatives 
and management independence of the UI system.

It was only during the weeks preceding the last negoti-
ation that took place during the first quarter of 2014 
that some detailed analysis and insights nourished social 
partners’ discussions, but too late to lead to substantial 
improvement in common UI rules (Coquet, 2014; 
Unedic, 2014a).

Figure 62. Share of employed among UI benefit recipients, 1991–2013

U
ne

m
pl

oy
ed

 (I
LO

 d
e�

ni
tio

n)
 a

s 
a 

%
 o

f U
I b

en
e�

t r
ec

ip
ie

nt
s

(e
xc

lu
di

ng
 R

ec
ip

ie
nt

 w
ith

 n
o 

se
ar

ch
 o

bl
ig

at
io

ns
, D

R
E

) 90

30

45

60

75

1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013

Source: Data Dares; Unedic. Author’s calculations.



454. Unemployment insurance FRANCE

4.3  Debate and negotiations during  
the decade before the crisis 

4.3.1 From 2001 to 2008

As regards unemployment benefits, it is worth having 
in mind an outline of the main reforms achieved in 
the past two decades in order to understand the situ-
ation in 2008, when a series of reforms began to update 
Unemployment Insurance in order to adapt rules to 
current labour market needs.

At the end of the 1990s the French UI regime had 
restored its financial situation thanks both to sharp 
reductions in benefits32 and to rises in contributions.33 
These rules proved complex and inefficient. The finan-
cial situation also benefited from strong job creation in 
the years before the crisis triggered by the burst of the 
“technological bubbles” in 2001. As the situation was 
rapidly improving in the labour market, with a sharp 
decrease in unemployment generally and long-term 
unemployment in particular, the need for long-term 
and generous potential benefits became less pressing. 
Moreover, during this period some economists thought 
that business cycles were disappearing, while others 
argued that full employment would be reached in the 
near future (Pisani-Ferry, 2000).

As a consequence, at the beginning of the 2000s, as 
unemployment was rapidly decreasing, social partners 
agreed on a sharp reduction of benefit duration, cou-
pled with a reinforced set of jobseekers’ duties and sup-
port, embodied in a “contract” between the jobseeker 
and the Public Employment Service (PARE). The focus 
on both the recipient’s duties and PARE’s support to 
job searching, largely absent in previous debates, then 
appeared as a central issue, and remains at the core of the 
debate on UI efficiency. This reform was accompanied 
by a significant reduction in contributions, promptly 
reversed a few months later when unemployment and 
UI spending began to increase because of the crisis. 

In the 2004 and 2006 negotiation rounds, stability pre-
vailed and UI rules changed only at the margins:
• In 2004, common rules governing the combination 

of benefits with wages were changed (lower ceilings 
for hours worked and wages earned); eligibility con-
ditions were slightly tightened in the artists’ specific 
regime (“intermittents du spectacle” see below §4.4.1).

32. A return to this pattern has been frequently proposed since 
then, despite negative evaluations, and against most of the recom-
mendations of economic literature.
33. Beyond their direct effect on spending, there is controversy 
about the overall efficiency of the rules adopted at this period “that 
lowered return to employment” (Dormont et al., 2001).

• In 2006, common eligibility rules were modified to 
more precisely match contract duration (and thus 
contributions) with benefit duration, and a generous 
scheme dedicated to older workers was removed (see 
table 4). There is no evaluation of the outcomes of 
these reforms, either on UI finances or on companies’ 
and workers’ behaviour.

• This period is also characterized by important financial 
transactions between the State and Unedic’s budget that 
ended in an increase of about 4 billion euros in Unedic’s 
debt (Coquet, 2013; Cour des Comptes, 2006).

4.3.2 Changes between 2009 and 2013

The most significant reform of the decade was negotiated 
at the end of 2008 and enforced in February 2009. The 
coincidence of this negotiation with the beginning of 
the crisis was purely incidental: the agreement enforced 
in January 2006 was valid for a period of 3 years, and 
social partners’ negotiations were thus planned to take 
place at the end of 2008.

As a consequence of this timing, new rules adopted at 
that time mainly addressed structural issues identified 
at that moment (Coquet and Sylvain, 2007); however, 
negotiators had in mind the crisis rapidly unfolding 
both in financial markets and in the labour market, so 
that some of their decisions also tried to answer to some 
of the new challenges brought by the crisis (in particular 
youth unemployment and the increase in the share of 
unemployed whose benefits had expired).

Five key changes were agreed in 2009:
• Work history should be measured within the last 

28 months (instead of variable periods ranging from 
20 to 24 months, see table 4) to remove inconsisten-
cies in the existing rules and better insure workers at 
the margins of the labour market.

• The minimum requirement for Unemployment 
Insurance eligibility to be reduced to 4 months of work 
(instead of 6 months). The rationale behind this 
change was to include more people at the margins of 
the labour market (with a low probability of being 
employed: 4 months within the last 28 months), 
in particular young people (for example working 
2 months each summer, or working about 15 hours 
each week34 throughout a year to finance their 
studies). Relapse into UI is less probable and costs 
less than under the previous rules35.

34. As regards new limitations to part-time work, see section 2.1.3 
above.
35. In particular because – in case perverse behaviours exist – 
adverse selection and cheating are more difficult and less rewarding.
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• Minimum duration of benefits to be lowered to 4 
months (instead of 7 months previously, but easier 
to get for workers in precarious positions, or young 
people). 

• Maximum duration to be extended to 24 months 
instead of 23 months under previous rules, but harder 
to get since only 14 months of contributions were 
required to get the maximum duration before the 
reform, instead of 24 months of contributions after 
the reform (table 4, figure 65).

• Laid-off workers to be entitled to 1 day of potential 
benefits for 1 day of work (“transformation rate”=1) 
when eligibility conditions are met. Thus poten-
tial duration of benefits is strictly proportional to 
employment duration (and thus to contributions), 
instead of being fixed or imperfectly proportional in 
most countries, and jobseekers cannot receive benefits 
for longer than they earned wages.

More generous provisions for older unemployed workers 
were maintained (relaxed eligibility requirements, 
longer potential duration, exemption of job-search 
requirements, more generous conditions for combining 
wages and benefits, etc.).

As with previous reforms, this one has not been eval-
uated. Only some basic observations can be made on 
outcomes following the reform:
• New rules are far simpler than in previous settings, 

and inconsistencies inherited from previous partial 
reforms have been removed.

• Considering the steep rise in the numbers of UI 
benefit recipients because of the crisis, the reform 
had no clear specific impact on spending. It certainly 
lowered unit costs, by removing the possibility for a 
jobseeker to benefit from a UI period longer than the 
employment period required to be eligible for those 
benefits. Hence incentives to moral hazard, adverse 
selection and cheating have been reduced.36

36. Figure 61 shows no increase in average benefit duration despite 
longer unemployment spells, suggesting similar conclusions.

Table 4. Changes in UI rules: eligibility and potential duration of benefits

■ Time-decreasing benefits ■ Constant benefits ■ No age requirement ■ Over 50 years old ■ From 50 to 55 years ■ Over 55 years old. 

✘ Removed settings; 22 New settings; 22 Unchanged settings.

Source: Coquet (2011). The column numbers 1 to 8, on the third line, A to D, on the eighth line, and I and IV, on the 13th line, refer to the different ways 
of setting unemployment benefits in each period, according to contributory history. For instance, from 1997 to 2001, there were eight different ways, 
one from jobseekers with 4 to 6 months of contributions, one for jobseekers with 6 to 8 months, and so on. With the 2001 reform, the first setting for 
jobseekers with 4 to 6 months contribution was removed, hence the red cross at the bottom of the column “1”. This means that between 2001 and 2006, 
jobseekers needed at least 6 months contribution to receive unemployment benefits.

All workers Older workers

1997–2001 1–97 2–97 3–97 4–97 5–97 6–97 7–97 8–97

Work requirement 4 6 8 14 8 14 27 27

Reference period 8 12 12 24 12 24 36 36

Potential duration 4 7 15 30 21 45 45 60

✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

2001–06 A–01 B–01 C–01 D–01

Work requirement 6 14 27 27

Reference period 22 24 36 36

Potential duration 7 23 36 42

✘

2006–09 I–06 II–06 III–06 IV–06

Work requirement 6 12 16 27

Reference period 22 20 26 36

Potential duration 7 12 23 36

From 2009 Unique rule Unique rule

Work requirement 4 to 24 4 to 36

Reference period 28 36

Potential duration 4 to 24 4 to 36



474. Unemployment insurance FRANCE

• The controversial reduction of the minimum eligi-
bility threshold (4 months) did not increase the share 
of short employment records (short fixed-term con-
tracts) among recipients. Indeed, figure 65 shows that 
about 25 per cent of UI periods were insured up to 
10 months of potential duration before and after the 
reform, but these spells are now spread around the 
previous 7-month threshold, allowing for healthier 
incentives.

• The controversial increase in maximum duration 
(+1 month) combined with new eligibility rules 
implied a sharp reduction in the number of un-
employed entitled to the maximum duration of 
benefits: more than 60 per cent of unemployed were 
entitled to 23 months before the reform, compared 
with less than 45 per cent getting this duration or 
more in 2011 (figure 65).

• More generally, by suppressing inequalities in en-
titlement to Unemployment Insurance for workers 
with marginal differences in their work history, this 
reform reduced adverse selection, while reinforcing 
equity and efficiency thanks to improved incentives.

• The reform was more or less self-financed thanks 
to the replacement of existing thresholds in poten-
tial duration by a constant “transformation rate” 
(figure 65, before and after the reform distributions; 
see also the above two observations on minimum 
threshold and maximum duration).

Despite many weaknesses identified in the UI system 
(Coquet, 2010a, 2010b), there was no debate about 
desirable or feasible reforms of UI legislation. Indeed 
rules remained unchanged in 2011. It is worth men-
tioning that, despite only one of the five workers’ organ-
izations having agreed to the new rules in 2009, four of 
them supported their renewal in 2011, thus recognizing 
the benefits of the reforms adopted 2 years before.

Between 2011 and the last round of negotiations ini-
tiated in January 2014, two main reforms were passed 
with the objective of reinforcing UI efficiency:
• The exemption of job-search requirements benefiting 

the oldest UI benefits recipients was removed from 
1 January 2012, with the intention of reinforcing 
incentives to return to employment.37 

• The 2013 labour market agreement38 created an “ex-
perience rating” of UI contributions to discourage 
very short fixed-term labour contracts: rates paid 
by employers depend only on the real duration of 
each contract (see table 5);39 yet, probably thanks to 
exemptions and parameter misspecification, the rate 
of hiring under fixed-term and short-term contracts is 
still rising (this has not yet been evaluated as there is 
no official data). This 2013 labour market agreement 
also decided an obligation for social partners to 
negotiate “refillable benefits” in the 2014 round of 
negotiations.40

37. Note that this provision lowered the unemployment rate, as 
those benefit recipients were registered on the Public Employment 
Service list to get their benefit, but did not match ILO require-
ments to be considered unemployed, in general because they were 
not actively – or not at all – searching for a new job.
38. Social partners’ agreement signed 11 January 2013, enforced 
by law 14 June 2013.
39. This differs from the United States experience rating in that 
contributions do not depend on benefits paid to specific un-
employed, and do not apply to the whole payroll of the employer.
40. A usual practice everywhere, but a very big challenge in the 
French context, where the accumulation of a complex set of inco-
herent rules punished workers returning to employment, thus cre-
ating a strong and undesirable disincentive to leave UI benefits.

Table 5. Experience rating of UI contributions

Employer Employee

1 Regular rate 4.0% 2.4%

2 Temporary agency contracts (interim) 4.0% 2.4%

3 Regular fixed-term contract – temporary increase in activity (CDD)

Duration : 1 month or less 7.0% 2.4%

Duration : 1 to 3 months 5.5% 2.4%

4 Specific fixed-term contract – use restricted to specific sectors (CDD d’usage)

Duration : 3 months or less 4.5% 2.4%

Source: data Unedic
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Figure 63. Unemployment Insurance, annual account balance
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Figure 64. Unemployment Insurance, financial situation
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Figure 65. Inflows in UI by potential duration
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4.4  Structural challenges are still greater 
than difficulties due to the crisis

Despite the fact that UI spending represents nearly 2 per 
cent of GDP, very few data are available to enable moni-
toring and evaluation of UI efficiency. This absence of 
information has many causes:
• There is no obligation to publish data (and no formal 

demand from the state to obtain those data).
• There is unanimous reluctance of social partners 

to give information to preserve their governance 
“independence”.

• Since bonds issued by Unedic are backed by a State 
guarantee, the UI body is shielded from ordinary 
information claims that financial markets and 
investors would require from any other borrower.

• Academic papers are extremely rare, and evaluate 
only some specific details of the whole system without 
examining insurance rules in depth – in particular 
financial aspects.

In the absence of the basic conditions and information 
to create and feed a debate on substance, discussion on 
Unemployment Insurance is not fact based but often 
reflects ideological or political postures, thus favouring 
conventional thinking. There has been no serious con-
sensus building for years on the objectives of the UI 
system, on the challenges it faces in the modern labour 
market – and in particular in France – or about solu-
tions that should be implemented to modernize the 
current set of rules.

As there is no agreement on problems that should be 
solved, there is no chance to implement in-depth effi-
cient reforms. It should be added that, to the opposite of 
most policies, analysis and international comparisons of 
Unemployment Insurance carried out in most academic 
and international organizations’ publications are too far 
from reality to be really helpful (moreover, they are mis-
leading in most cases about key parameter setting – the 
level and the time-profile of replacement rates, etc.).

4.4.1 Not only one UI system, but four

Despite sharp controversy, it recently became widely 
acknowledged that there is not only one UI benefit 
system but four main sets of UI rules:
• common rules that apply to all workers;41
• temporary agency workers’ specific rules for use of 

benefits (labelled as “Annex” 4);
• specific rules both for eligibility and use of benefits for 

artists and some workers in the entertainment sector 
(“Intermittents du spectacle”, labelled as Annexes 8 
and 10);

• civil servants’ job security provisions, which can be 
considered as a specific UI system, with the following 
(implicit) rules: eligibility is statutory, replacement 
rate is 100 per cent of the reference wage, potential 
duration of benefits is indefinite. Moreover, this 
insurance coverage is free,42 prevents negative exter-
nalities of unemployment on career prospects, subse-
quent wage, labour market inclusion, pension rights, 
and has positive externality on access to credit (and 
lower interest rate) and to housing, two very sensitive 
issues for private sector workers in France.

In recent years, evidence has clearly shown that the 
two specific sets of rules (Annex 4; Annexes 8 and 10) 
create huge adverse selection and moral hazard (Coquet, 
2010a, 2010b; Cour des Comptes, 2013). As a conse-
quence, these rules also create cross-subsidies in favour 
of precarious contracts at the expense of more stable 
employment relations (CDD, CDI), cumulatively sup-
porting their development and subsequently inflating 
spending on UI benefits.43

Evaluation of the cost of these two sets of specific rules 
ranges from an annual extra charge of 1–2.5 billion 
euros for UI finances (Coquet, 2010a, 2014; Cour des 
Comptes, 2013; Kert and Gilles, 2013). Unemployed 
eligible under these specific rules are also eligible under 
“common law” rules, as is any worker contributing to 
Unemployment Insurance, but they prefer being en-
titled within their specific regimes because these are 
more generous than common law.

41. Including non-statutory employees in the public sector and 
subsidized jobs; but for those categories public employers self- 
insure (with possibilities to opt-in, even if no statistic exists on the 
number of employers choosing that option) but do not contribute 
to Unedic, the mutualized insurance. Those employees benefit from 
common rules, and their former employers pay the entire cost of 
benefits to Unedic (see below).
42. As they are considered to have no risk of becoming unemployed, 
civil servants do not pay contributions to the UI system.
43. See Meyer and Rosenbaum (1996)
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Moreover, these specific sets of rules generate struc-
tural deficits, independent of the business cycle (fig-
ures 66 and 67); despite some modifications in 2004, 
those deficits continued widening, largely thanks to the 
cross-subsidy they receive through UI rules.

Before the crisis, running separate accounts for each 
regime would have showed that the two specific regimes 
had accumulated more debt than Unedic as a whole: 
this implies that the “common rules” account has been 
over-balanced, generating a financial surplus in the long-
term, at the expense of labour cost (figure 67).

This analytical “breakthrough” is key. Before 2014, 
all negotiation rounds had been based on the need 
to “restore the financial situation” of the regime as a 

whole. This was a misleading strategy: as the deficits 
did not result from “common rules”, changing these 
rules regardless of their efficiency was useless and prob-
ably sub-optimal; since specific regimes (and of course 
current economic conditions) were the real causes 
creating financial imbalances, leaving these specific 
rules unchanged reinforced imbalances and disincen-
tives. This interpretation of the UI financial situation 
allowed for better consistency in the recent round of 
negotiations: for the first time in years, discussions and 
propositions have been carried out in the light of their 
direct financial consequences on UI accounts.

Figure 66. Unemployment Insurance, annual account balance by regime
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Figure 67. Unemployment Insurance, financial situation by regime
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4.4.2  Current labour market conditions 
and use of UI

Under common law, UI benefits recipients suffered 
disadvantageous conditions compared with temporary 
agency workers as regards the use of benefits (combin-
ation of wages and benefits), standard rules giving incen-
tives to get all potential benefits rather than accepting 
short fixed-term jobs.

Combined with the development of short-term labour 
contracts (see Chapter 2), more frequent combination of 
work and insured unemployment, and frequent inflows 
and outflows of unemployment, rules governing the 
combination of wages and benefits may induce unfair-
ness and costly incentives (Meyer and Rosenbaum, 
1996). In France, since the 1990s, structural changes 
and persisting rigidities in the labour market have 
boosted the use of short-term contracts (see Chapter 2, 
figure 20). Incidentally, rules and ceilings governing the 
combination of wages and benefits under common law 
were “generous”, even after being slightly tightened in 
2004. Either before or after this change, papers eval-
uating the effect of combining wages and benefits on 
employment prospects were not conclusively against or 
in favour of changing rules (e.g. Granier and Joutard, 
1999; Fremiggacci and Terracol, 2009). 

The increase in the use of short-term contracts also 
appeared to be stimulated by some detailed settings 
of rules allowing the unemployed to combine benefits 
with wages (Coquet, 2010). Evidence clearly showed 
that for years, rules governing eligibility, contributions 
and the use of benefits punished common-law recipi-
ents accepting new jobs compared to those whose 
benefits have expired. At the same time, temporary 
agency workers benefited from more generous rules 
than regular fixed-term contracts. This has been iden-
tified as a major problem feeding both job instability 
and UI spending: the paradox became clear that the two 
UI-specific regimes were reinforcing problems they were 
supposed to solve, namely labour market segmentation 
and unemployment recurrence, at the expense of UI 
finances (Coquet, 2010).

Despite this costly problem being identified since 2010, 
a commitment to solve it was agreed only in January 
2013, and eventually it was addressed in 2014. The 
new legislation suppressed most of the specific rules 
previously reserved for temporary agency workers, and 
changed rules governing the combination of benefits 
and wages for unemployed accepting a short-term con-
tract (see below, §4.5). 

4.4.3  Benefits “generosity”:  
The replacement rate

The effective replacement rate is a combination of many 
different rules. Many of these rules were accumulated 
over decades, some dating back to the creation of the 
UI regime in 1958. No evaluation of their impact on 
“generosity” of benefits, incentives given to return to 
employment or Unedic finances has ever been carried 
out. This is a pity, since accumulated rules led to sharp 
inconsistencies between key UI rules, workers’ character-
istics and labour market conditions. As a consequence:
• The insurer (Unedic) does not control the replace-

ment rate (and thereby incentives to accept job 
offers) because it relies on outdated rules computing 
a daily gross replacement rate, instead of controlling 
a monthly net replacement rate. As a consequence, 
a large share of recipients receive high replacement 
rates, sometimes well above 100 per cent (Coquet, 
2013, 2014), in any case very different from the legis-
lation settings (57.4–75 per cent).

• UI rules set different replacement rates depending 
on the revenue earned before being unemployed. 
The gross replacement rate on low benefits is 75 per 
cent, 17 per cent higher that the replacement rate 
granted to unemployed who earned the median wage 
or more (57 per cent) (figure 68). This redistribution 
between rich and poor benefit recipients is endemic, 
and results in richer unemployment benefit recipients 
paying a tax (or conversely, a subsidy to the poorer): 
such redistribution (moreover not means-tested) is 
sub-optimal in a UI regime and should be achieved 
by the State, when it proves necessary.

• Replacement rate is defined at the gross level, before 
Social Security contributions, and thus interacts with 
the state legislation: as a consequence the lowest end 
of benefits distribution is free of charges. After taking 
into account Social Security contributions, the distri-
bution gap increases to 34 per cent from 17 per cent 
gross (Table 6; figure 68).

• Beyond UI replacement rate, the behaviour of 
benefits recipients is driven by total replacement rate, 
including changes in other benefits (housing, family, 
etc.) and taxes paid. From this point of view, France’s 
UI benefits are within the EU average, similar to 
those granted in Germany (figure 68). Take-home rev-
enue including social assistance is within the OECD 
average for UI recipients, and well under average as 
regards ineligible unemployed or benefit expirees (see 
above). This implies that revenues sharply decline over 
time for UI recipients, due to the large penalty they 
suffer when their entitlement to UI benefits expires 
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(after 4–24 months depending of their work history 
prior to unemployment), then being only eligible 
to means-tested, household-based social assistance 
(RSA, or ASS for some of them) (figures 58–60, 70).

Two other issues that should normally enrich and clarify 
the debate on optimal settings are in fact causing fur-
ther confusion:
• Despite growing evidence that replacement rate 

rules suffer many problems that pervert incentives, 
the French debate is focused on the need to restore 
the time-decreasing pattern of the replacement rate 
that was abandoned in 2001. This demand embodies 
the absence of serious analysis: on the one hand, the 
time-declining pattern of benefits has been evaluated 
negatively when implemented in France (from 1993 
to 2001) (Dormont et al., 2001, the only empirical 
work of this kind), and on the other hand, a com-
prehensive literature review shows that such a pro-
file is far from being preferred in academic research 
(Coquet, 2011, 2013).

• International comparisons of legal replacement rates 
granted to the unemployed are too rough to clearly 
assess the real financial situation of these recipients, 
and thus the real incentives they receive. Indeed, 
these international comparisons are in general based 
on gross (rather than net), legal (rather than real 
considering the insured wage base) and strictly UI 
replacement rates (rather than on total income). Any 
analysis of the French UI system based on such com-
parisons is highly misleading.

All these issues are of primary importance for setting 
optimal rules, and none should be left aside. However, 
despite precise evidence showing that the principal 
(Unedic) gives perverse incentives (because both unfair 
and sub-optimal), the replacement rate is an emblematic 
and sensitive parameter, and as such difficult to reform.

4.4.4 Other aspects of benefits “generosity”

As regards the supposed “generosity” of French 
Unemployment Insurance, some emblematic param-
eters should be examined in detail: 
• Eligibility to benefits is often considered to be easy, guar-

anteed after 4 months of work, the lowest duration 
in the OECD. Yet, in countries where eligibility is 
measured as an amount of contributions rather than 
employment duration (UK, USA), eligibility condi-
tions are not very different from France. Moreover, 
for such contributions they give 6 months of potential 
duration instead of France’s 4 months. Furthermore, 

in France, rotation (churning) in Unemployment 
Insurance due to short fixed-term contracts implies 
that raising this minimum floor would imply that 
the same workers would be eligible later with longer 
potential duration of benefits: the 2009 reform proved 
to be self-financed when this floor was reduced from 
6 to 4 months (table 4, figure 65).

• Potential duration of benefits is often considered long: 
but more than 60 per cent of recipients did not get 
the maximum of 24 months in 2013. Moreover, the 
optimal duration of benefits should be linked to 
the average duration of unemployment spells which 
increased by more than 20 per cent since the begin-
ning of the crisis (figure 59).

• The level of benefits is considered high, because of a high 
maximum benefit ceiling: but this ceiling corresponds 
to a similarly high ceiling of insured wage, however 
very few unemployed earn such benefits, and this popu-
lation as a whole makes a huge positive contribution to 
UI thanks to its low probability of being unemployed: 
96 per cent of recipients – representing 88 per cent 
the total amount of benefits paid – receive less than 
a third of the maximum UI benefit. Hence reducing 
the maximum benefit would certainly imply a similar 
reduction of the insured wage ceiling (requested in 
2014 by the managers’ organization when this issue was 
aired once again), with a negative impact on UI finances 
(the elasticity of contributions being much higher 
than the elasticity of spending to a ceiling change). 

• The cost of the insurance is largely ignored. The con-
tribution rate (6.4 per cent, shared 4 per cent for 
employers, 2.4 per cent for employees) and the large 
tax base (more than 4 times the average wage) used to 
finance Unemployment Insurance are also at the top 
of what OECD countries apply. It should be added 
that, contrary to other UI systems in the OECD, 
the French UI is financed only by the private sector:44 
The annual cost of Unemployment Insurance for each 
employee equals 1 month of net wage. Eventually, as 
for any insurance product, “generosity” is also a matter 
of what the unemployed receive compared with what 
they previously paid when they were employed (proved 
that adverse selection and moral hazard are well con-
trolled by the principal): an indicator including all 
these aspects shows that, when comparing UI cost 

44. In most OECD countries civil servants (and/or their employers) 
contribute to UI (Germany, UK, USA, etc.). In some countries 
they are exempted (Belgium, Spain, etc.), but the state contributes 
to UI financing through subsidies, or balances its account. France 
is unique: there is no contribution from the State finance to UI, 
the only exception being reduced Social Security contributions 
benefiting the poorest UI recipients.
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and entitlements (what you receive against what you 
pay), French UI is the most expensive in the OECD 
(Coquet, 2013, 2014) (figure 71).

• Senior workers, above 50 years old, benefit from spe-
cific rules: in particular, their reference period is 36 
months instead of 28, and they can receive up to 36 
months of benefits. They also have a higher ceiling to 
combine wages and benefits (more hours, higher rev-
enue). Senior workers also have a higher probability 
of exhausting their benefits and of being eligible for 
Unemployment Assistance because they often have 
longer employment records. Those with enough con-
tributions to receive a full-rate pension but too young 
to retire can also receive a specific reduced benefit 
between the moment they exhaust their normal benefit 

and the moment they reach the legal minimum age to 
retire. Senior workers’ rights have been constantly and 
sharply reduced since the 1970s, but it is still tempting 
to reduce their UI rights; however, considering the 
price they have paid, reducing their benefit duration 
would probably trigger demands for reducing contri-
butions (at the age of 50 a worker’s total contributions 
amount to about 4 years of net benefits if he was never 
unemployed during his career).

• French UI is far from universal. Despite universality 
being a pre-condition for UI optimality, the French 
UI system is far from being universal: about 25 per 
cent of workers do not contribute to the system 
(mainly civil servants) and public employers can 
opt in/out of Unemployment Insurance for their 

Figure 68. Unemployment Insurance replacement rate, gross and net
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Figure 69. Total replacement rate, unemployment benefits and other resources
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non-statutory staff if they choose to self-insure. 
(Concretely, UI contributions are not compulsory 
for public employers. They have a choice between self- 
insurance and insuring all their non-statutory staff: 
hence only employers who run deficits, paying more 
benefits than contributions, opt in, creating a costly 
adverse selection at the expense of the UI system, thus 
increasing the labour cost of private employers.)

Rough views of the situation have concrete consequences, 
in general resulting in a strong pressure on benefits. A 
healthy approach requires assessment of the outcomes 
of UI rules against the price paid, by far the highest in 

the OECD (figure 71). On the contrary, the diagnosis 
of excessive “generosity” of the French Unemployment 
Insurance is based on individual comparisons of legal 
parameters, with no comprehensive view, which is clearly 
misleading. Furthermore, an accurate measure of the 
“generosity” of UI should take into account the labour 
market situation, and since the beginning of the crisis, 
trade unions have been constantly and strongly opposed 
to cutting benefits (with unspoken support from gov-
ernments), since benefit cuts would have raised social 
anger, weakened economic stabilizers, and increased 
public spending on social assistance (Unemployment 
Assistance, ASS, and minimum income, RSA). 

Figure 70. Total replacement rate over 5 years
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Figure 71. Comparison between taxes paid and UI coverage
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4.5 The 2014 round of negotiations 

4.5.1 Context and stakeholders’ goals

In a context favouring the status quo, there were few 
expectations that this negotiation would lead to sig-
nificant changes – not least to government declarations. 
As there was no consensus-building process prior to the 
negotiation, there was no agreement on an agenda of 
discussion, or even an (unofficial) agreed list of chal-
lenges or problems to solve.

The negotiation that took place in the first quarter of 
2014 was surprisingly gladiatorial and produced sig-
nificant changes, even if their impact on UI finances 
will probably be limited. 

Indeed, the 2014 debate has been more open than 
in previous negotiations, taking into consideration 
many of the specific features of the French UI system 
described above.

Eventually, employers’ organizations have been the main 
driving force in this round of negotiations, including by 
posting divergent public positions and objectives before 
and during the negotiations, which is very unusual. 
Before the negotiations the situation could be described 
as follows: 
• Beyond enforcement of what had been agreed 

to a year before in the Social Partners’ National 
Agreement (11 January 2013), the government 
tended to favour the status quo: no objective was 
assigned to social partners (qualitative or financial) 
except for shielding the specific (and more generous) 
set of rules benefiting workers of the entertainment 
sector (Annexes 8 and 10). Relying on social part-
ners competences as regards UI rules setting, the 
government’s attitude was as passive as in previous 
negotiations since 2001.

• The main employers’ organization (Medef) broke two 
taboos: the first one in the eyes of both workers’ or-
ganizations and the government, by demanding a big 
reform of entertainment workers’ rules (Annexes 8 
and 10), the second one in the eyes of some of its own 
affiliates by asking for a reform of temporary agency 
workers’ rights. To the surprise of its junior partners, 
the main employers’ organization abandoned its his-
torical demand for restoring the declining time pro-
file of benefits (“degressivity”).

• The agenda of employees’ organizations mainly con-
cerned refining decisions already agreed in the Social 
Partners’ Agreement of 11 January 2013: for all of 
them the central point was to set details of “refill-
able rights”, for some of them to revise or reinforce 

the experience rating enforced in 2013 to discourage 
the use of short fixed-term contracts, and for others 
to secure or even extend the level and duration of 
benefits.

4.5.2 Reforms enacted

After Medef disturbed the unspoken consensus 
favouring the status quo, the negotiation process took 
a long time to converge. In the end, many changes were 
enacted that are forecast to save 300 million euros in 
2014, 830 million in 2015 and 770 million in 2016 
(Unedic, 2014b). It is noticeable that the bulk of these 
changes occurred beyond what are in general considered 
as UI generosity criteria (potential duration, replace-
ment rate, maximum benefit), so that this reform will 
save 1.9 billion euros in 3 years without any apparent 
change in “generosity”:
• As decided in 2013 (Agreement 11 January, see 

above) “refillable” rights, already applied to temporary 
agency workers, were extended to common law. This 
implies that unemployed accepting new short fixed-
term jobs will no longer lose some of their entitlement 
to Unemployment Insurance. This removes incentives 
to use the full potential duration of benefits, and 
increases security as well as incentives to accept a new 
job. This is forecasted to increase benefit spending by 
40 million euros in 2015 and 150 million in 2016 
(Unedic, 2014c).

• Rules governing the combination of benefits with 
wages were simplified in common law. The same 
rule now applies to ordinary workers and temporary 
agency workers. The rule is simpler than before, 
using only one formula with no ceilings: 70 per cent 
of wages (possibly) earned during the current month 
are deduced from the monthly benefit. As this for-
mula is stricter than before, it is forecasted to save 
230 million euros in 2015 and 210 million in 2016 
(Unedic, 2014c).

• The waiting period is longer and means tested: 
it depends on extra-legal allowances given to the 
employee, up to a maximum waiting period of 6 
months, instead of the previous maximum of 75 
days. This significantly decreases “managers” protec-
tion, and is the main source of saving negotiated in 
2014, forecast to save 270 million euros in 2015 and 
260 million in 2016 (Unedic, 2014c).

• The regular replacement rate decreases to 57 per cent. 
Since the 1980s the replacement rate has remained 
fixed at 57.4 per cent of the gross reference wage, 
except for lower wages where minimum daily benefits 
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apply (but capped at 75 per cent), and higher ref-
erence wages above the maximum benefits; 27 per 
cent of UI benefit recipients had a replacement rate 
above 57.4 per cent in 2012 (Unedic, 2014b). To save 
money, but with no consideration of benefit effi-
ciency, social partners decided to reduce the “regu-
lar”45 replacement rate to 57 per cent. This is forecast 
to save 50 million euros in 2015 and 70 million in 
2016 (Unedic, 2014c).

• Entertainment workers’ rules have been slightly 
changed. The waiting period is now positively linked 
with the reference wage (saving 70 million euros in 
2015 and 100 million in 2016), the combination of 
benefits and wages is subject to a lower ceiling (saving 
30 million euros in both 2015 and 2016) and contri-
butions have been increased (contributions financing 

45. Since most of the unemployed have a higher replacement rate, 
this terminology could be discussed.

“common rules” are now at the same level as for other 
workers). Confronted with strong opposition, the 
government committed to suppressing the change in 
waiting-period calculation (in fact paying to Unedic 
the money it was expected to save, 190 million euros 
from 2014 to 2016), and launched a consultation 
process by a group of three experts.

The two first provisions above implied a sharp reduc-
tion of extra-generosity benefiting temporary agency 
workers. These specific rules are not fully suppressed but 
will give fewer cross-subsidies, and thus fewer incentives 
to adverse selection.

Social partners also agreed to set up discussions on a 
number of key issues: experience rating, benefit calcula-
tion, removal of the “opt-out” for public employers, etc.

Table 6. Social contributions paid on unemployment benefits

Daily reference wage (SJR) Daily benefit (AJ) Social contributions Daily replacement rate

 (euros, gross)  (euros, gross) Type Net Gross Net

SJR < 38.12  75% SJR – 0% 75.0% 95.8%

38.12 < SJR < 41.73  28.58  – 0% 75.0– 69.0% 92.0–83.7%

41.73 < SJR < 70.60  11.72 + 40.4%*SJR Supplementary pension 3% 68.5–57.0% 83.7–69.0%

70.60 < SJR < 105.68  57% SJR Supplementary pension 3% 57.0% 69.0–62.2%

105.68 < SJR < 411.48  57% SJR Supplementary pension 3% 57.0% 64.1–62.2%

CSG 6.2%

CRDS 0.5%

SJR > 411.48  234.54  Supplementary pension 3.0% < 57.0% < 62.2%

CSG 6.2%

CRDS 0.5%

A recipient is exempted from CSG (CSG rate = 0%) when applying; this tax reduces their daily allowance below the net minimum wage. Family-dependent 
exemptions also apply: full exemption (CSG rate = 0%) to non-taxable households with taxable earnings above the ceiling, and a reduced rate (CSG rate = 
3.8%) above the ceiling. CSG tax is under government rule beyond the reach of UI, but it influences UI generosity significantly (for example the marginal 
replacement rate becomes negative for daily allowances between 105.68 and 112.27 euros).

Calculations are made for a daily allowance under common rules (it would be different for temporary agency workers, artists and entertainment workers, 
etc.), for a single worker with no dependents, a regular employee status (it would be different for a manager), not working during the current month (not 
cumulating benefits and wages).

Source: Unedic, Paramètres utiles (July 2014), http://vosdroits.service-public.fr. Author’s calculations.
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5.1 General background

To precisely understand the nature and magnitude of 
Active Labour Market Policies (ALMPs) implemented 
since 2008 to fight the crisis, it is essential to describe 
the historical background of public policy interventions 
into the labour market in France during previous dec-
ades. Indeed, deep structural changes occurred in the 
use of Labour Market Policy tools that need to be well 
understood to clearly identify the counter-cyclical role 
of ALMPs during the last 6 years.

It is worth mentioning five main structural domains 
where significant reforms have been passed:
• As regards private sector employers and workers, pol-

icies “targeted” at individuals – typically subsidized 
jobs – have been replaced by “general” policies, in par-
ticular labour cost reductions on low wages.46 Passive 
tools, in particular pre-pension schemes, have been 
removed completely. Apprenticeship and vocational 
training are the only ALMPs that have been con-
stantly reinforced over time (figures 73 and 75).

46. Known as “general exemptions of employers’ social security 
contributions”, named after ministers who created (Robien, Juppé), 
or extended those exemptions (Aubry, Fillon).

• General policies have contributed to an increase in 
participation rates (in particular pension reforms, 
policies to boost women’s participation, etc.) and 
to lower labour cost (Social Security contribution 
rebates).

• In the public sector, subsidized jobs have been reduced 
both as regards their potential duration and their 
whole number. Governments were keen to enhance 
policy quality, for example by focusing better on vul-
nerable groups, and on Public Employment Service 
(PES) control and support to the unemployed, in par-
ticular those involved in ALMP programmes.

• The PES has been restructured and reinforced as an 
institution. From an operational point of view, the 
role and power of the PES were increased over time, 
while duties of UI recipients were reinforced.47

• Lifelong-learning institutions have been reorganized 
and new tools have been created to give both more 
opportunities and more responsibility to individuals 
as regards their competences and skills development.

47. However, it is also true that sanctions for unemployed persons 
not complying with their duties are still very rare compared with 
common practices in similar countries.

Active labour market policies 
(ALMPs) 5

Figure 72. Labour Market Policy spending (excluding income support)
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From this long-term perspective, labour market pol-
icies are now much more active and focused on vul-
nerable groups than they were one or two decades 
ago. A striking consequence of these outcomes is the 
sharp decrease in the number of public policy pro-
gramme recipients (figures 73 and 74). Thus, even if 
ALMP programmes have been reactivated since the 
beginning of the crisis in order to offer solutions to 
the growing number of vulnerable unemployed, this 
counter- cyclical reinforcement appears as a marginal 
phenomenon when compared with recent structural 
changes (figure 72).

5.2  From unspecific policies 
to programmes focused 
on vulnerable groups

In France, targeted public employment policies – 
including private or public subsidized jobs – have been 
the favourite policy tool used by governments to limit 
the incidence of unemployment among vulnerable 
groups (youth, older workers, non-qualified and long-
term unemployed).

Ranging from really active policies (such as appren-
ticeship contracts) to purely passive schemes (such as 

job-search exemptions for older unemployed persons), 
these policies covered more than 10 per cent of the 
labour force from 1995 to 2001 (figure 74). On average 
from 1994 to 2000, 1.5 million workers entered a pub-
licly subsidized labour market policy programme each 
year, of which about 640,000 (43 per cent) went into 
subsidized jobs in the public sector.

Since the beginning of the 2000s, many of those pol-
icies have been gradually removed, in particular passive 
schemes and more generally labour market programmes 
dedicated to private sector workers and to the un-
employed (figures 73 and 75). Among the least efficient 
programmes, pre-pension schemes were already on the 
decline from the beginning of the 1990s. Many policies 
generating high deadweight losses such as targeted Social 
Security contributions exemptions for private employers 
were phased out during the 2000s (figure 74). Taking 
into account policy assessment showing poor outcomes 
in terms of labour market integration (e.g. Bayardin, 
2012, 2013), employment subsidies to public sector jobs 
have been sharply reduced (figure 73). However, a “pro-
gramme” with well-known damaging consequences on 
work incentives such as job-search exemptions for older 
unemployed persons (Dispense de Recherche d’Emploi, 
DRE) was maintained until 2012. 

Figure 73. New entrants in publicly subsidized labour market programmes
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Table 7 – Labour Market Policy spending by type of action (billion euros), 2000–12

Type of action 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Services                          

1. Labour market services 2.51 2.90 3.23 3.70 3.85 4.04 4.36 4.24 4.01 4.93 5.95 5.13 5.15

LMP actions

2. Training 5.34 4.90 4.53 4.81 5.08 5.04 5.24 5.68 5.49 6.85 7.36 7.06 6.98

4. Employment incentives 2.14 2.00 1.65 1.31 1.63 1.78 1.85 1.68 1.44 1.16 1.34 0.66 0.57

5. Supported employment 1.25 1.33 1.38 1.38 1.40 1.46 1.55 1.66 1.86 2.07 2.11 1.84 1.91

6. Direct job creation 5.78 6.14 6.24 5.45 3.94 3.09 3.55 3.88 2.98 2.96 4.20 2.85 2.72

7. Start-up incentives 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.09 0.07 0.06 0.19 0.65 0.64 0.74 1.06 1.05 0.91

Income support

8. Out-of-work income support 17.26 18.35 22.41 26.03 27.02 26.36 24.17 22.67 22.34 26.75 27.94 27.92 29.43

9. Early retirement 2.59 2.77 2.01 1.51 1.30 0.98 0.82 0.80 0.45 0.30 0.20 0.13 0.11

Total 36.90 38.41 41.54 44.27 44.29 42.80 41.72 41.25 39.22 45.74 50.16 46.65 47.77

Source: Dares; Eurostat (2006) Labour Market Policy Database, Methodology, Revision of June 2006.

Table 8. Labour Market Policy spending by type of action (percentage of GDP), 2000–12

Type of action 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Services                          

1. Labour market services 0.17 0.19 0.20 0.23 0.22 0.23 0.24 0.22 0.20 0.25 0.30 0.25 0.25 

LMP actions                          

2. Training 0.36 0.32 0.28 0.29 0.30 0.28 0.28 0.29 0.28 0.35 0.37 0.34 0.33 

4. Employment incentives 0.14 0.13 0.10 0.08 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.07 0.06 0.07 0.03 0.03 

5. Supported employment 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.11 0.11 0.09 0.09 

6. Direct job creation 0.39 0.40 0.39 0.33 0.23 0.17 0.19 0.20 0.15 0.15 0.21 0.14 0.13 

7. Start-up incentives 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.04 

Income support                          

8. Out-of-work income support 1.16 1.19 1.41 1.59 1.58 1.49 1.30 1.16 1.12 1.38 1.40 1.36 1.41 

9. Early retirement 0.17 0.18 0.13 0.09 0.08 0.06 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 

Total 2.48 2.49 2.61 2.70 2.59 2.42 2.25 2.12 1.96 2.36 2.51 2.27 2.28 

Source: Dares; Eurostat (2006) Labour Market Policy Database, Methodology, Revision of June 2006

Figure 74. Share of the labour force covered by a targeted policy

%
 o

f L
ab

ou
r F

or
ce

12

6

3

9

1973 1978 1983 1988 1993 1998 2003 2008

Subsidized job (private sector)
Subsidized job (public sector)

Traineeship
Pre-pension

Job search exemption

0

Source: Data Ministry of Employment (Dares). Author’s calculations.



605. Active labour market policies (ALMPs) FRANCE

5.2.1  The golden age of subsidized  
public jobs 

At the end of the 1990s the set of public subsidized jobs 
was very rich as regards the quantity of tools created by 
governments over time. 

When assessing current subsidized jobs programmes, 
it is useful to understand both the origins and charac-
teristics of these contracts, and how they changed over 
time. Indeed, it is indispensable to understand histor-
ical trends to assess current ALMPs, their substance 
and, beyond, the magnitude of counter-cyclical policies 
implemented in recent years, in particular since the 
beginning of the crisis. 

From the beginning of the 1990s to the mid-2000s the 
following four labour market programmes totalled up 
to 985,000 entries a year (up to 63 per cent of entries 
in LMPs, 85 per cent excluding vocational training 
programmes), representing 790,000 beneficiaries at the 
same time (40 per cent of those in LMPs, 60 per cent 
excluding vocational training programmes):
• Contrat Emploi Solidarité (CES). Reserved for 

public employers, CES replaced an old form of 
 traineeship in the public sector (TUC) in 1990. To 
the contrary of the programme it replaced, CES48 is 
viewed as an improvement, since it was designed to 
be a real labour contract, giving access to the same 
social protection as regular labour contracts (pen-
sions, Unemployment Insurance, etc.). Typically used 
for the unemployed facing difficulties in the labour 

48. Law no. 89-905 – 19 December 1989.

market, CES was in the end “unspecific” as it could 
be used for all unemployed.49 CES was a part-time 
job (no more than 20 hours a week) for short fixed-
term durations (3–12 months, renewable two to three 
times depending on the beneficiary’s profile, up to 36 
months), paid at the hourly minimum wage. It was 
subsidized from 60 to 100 per cent of labour cost, and 
employers were exempted from paying Social Security 
contributions. Beneficiaries could benefit from up to 
400 hours of publicly financed training.

CES is the matrix of all public subsidized jobs that 
have been “created” since then. Its current heir is the 
“Contrat Unique d’Insertion” (CUI-CAE) used today 
by the same employers for the same purpose, which 
shares the same main basic characteristics; the main 
difference is that eligibility to current CUI-CAE is 
more restrictive.

• Contrat Emploi Consolidé (CEC). Dedicated 
to former CES beneficiaries, this contract initially 
aimed at strengthening their attachment to the labour 
market. Unless being reserved for public employers, 
this is a private contract which can be a fixed-term 
or a permanent open-ended contract, part time (no 
less than 20 hours a week) or full time. CEC benefits 
from a non-wage labour cost exemption up to 120 per 
cent of the hourly minimum wage (an incentive to 
employers to pay more than the minimum wage by 

49. Initially one of the following conditions: being long-term un-
employed (registered at least 12 months among the last 18 months), 
having between 18 and 26 in particular if non-qualified, or over 50 
years old, beneficiaries of the minimum income (RMI) and their 
dependents, and all other persons having difficulties in finding a 
job even if not matching previous conditions. 

Table 9 – Labour Market Policy spending by type of action (structure percentage), 2000–12

Type of action 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Services                          

1. Labour market services 6.8 7.6 7.8 8.4 8.7 9.4 10.4 10.3 10.2 10.8 11.9 11.0 10.8

LMP actions

2. Training 14.5 12.8 10.9 10.9 11.5 11.8 12.6 13.8 14.0 15.0 14.7 15.1 14.6

4. Employment incentives 5.8 5.2 4.0 3.0 3.7 4.2 4.4 4.1 3.7 2.5 2.7 1.4 1.2

5. Supported employment 3.4 3.5 3.3 3.1 3.2 3.4 3.7 4.0 4.8 4.5 4.2 3.9 4.0

6. Direct job creation 15.7 16.0 15.0 12.3 8.9 7.2 8.5 9.4 7.6 6.5 8.4 6.1 5.7

7. Start-up incentives 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.4 1.6 1.6 1.6 2.1 2.3 1.9

Income support

8. Out-of-work income support 46.8 47.8 54.0 58.8 61.0 61.6 57.9 54.9 57.0 58.5 55.7 59.9 61.6

9. Early retirement 7.0 7.2 4.9 3.4 2.9 2.3 2.0 1.9 1.2 0.6 0.4 0.3 0.2

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Dares; Eurostat (2006) Labour Market Policy Database, Methodology, Revision of June 2006.
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avoiding a trap), and a wage subsidy up to 60 per 
cent of the hourly wage up to 30 hours a week. The 
contract can be renewed up to five times, but cannot 
exceed 60 months’ duration. The wage subsidy is then 
time-declining, from 60 per cent down to 20 per cent 
during the fifth year of the contract. Cumulating 
CES and CEC maximum duration, a recipient could 
be hired in a subsidized public job for up to 8 years.

• Contrat Emploi Jeunes. This contract was created 
in 1997, for young people up to 26 years old, or 30 
when unemployed and not receiving UI benefits. 
Reserved for public employers, these were full-time 
contracts for 60 months, which received a subsidy 
of 80 per cent of the minimum wage. This contract 
was very popular at the end of the 1990s, becoming 
a very common step for many young people entering 
the labour market, thanks to the very flexible defin-
ition of the target group (age, unemployment dur-
ation, education level). This large target was also a 
major weakness explaining the poor outcomes of this 
Emploi Jeunes programme as regards labour market 
integration of its recipients. Abandoned in 2002, this 
contract was a precursor of the Emploi d’Avenir cre-
ated in 2012.

• Contrat Initiative Emploi. This is the only contract 
designed for private employers. It was created in 1995 
to benefit recipients of minimum income schemes (the 
poor, single parents, long-term unemployed, disabled 
workers), unemployed youth or any person facing spe-
cific difficulties in the labour market. The employer 
receives a Social Security contribution rebate, plus a 
flat-rate subsidy. (Two rates are available: the higher 
for vulnerable groups listed above, the lower for the 
long-term unemployed. There is no flat-rate subsidy 
for all other groups.)

This set of four contracts, in particular those reserved for 
public employers (CES, CEC, Emploi Jeunes) became 
quasi-permanent jobs for many beneficiaries, gradually 
sidelining them from regular jobs: for example, despite 
entry to Emploi Jeunes being closed in 2002, there were 
beneficiaries of this programme until the end of 2010 
(thanks to the rolling renewal possibilities).

In 2003 and 2004, before the removal of CES and 
CEC, more than 40 and 50 per cent respectively of 
new entrants into those two subsidized contracts were 
regis tered for more than 2 years with the PES, and more 
than a third did not belong to prioritized vulnerable 
groups (Pujol, 2005a, 2005b).

Outcomes in terms of labour market opportunities 
were also very disappointing: no more than 38 per cent 

of CES beneficiaries exited the programme into stable 
jobs50 (fixed-term contracts lasting at least 6 months or 
permanent open-ended contracts) (Berger et al., 2004).

5.2.2  Refocusing subsidies  
to enhance efficiency

In 2002, in a context of increasing unemployment, 
budget pressure and disappointing assessments of pre-
vious passive labour market programmes (in France as 
well as for similar programmes in other OECD coun-
tries), the newly elected governmental majority rapidly 
removed the Emploi Jeunes programme.

A new contract was created for young people: the 
“Contrat Jeune en Entreprise” was designed in a spirit 
and with aims completely different from the contract 
it replaced. These contracts were designed for private 
sector employers instead of public ones, targeted towards 
younger people (16–25 instead of 30), and less educated 
youth (up to level IV) for a shorter duration (no more 
than 24 months instead of 60 months or more for the 
Emploi Jeunes).51

In 2002 it was also decided to significantly change the 
scope of the main private sector subsidized job, the 
Contrat Initiative Emploi: it was refocused on vulner-
able groups registered with the PES; Social Security 
contributions rebates were suppressed, and the employer 
became entitled to only the flat-rate subsidy (still with 
two rates). The scheme became particularly focused on 
the unemployed, and on people above the age of 50 years 
old who could benefit from this contract for up to 5 years 
instead of 2 years before the reform (Berger, 2003).

5.2.3 Phasing out subsidized jobs

The Social Cohesion Plan (2005–09) and the “planning 
law” (18 January 2005) aimed at enhancing national 
solidarity to fight structural unemployment and social 
exclusion. This law introduced a comprehensive set of 
actions and programmes within a general reform frame-
work: engagement for job creation, renewal of support 
to jobseekers, active policies for youth employment, 
apprenticeship relaunch, subsidized jobs for minimum 
income recipients, and numerous programmes aiming 

50. In fact this rate of access to stable jobs is usual for this type 
of programme, assuming that the main aim is to maintain those 
people at risk of exclusion close to the labour market, waiting for a 
recovery that will improve overall employment opportunities.
51. CEJ, also known as SEJE (Soutien à l ’Emploi des Jeunes en 
Entreprise), has been modified several times (in particular the target 
has been enlarged to include more youth in the programme).
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at fostering economic activity and entrepreneurship (in 
particular services to households).

In 2005 the “Loi de programmation pour la cohésion 
sociale” introduced very significant changes in subsidized 
jobs. The new contracts created were more specific, 
trying to better match each target group’s characteristics: 
as a consequence these programmes were still numerous 
(figure 75), but their nature and duration significantly 
changed focusing on quality and efficiency rather than 
quantity and duration, thus able to achieving better out-
comes with reduced budgets (Bahu, 2014a).

For public employers, the “Contrat d’Avenir” (CAV) 
was designed mainly for recipients of minimum income 
schemes, RMI, ASS, AAH) and the new “Contrat 
d’Accompagnement dans l ’Emploi” (CAE) for other 
jobseekers facing difficulties in the labour market. 
For private employers the “Contrat Insertion Revenu 
Minimum d’Activité” (CI-RMA) and renewed “Contrat 
Initiative Emploi” (CIE) were respectively dedicated to 
the same groups.
• Contrat d’Accompagnement dans l’Emploi (CAE). 

This contract was explicitly designed to be transitory, 
intending to create a real pathway to regular jobs. 
Targeted at the same groups as the CES and CEC it 
replaced (with only the introduction of an age con-
dition), it also benefited from Social Security contri-
bution rebates, and a wage subsidy up to 95 per cent 
of the minimum wage. The initial duration was still 
6 months, renewable, but CAE is shorter as it cannot 
last more than 24 months. The employers are com-
mitted to giving formal training to beneficiaries.

• CI-RMA was a contract dedicated to recipients of 
minimum income schemes: the poor, single parents, 
the long-term unemployed and disabled workers. This 
labour contract, fixed-term for at least 6 months or 
open-ended, should be for at least 20 hours a week, 
up to full time, and is renewable. The employer is 
entitled to a subsidy equal to the minimum social 
income (RMI) and benefits from full Social Security 
contributions exemption.

• Contrat d’Avenir is a CI-RMA, but reserved for 
private employers hiring specific workers belonging 
to vulnerable groups. It should exceed 26 hours a 
week, and pay is at the minimum hourly wage. The 
fixed-term contract initially lasts 24 months, and can 
be extended up to one year. It includes reinforced 
sponsorship, monitoring and training. Employers 
are exempted from Social Security contributions up 
to 100 per cent of the minimum wage, and benefit 
from a subsidy composed of a monthly minimum 
income (RMI) complemented with a time-declining 

subsidy representing 75 to 25 per cent of the wage 
cost exceeding the RMI.

• Contrat Initiative Emploi. From 2005, subsidy 
rates have been defined at the local level to better 
match the profiles of recipients with specific local 
labour market needs.

A key objective of this set of reforms was to reinforce 
“activation” properties of labour market programmes. 
Beyond the removal of the most passive programmes, 
and the sharp reduction of potential duration of the 
others, the Social Cohesion Law (which also concerns 
the Public Employment Service, see below) also empha-
sizes the need to include learning in order to improve 
the recipient skills and/or experience, and reinforced 
monitoring by the PES and the employer.

As a consequence, the total cost of public finance is 
significantly reduced: the reduction in the length and 
number of contracts plays the major role, the size of 
individual subsidies remaining more or less comparable 
to what previously existed, while quality goals have 
tended to raise unit costs.

After these reforms, labour market programmes have 
been more active, and public money is targeted more 
towards the most disadvantaged groups. However, the 
set of policies is still complex, and the policy choice of 
focusing on quality limits the fall of unit costs.

5.2.4  Fewer and simpler tools  
to improve efficiency

In 2008 a new reform52 aiming at drastically simplifying 
the set of labour market policies was passed. A new 
“Contrat Unique d’Insertion” (CUI) aimed at replacing 
the four main labour market programmes. The only 
distinction that remains is between contracts dedicated 
to private employers, CUI-CIE (the contract replacing 
CIE and CI-RMA), and those designed for public 
employers, CUI-CAE (replacing CAE and Contrat 
d’Avenir). Indeed, characteristics and duties attached to 
these contracts have to be very different, as they have to 
adapt to very different incentives and behaviours of the 
two categories of employers.

Once again the focus is on efficiency:
• for workers with reinforced access to learning and 

better support in the new “one-stop shop” of the 
recently merged PES (see below);

52. Loi no. 2008-1249 du 1er décembre 2008 généralisant le revenu 
de solidarité active et réformant les politiques d’insertion. Entries 
into new contracts began in January 2010.
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• for employers confronted with a simpler supply of 
subsidized contracts;

• for administrators and other stakeholders having a 
reduced set of policies to manage.

This quest for quality of subsidized jobs in the public 
sector has been continuously pursued since the early 
2000s. It was sometimes unclear, in particular due 
to changing economic conditions, if quality should 
be enhanced through better focusing policies on spe-
cific target groups (but the drawback is often that few 
people enter the programme, causing political problems 
if unemployment is growing or high) or by enhancing 
support to programme beneficiaries (learning, moni-
toring, tutoring, etc.). Naturally, the government tried 
to achieve both goals, having more success with the 

latter: indeed, assessments of former beneficiaries’ path-
ways signal constant improving in tutoring, and access 
to lifelong learning over time (Bayardin, 2012, 2013). 
However, outcomes as regards access to stable jobs remain 
highly satisfactory for private sector contracts, but still 
very poor for public sector programmes (36.9 per cent 
for CAE and Contrat d’Avenir, and 40.5 per cent for 
CUI-CAE, see below) (Bayardin, 2013) whatever the 
economic circumstances (Fendrich, 2010).53

5.2.5  From structural reforms  
to counter-cyclical policies

The almost uninterrupted decline in both the number 
and scope of targeted labour market programmes has 

53. see also DARES (2010) and Benoteau et al. (2012).

Figure 75. Main ALMP programmes, 1990–2014

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

Apprenticeship

“Contrat de Qualification”

“Contrat d’Adptation”

“Travaux d’Utilité Collective” (Community jobs)

Preparing for professional life programme

SSC Rebate 1st, 2nd, 3rd hiring

Contrat “Retour à l’Emploi” (back to work)

“Contrat Emploi Solidarité” – CES

SSC Rebate Youth with no qualification

“Contrat Emploi Consolidé” – CEC

Orientation Contract

Support to youth 1st job

“Contrat Initiative Emploi” – CIE

“Contrats Emploi Ville”

“Contrats Emploi Jeunes”

“Contrat Jeunes en Entreprise” – CJE

Contrat de Professionnalisation (dual training)

“Contrat Initiative Emploi” – CIE (revised)

“Contrat d’Insertion RMA” – CIRMA

“Contrat Accompagnement dans l’Emploi” – CAE

“Contrat d’Avenir”

“Contrat Unique d’Insertion CIE”

“Contrat Unique d’Insertion CAE”

“Emplois d’avenir” Private sector

“Emplois d’avenir” Public sector

Vocational/Lifelong learning Subsidized jobs Private (all) Subsidized jobs Private (youth)
Subsidized jobs Public (all) Subsidized jobs Public (youth)

See detailed description of programmes in the text. SSC = Social Security Contributions.

Source: Audenaert et al. (2014), author.
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been stopped, but not reversed by the crisis. Compared 
with the number of beneficiaries observed only 
10 years before, the number of recipients remained low 
throughout the crisis, and is currently at a level similar to 
the level reached just before the crisis, in 2008 (figure 73).

The extraordinary action plans decided after the crisis 
burst out in 2008 implied a surge of about 30 per cent in 
inflows into subsidised jobs, both in the private and the 
public sector; these efforts culminated in 2009, but were 
rapidly removed, so that public subsidized jobs receded 
to their pre-crisis level, while private ones continued to 
decline on the same trend as before the crisis (figures 
73 and 76) (Bahu, 2012, 2014b; Garoche and Roguet, 
2014). In the first years of the crisis subsidies associated 
with these contracts have been significantly increased 
(Bayadin and Fendrich, 2014)

The long-term trend toward fewer, simplified and 
better quality ALMP programmes had some positive 
consequences:
• The global budget devoted to targeted policies has 

been reduced: fewer measures (two instead of up to 
five at the same time for Social Security contribu-
tions exemptions and targeted policies in the private 
sector, one instead of up to six in the public sector), 
fewer recipients (2 million at the beginning of 2000, 
860,000 in mid-2009), shorter contracts (short con-
tracts are now longer for quality reasons, and long 
contracts shorter to avoid sidelining beneficiaries).

• Today, existing labour market programmes are far 
more active than any of the programmes used at the 
beginning of the 2000s.

• ALMPs are mainly used to address structural weak-
nesses, focused on narrower specific vulnerable 
groups. Considering the reduced number of these 
contracts, their use is less counter-cyclical, or even 
pro-cyclical, compared with the way these tools were 
used at the end of the 1990s.

Throughout the decade the ALMP framework had 
been drastically simplified: when the crisis occurred, 
the government had to address priorities within this 
legal framework. Counter-cyclical actions did not con-
sist of creating new programmes, but were mainly about 
managing increases in the number of contracts available 
for the unemployed, in particular new entrants into the 
labour market (youth). This concerned for example the 
focus on young people, the long-term unemployed, or 
other vulnerable groups, etc.

Along with the crisis, needs for specific interventions 
reappeared. A significant change enriched the ALMP 

supply in 2012. For the first time since 2005 a targeted 
policy tool has been added to the existing set: the Emploi 
d’Avenir. Basically, this new contract Emploi d’Avenir 
tried to address youth problems avoiding weaknesses and 
drawbacks of previous experiences on similar groups (in 
particular the old Emploi Jeunes programme, which was 
unspecific and lasted too long); (see above; Ministère du 
Travail et de l’Emploi, 2012a and Assemblée Nationale, 
2012). The idea also borrowed from the spirit of quality 
previously embodied in the Contrat d’Avenir. These 
subsidized jobs aimed at offering specific “quality solu-
tions” to young people, the first group hit by the crisis, 
and whose unemployment remained high despite signs 
of a slight labour market recovery. From a quantitative 
point of view, a similar result could probably have been 
achieved by combining an increase in the number of 
CUI-CAE while targeting the highest share of these 
contracts towards youth. But such a strategy would 
not have allowed a precise matching between workers’ 
needs and contract characteristics: as a consequence, the 
quality of the policy would have been poorer with such 
an unspecific scheme.

Yet, despite a new programme being added, this should 
not be viewed as a reintroduction of useless complexity, 
or a return to old passive contracts, but rather as a solu-
tion allowing the reduction of a policy loophole that 
widened because of the crisis.

However, despite the increase in both the number and 
variety of available subsidized job programmes, and a 
level of unemployment much higher than it was at the 
beginning of the 2000s, fewer people are under ALMP 
programmes than ever before (figure 76). Three aspects 
should be underlined:
• The quality of the existing set of subsidized contracts 

is undoubtedly better than it has ever been but, unlike 
the previous crisis, it massively benefits groups facing 
structural difficulties, rather than ordinary workers 
facing cyclical difficulties.

• In 2013, ALMP programmes available to help un-
employed workers were not completely used: only 
about 79,200 Emplois d ’Avenir (budget voted: 
100,000) and 407,600 CUI-CAE (budget allocated: 
440,000) were signed54. The reason for the apparent 
difficulties in finding candidates or public employers 
is probably related to implementation issues rather 
than the scarcity of unemployed in need. The large 

54. These data refer to the larger concepts “prescribed contracts” (i.e. 
not signed yet) and include France mainland and overseas territo-
ries. In 2013, data for France mainland are 73,000 Emplois d’avenir 
and 368,600 CUI-CAE. It’s worth noting that unemployment 
 figures most commented upon refer to France mainland.
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gap between the needs of a rising number of job-
seekers and unused policy tools is really surprising 
and should be assessed in the future.55

• The fact that even the flagship programme of the new 
government, Emploi d’Avenir, performed well below 
expectations is really surprising, and unprecedented 
under such economic conditions. Since the beginning 
of the crisis, the number of young people benefiting 
from a labour market programme is declining at the 
same pace as before the crisis (figures 77 and 79). This 
certainly reflects a decrease of participation rates, but 
it also suggests a clear substitution between the new 
programme and previous unspecific ones: as the cost 
per participant associated with Emploi d’Avenir is 
higher, forthcoming evaluation should confirm that 
quality really substitutes for quantity, increasing 
bene ficiaries’ employment outcomes. 

As a consequence, ALMPs seem to have missed their 
goal of better fighting the crisis through better targeting 
of employment policies (Cour des Comptes, 2013). 
Even the emphasis on youth, embodied in the Emploi 
d’Avenir programme, did not allow for a significant 
increase of ALMPs recipients, or an increased share of 
targeted youth.

Looking at the financial magnitude of public labour 
market programmes (figure 72, tables 7–9) a heedless 
observer could easily miss the fact that a secular crisis 
burst in 2008 in France, all over Europe and beyond, 
with unprecedented consequences (still unfolding in 
2014) in the labour market.

55. See also Heyer and Plane (2012).

5.3 Public Employment Service 

5.3.1  Ten years of the Public Employment 
Service: From birth to reform

The emergence of the Public 
Employment Service (PES)

In 2005 the PES appeared as a key priority: coordination 
was poor – or even non-existent – between the numerous 
institutions working to support the unemployed and 
workers at risk in the labour market. Synergies between 
all these stakeholders should be improved both to 
increase the quality of services provided to jobseekers, 
workers and companies, and to save public money.

This top priority has been symbolized by defining the 
role and composition of the PES in the first article of 
the “Social Cohesion Law” which was then the flagship 
social package of the government in charge.

This first definition of the French PES encompassed 
numerous stakeholders and activities such as job place-
ment, Unemployment Insurance, inclusion, training 
and monitoring of jobseekers. It included the State 
administration in charge of labour market issues, 
the national agency in charge of placing jobseekers 
(ANPE), the National Agency in charge of training 
workers (AFPA), the Unemployment Insurance 
(Unedic), local administrations at all levels, and any 
public or private bodies providing monitoring and 
placement services to jobseekers, labour market inclu-
sion services or training services to workers, including 
temporary work agencies.

Figure 76. Beneficiaries in publicly subsidized ALMP (stock)
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The Social Cohesion Law also created “job houses” with 
the goal of gathering all stakeholders (State services, 
PES actors, local governments, municipalities, local eco-
nomic development agencies, etc.) in each “employment 
zone” at the local level. Another explicit objective was 
for the first time to create “one-stop shops” simplifying 
and better supporting jobseekers during their job-search 
process.

A formal set of objectives was given to the organization 
under state management and control, in particular the 
job placement agency (ANPE) and Unemployment 
Insurance (Unedic). For the first time in France, these 
organizations contributing to a same set of goals was 
considered within a comprehensive coherent frame-
work. A “Unique Jobseeker File” was created, mainly 
to improve coordination between Unemployment 
Insurance (Unedic) and job placement services (ANPE).

Merger of employment agencies 
and unemployment benefits agencies

In 2008, the PES was further reformed. The UI agency 
(ASSEDIC) was merged with the job placement agency 
(ANPE). The new integrated structure was named “Pôle 
Emploi”. However, this new body did not include or-
ganizations supporting specific groups of jobseekers: 
the youth public employment service (“Missions locales”, 
more than 10,000 employees), the public employment 
service for disabled workers, the managers’ job place-
ment agency, and also some “job houses” created by the 
Social Cohesion Law (see above) etc.

The merger of these two very heterogeneous organ-
izations as regards their nature, size and competencies 

raised numerous opportunities, and also many organ-
izational challenges:
• The main operational aim was (once again) to create a 

“one-stop shop” for the unemployed,56 simplifying the 
registration and monitoring process, largely inspired 
by the experience of British Job Centres (see also 
CSERC, 2005). Moreover, a comparative study had 
convinced public authorities that the PES was dra-
matically understaffed, in particular the job placement 
agency (Inspection Generale des Finances, 2011). This 
simplification of operations was expected to entail 
productivity gains, so that more counsellors could be 
allocated to advising and monitoring jobseekers.

• Before merging, ANPE was a public body with 
30,000 employees, with mostly civil-servant-like 
labour contracts, and Unedic was a private asso-
ciation under social partners’ control, with about 
14,000 employees under private labour contracts 
(with particularly generous conditions). 

• Social partners got the majority on the board of the 
new institution (Pôle Emploi) and kept their compe-
tencies in defining UI rules at central level. The budget 
of the new institution was financed by the state, which 
gives a subsidy currently around 1.5 billion euros 
(financed by general taxes, subject to be reduced when 
unemployment recedes) and by funds derived from 
UI contributions (tax on private sector labour cost, 
representing 3.2 billion euros) (10 per cent of UI con-
tributions). To finance its contribution to the budget 
without further lowering unemployment benefits, 

56. A similar programme launched in 2005 with the same aim 
failed to really take off.

Figure 77. Young people (15–26) in ALMP programmes
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Unedic removed employment policies it financed on 
its own budget (on average 200 million euros a year 
from 2003 to 2008, including subsidies to employers 
for hiring a benefit recipient, subsidies to geographical 
mobility, enhanced job-search support, learning, etc.).57

The first results of the merger were rather disappointing:
• First of all, it proved difficult switching employees 

from unemployment benefits calculation and pay-
ment to job-search monitoring and counselling (and 
this process is not over). After several reorganizations, 
counsellors’ portfolios have been partly reduced but 
are still far from expected gains. As a consequence, 
economies of scale were slow to appear, and are still 
not clearly assessed. 

• The cost of the merger was huge, in particular because 
it took time to merge local offices on the ground 
(persistent rivalries between former organizations at 
local level slowed this process).58 Moreover, to pre-
vent social conflicts, employment conditions were 
aligned on the most favourable conditions – those 
of Unedic – implying that labour cost of about two-
thirds of the employees increased significantly.

• From the start, the process was planned to be long, as 
Pôle Emploi was to collect UI contributions until the 
end of 2012 (since then these contributions have been 
collected by the agency collecting all Social Security 
contributions, Urssaf).

• The UI central agency (still branded as Unedic, 
but now a very small governance structure of about 

57. None of these policies have been evaluated. 
58. An ex ante report from the Senate (Dassault) lists 350 million 
euros of extra costs.

340 persons that remained after the 2008 operational 
merger transferred more than 13,000 employees into 
Pôle Emploi) under the control of social partners59 
still has an indirect but prominent role in the system.

The key operational challenge faced by the new organ-
ization was obviously the steep rise in the number of 
unemployed that suddenly came to Pôle Emploi agencies 
at the end of 2008: unemployed queuing in employment 
agencies, unable to get their appointments with PES 
staff (even though these interviews were mandatory, 
see below) and to quickly receive their benefits, fuelled 
despair and protests. Indeed the reform was halfway 
completed when the crisis burst: Pôle Emploi was not 
formally created, specialized offices of the two former 
organizations had not been merged, new processes were 
not working, etc.

Main outcomes of PES reforms

The emergence of this big player changed and improved 
the relationship between the State and the agency: a 
formal framework known as the “tripartite convention” 
(State, Pôle Emploi, Unedic) plans actions to be imple-
mented and objectives, and sets follow-up indicators. 
However, this organization is now a full senior partner 
with three times more employees than the labour min-
istry as a whole, and its operating budget (even excluding 
UI payments, presently worth 38 billion euros a year) is 
comparable in magnitude to the Ministry budget inter-
vention capacity.

59. A small organization of about 250 employees, in charge of the 
definition and the follow-up of UI rules and its finances.

Figure 78. Share of ALMP recipients among youth in employment
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The current structure of the PES has been slow to set up 
and the reform process is not completely finished.
• The one-stop shop organization is undoubtedly clearer 

and a useful simplification for jobseekers, in par-
ticular those eligible for Unemployment Insurance.

• The organization is now better integrated and there-
fore in a better position to provide integrated services 
to registered unemployed and companies.

• The organization is larger and better staffed: 47,200 
in 2010 and 45,400 in 2011 (Senat, 2012), and the 
number of employees has since been significantly 
increased: up to 53,000 in 2013 (Pôle Emploi, 2014). 
This new staff is dedicated to advising and moni-
toring jobseekers, and complements internal trans-
fers of staff from back-office to front-office, which 
concerned 2,000 employees in 2012, and will be 
extended to 2,000 more employees before 2015. The 
objective is that 25.9 per cent of the total Pôle Emploi 
staff be totally or partially devoted to assisting job-
seekers (Ministère du Budget, 2013). At the end of 
2015 the number of employees directly counselling 
and assisting jobseekers will have been increased 
by 60 per cent. These outcomes are particularly sig-
nificant in a context of continued reduction of State 
staff and fiscal constraints. 

• The merger did not produce obvious savings or syn-
ergies because of the rise in unemployment that 
overloaded the new structure. Persistent long-term 
unemployment further precluded better assistance 
to jobseekers and the ability to offer them real 
employment opportunities. Gains stemming from 
all these reforms implemented under the pressure 

of both the crisis and rising unemployment will cer-
tainly become clearer when unemployment is reduced 
by economic recovery.

5.3.2  Assistance to Jobseekers  
and monitoring

2001–06: A bilateral contract  
for all jobseekers and customized  
job-search assistance

At the same time new UI rules were implemented in 
2001, a more formal set of rights and duties of both the 
unemployed and the PES was introduced. It replaced an 
existing framework (SNDPE) that had been created in 
1998 and reshaped several times since then, and which 
was limited to specific groups such as the long-term 
unemployed. Called the “Personalized Action Plan” 
(PAP), the new framework concerned all unemployed 
registering with the PES, and stressed supporting job-
seekers and avoiding long-term unemployment (Jugnot 
et al., 2006).

An initial interview (lasting about 30 minutes, by ANPE 
or a similar agency of the PES) allowed the jobseeker to 
be directed to a level of guidance giving entitlement to 
a large range of specific services adapted to his profile. 

Four types of guidance are available:
• Free access. The jobseeker is free, they can use all ne-

cessary documentation relating to their job and to 
professional training they may need. The PES pro-
vides free access to all necessary devices they may 
need (phone, computer, printer, etc.).

Figure 79. ALMP budget as a share of GDP
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• Tailor-made assistance. Five types of services are 
envisaged with the PES counsellor: workshops, assess-
ments, indepth assessment of competencies, guidance 
for job searching, and guidance for building a project.

• Reinforced guidance. This pathway includes more 
intensive counselling, and uses the same five possibil-
ities as the previous one.

• Social guidance. The jobseeker can be oriented to 
specialized services if this appears necessary before 
looking for a job, in particular if they need social or 
medical assistance.

Two levels of services, “research” or “professional pro-
ject” (when the jobseeker already has a precise project 
and needs support to achieve it) are possible in each type 
of guidance (except the social guidance level).

In 2006, prior to “one-stop shop” and “unique file” 
implementation to simplify jobseekers’ registration pro-
cedures, the Employment agency (ANPE), UI agency 
(Unedic) and the State agreed to complete all regis-
tration procedures within a maximum of 8 working 
days in 2006, and 5 in 2007. Thanks to the reduction 
of unemployment prior to the crisis, this objective has 
been achieved (5.5 days in January 2007).

2006–12: Jobseekers’ profiling  
and monthly interviews

In 2006, registration and support of jobseekers were pro-
foundly modified. Three new provisions were created:
• A statistical profiling of all jobseekers.
• A new bilateral job-search framework: PPAE (Job 

Access Personalized Project) replaced the PARE-PAP 
in July 2006.

• A monthly interview was created for each jobseeker 
after the fourth month in unemployment. The same 
counsellor that initially registered the jobseeker con-
ducted the interview.

The unemployed are profiled and rated into three cat-
egories, depending on their probability to become 
long-term unemployed: low risk (about 15 per cent of 
unemployed), moderate risk (about 67 per cent) and high 
risk (about 18 per cent) (Cour des Comptes, 2007). This 
automatic profiling made by the UI agency is sent to 
ANPE to help the counsellor to orient jobseekers to the 
most appropriate guidance among the four new pathways:
• Accelerated job search. It lasts 3 months and concerns 

jobseekers close to the labour market or looking for a 
job in a promising sector. The UI agency contacts the 
jobseeker three times during this period (15, 30 and 
60 days from the beginning of the course). These 

contacts are organized alternately with contacts with 
the ANPE aiming at giving tailor-made assistance 
focused on the proposed jobs.

• Active job search. This course is for jobseekers “moder-
ately distant” from employment. Three interviews are 
planned between the UI agency and jobseekers (after 
5, 8 and 14 months, and at any other moment decided 
by the UI agency), which complements the monthly 
interview scheduled by the Employment agency (after 
the fourth month of unemployment).

• Accompanied search. Provides jobseekers with a dis-
tance from employment “over 12 months” with 
tools and programmes (and social assistance when 
necessary). 

• Entrepreneur pathway. Specific interviews are organ-
ized 3, 6, 9 and 11 months after the registration 
alternately in the UI Agency and the Employment 
Agency. This programme can be sub-contracted to 
private employment services.

Throughout the crisis, until 2012, the PPAE de facto 
became a more modest basic framework to select job-
seekers considering their education, skills, professional 
experience, family situation, and local labour market 
conditions. However, even during this period, a man-
datory set of actions should still be agreed between job-
seekers and the PES and updated at least each quarter 
(skills assessment, job search, training, etc.)60.

From 2013: A more realistic  
management of jobseekers

Since the introduction of the first orientation frame-
work for jobseekers, numerous formulas had been tried. 
However, the right solution was never really found, 
when trying to balance between needs, political will, 
PES human resources, financial resources and technical 
issues (disregarding the number of jobs available).

In 2008 the financial crisis burst out at the same time as 
the PES merger process was initiated. The rapid growth 
in unemployment overloaded the organization, at a time 
when the offices of the two pre-existing organizations 
were not yet merged, and integrated registration processes 
were not fully in place. This had disastrous consequences 
on the quality of PES service to jobseekers: obligations 
to complete their registration process within a short 
period of time were impossible to fulfil, as there were not 
enough operational PES counsellors available to receive 
and register them on time due to the enormous influx of 
new unemployed persons and PES disorganization.

6 0 .  S e e  h t t p : // w w w . p o l e - e m p l o i . f r / c a n d i d a t /
le-projet-personnalise-d-acces-a-l-emploi
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Beyond wrath and nervous breakdowns both among 
jobseekers and PES employees, these difficulties had 
regrettable consequences on the quality of support to 
jobseekers. This disruption implied that previous clas-
sification of jobseekers into specific “pathways” adapted 
to their profile and their distance from employment, 
defining their rights and obligations were de facto aban-
doned, because counsellors were unable to face the 
workload. Similarly, for the same reasons, all guidance 
and monitoring processes associated with these path-
ways were never really implemented.

In 2013, pathways were reintroduced, but many job-
seekers were now considered autonomous in their 
employment search and not formally assisted. From 
late 2012, the jobseeker’s needs came back as the core 
priority. Jobseekers were then allocated into three cat-
egories, which provided job support actions adapted to 
their specific needs:
• “follow-up” for autonomous jobseekers close to 

employment (55 per cent of jobseekers, 5,150 coun-
sellors in January 2013, with a maximum of 350 job-
seekers per counsellor);

• “guided support” for jobseekers needing frequent 
assistance (55 per cent of jobseekers, 12,400 coun-
sellors, with a maximum of 150 jobseekers per 
counsellor);

• “enhanced support” for jobseekers needing more 
intense support (6 per cent of jobseekers, 2,900 
counsellors, with a maximum of 70 jobseekers per 
counsellor).

Counsellors have homogeneous portfolios of jobseekers 
(all belonging to the same category). Two interviews 
between the jobseeker and their counsellor are manda-
tory, after 4 and 9 months of unemployment.

In 2013, among 5.4 million registered unemployed, 
2.3 million were followed by Pôle Emploi (in 948 
offices)61, and 2.3 million by other PES providers 
(Missions Locales for youth, Cap Emploi for disabled 
workers, private employment services for some groups, 
etc.); 786,000 jobseekers were “waiting” for their first 
mandatory interview (4 months after being registered), 
the others being without any follow-up for various rea-
sons (in particular those working more than 78 hours 
during the month). 

61. Pôle Emploi, September 2013

5.3.3  Obligations and sanctions  
for UI recipients

2008: Stricter obligations for jobseekers –  
The “Reasonable Job Offer” rules

Considering this guidance failure and the priority given 
to speeding up the PES merger, it appeared necessary to 
balance the guidance failure by securing and reinforcing 
jobseekers’ obligations. In 2008, stricter obligations 
regarding job searching and job acceptance were intro-
duced by the government: the “reasonable job offer” 
(ORE) framework.

The ORE criteria depended on the PPAE contents as 
regards the characteristics of the expected job (nature, 
region, wage). A job offer would be labelled “reason-
able” if it matched these criteria. These criteria change 
depending on the unemployment duration, and were 
relaxed over time:
• First 3 months: throughout their unemployment spell 

jobseekers are subject to sanctions, in particular if 
they refuse to set or update their PPAE or to imple-
ment actions set in the PPAE (training, job-search 
support, etc.).

• After 3 months: recipients are subject to sanctions 
(temporary or definitive removal from unemployment 
benefits) if they refuse more than two “reasonable job 
offers”. A job is considered reasonable if it matches the 
jobseekers’ skills, and pays at least 95 per cent of the 
previous insured wage.

• After 6 months: the pay criterion is reduced to 
85 per cent. A job offer is reasonable when the job 
is located within a distance of less than 30 km from 
the job seeker’s home (or less than an hour via public 
transport).

• After 12 months: the job offered should be paid more 
than the monthly unemployment benefit. All other 
conditions (distance, skills) remain identical.

However, three other backstops apply:
• The offered wage should not be under the minimum 

wage and the usual local level in the profession.
• The jobseeker is not obliged to accept a part-time job 

when his PPAE stipulates that he is looking for a full-
time job.

• The jobseeker is not obliged to accept a fixed-term 
contract when he searches a permanent open-ended 
contract.
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Implementation of sanctions

In France, sanctions are very rarely applied to UI recip-
ients who do not comply with job-search obligations.

The framework described above was never really imple-
mented, both because of PES overloading and because 
ORE criteria were not applicable (these criteria have 
been set up independently from UI parameters, and are 
thus ineffective).

5.3.4 PES, services to employers

In France, companies are often reluctant to use the PES 
to recruit. Many other methods to find a job are pre-
ferred by employers, and thus by workers (figure 80). 
Moreover, popular contracts such as temporary work 
(about 25 per cent of annual recruitments) completely 
bypass the PES.

Employers often complain of bad experiences with the 
PES (slowness, inconvenient profile of candidates sent 
by the PES, sometimes impossibility of finding can-
didates despite high unemployment, etc.). As a con-
sequence the PES receives a high share of low-quality 
job vacancies, and there is a recurrent debate around 
“unfilled job vacancies”.

For many years these problems have been well identified. 
Despite reiterated pledges and numerous plans built 
to address these issues, there has always been political 
pressure to deal with the sensitive issues of jobseekers, 
and therefore fewer resources have been allocated to 
improving PES services to employers.

A new range of PES services for employers was created 
in 2013, with actions directed at companies to be tar-
geted as follows: 
• Job searching is progressively changed to improve tar-

geting of companies, with two objectives: collecting 
job vacancies and promoting jobseekers’ profiles with 
a view to anticipating future recruitment needs.

• Contacts with companies are refocused on those who 
need more: these can benefit from specific assistance 
(three pre-selection levels, assistance with job defin-
ition and preparing of interviews, debriefing of can-
didates interviews, etc.). 

5.4 Lifelong learning

5.4.1  A complex organization  
delivering poor results

Each year, about 150,000 youths drop out of the edu-
cation system without any skill or diploma, and 20 per 
cent of children leave primary education without basic 
skills (reading, writing, arithmetic). As a consequence, 
both for companies and the public interest, there is a 
need to train or retrain these people when they enter the 
labour market and throughout their professional life.

Despite legal obligations, few companies have formal 
human resources or skills strategies, and many tend to 
consider mandatory contributions to lifelong learning 
purely as a tax.

Despite the enormous amount of money allocated to 
lifelong learning in France (25–30 billion euros a year, 
1.5 per cent of GDP), these funds mostly benefit workers 

Figure 80. Methods used to recruit new employees
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of big companies, in particular skilled workers and 
prime-age workers. Moreover, most of the training is 
for short periods, and workers do not receive a diploma.62

The impact of lifelong learning policies on labour market 
outcomes (employability, career prospects, wage, etc.) 
is poorly evaluated and in general weak (this problem 
having been identified a long time ago; see for example 
Gelot and Minni, 2004; Fleuret and Zamora, 2005; 
also Gaumont, 2013). As a consequence, workers are not 
really aware of the need to maintain their employability 
and therefore to adapt and develop their competencies.63 
This situation weighs on companies’ competiveness and 
workers’ mobility and employability.

There is a large consensus concerning the fact that this 
situation is mainly a result of inefficient institutions 
(see for example Cahuc et al., 2013). Despite a formal 
obligation for companies to train their workers (Plan de 
formation), linked with a specific tax system (“train or 
pay”), and the creation of new tools during the 1980s, 
lifelong learning remains insufficient.

Institutional failures and the poor results achieved by 
the institutional framework for companies and workers 
are well known but sensitive from a political point of 
view. Indeed debating is always difficult on substance, 
and reforming is institutionally difficult, for two main 
reasons: 
• Lifelong learning is not like other general macroeco-

nomic policy tools, such as Unemployment Insurance, 
Social Security contributions rebates, etc. Indeed, it is 
not a unique institution, with one rule and only one 
purpose, but it is a myriad of programmes, with their 
own rules, with many different stakeholders, various 
sources of funding and their own targets (see tables 10 
and 11). Therefore, reforming lifelong learning is in 
general about reforming only a part of this system.

• As the system is made of many small and independent 
policies and programmes, it is hard to reform it all 
at once. For more than a decade, the part under 
social partners’ governance (including its financing, 
at branch level) has been the most controversial. An 
additional but unspoken obstacle to reform – and a 
highly sensitive issue – is the fact that social partners’ 
resources are partly derived from tax collected for life-
long learning.64

As a consequence, and in spite of the importance of this 
issue as regards competitiveness and public finances, 

62. This signals that the skills acquired risk being poorly transferable.
63. Even if they are aware, it is difficult for them to choose the right 
type of learning to really improve their situation.
64. The law reforming lifelong learning in 2014 clarified this issue.

governments have always been extremely cautious when 
trying to reform lifelong-learning policies.

In particular, governments consult social partners, 
issue roadmaps and invite social partners to negotiate 
an agreement, and then transform this agreement into 
a law (this process has been used for example in 2009 
and 2014). Such circumstances and processes impede 
significant and rapid breakthrough, both with respect 
to finances and concrete outcomes for people and the 
economy as a whole.

5.4.2 Reforming is difficult and slow

In the last decade, three main laws have been passed 
to reform lifelong learning (2004, 2009, 2014), two of 
which have been passed since the crisis began.

Before the crisis: Giving individuals  
more rights and responsibilities

Before the crisis, in particular between 2002 and 2004, 
three main institutional innovations were introduced 
to make lifelong learning more attractive and easier for 
people, and to improve the efficiency of existing finan-
cial resources:
• VAE. To make lifelong training results more concrete 

to trainees and more visible for employers, a system of 
“Validation of Acquired Experience” was introduced.

• DIF. Lifelong learning became a fundamental “right” 
for workers. This right is embodied in a new tool: the 
DIF (“Individual right to lifelong-learning”) is an 
individual account where a minimum of 20 hours 
are accumulated each year, up to a maximum of 
120 hours. Employers should use this credit to train 
their employees, and if not, each worker may use this 
credit for his own purpose (with the agreement of his 
employer).

• FUP. For years there was a specific concern about 
the use of taxes by branch organizations in charge of 
collecting money and organizing learning (Organisme 
Paritaire Collecteur Agréé, OPCA, managed by social 
partners). Beyond the lack of transparency (in some 
cases including suspicions of fraud), these organiza-
tions were inefficient at mutualizing money in favour 
of the most needy – small companies and unskilled 
workers – and they often failed to spend all the funds 
they had from taxes collected. A specific fund was cre-
ated to collect surplus generated in some branches to 
finance other branches or policies lacking resources; 
it was also financed by OPCAs who were obliged to 
transfer 5–10 per cent of tax collected.
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Table 10. National spending for lifelong learning and apprenticeship (sources of funding), billion euros

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 Structure 
2011 (%)

Change 
2011/2010 (%)

Companies* 11.03 11.64 12.48 13.13 13.47 13.29 13.70 43 3.1

State 4.17 4.17 3.87 4.12 4.42 4.77 4.71 15 –1.1

Regions 3.41 3.79 4.14 4.21 4.48 4.40 4.46 14 1.5

Others local 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.08 0 0.5

Others 1.34 1.21 1.32 1.41 1.77 1.82 1.78 5 –2.3

Others public admin. 0.15 0.17 0.19 0.20 0.30 0.29 0.23 1 –22.0

Unedic/Pôle Emploi 1.18 1.04 1.13 1.20 1.46 1.52 1.55 4 1.5

Households 0.95 0.99 1.04 1.10 1.08 1.16 1.22 4 4.9

Total (excl. public workers) 20.93 21.84 22.90 24.03 25.30 25.51 25.95 81 1.7

Public for public workers 4.89 5.03 5.35 5.73 6.11 6.00 6.01 19 0.1

Total 25.82 26.88 28.25 29.76 31.41 31.52 31.96 100 1.4

Source: Dares; Delort (2013).

Figure 81. National spending for lifelong learning and apprenticeship
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Table 11. National spending for lifelong learning and apprenticeship (target groups), billion euros

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 Structure 
2011 (%)

Change 
2011/2010 (%)

Youth 6.19 6.61 7.18 7.33 7.84 8.15 8.03 25 –1.4

Apprenticeship 3.85 4.25 4.56 4.77 5.45 5.50 5.63 18 2.8

Vocational training 1.32 1.25 1.39 1.40 1.16 1.20 1.06 3 –11.5

Others (youth) 1.02 1.11 1.23 1.16 1.23 1.45 1.32 4 –8.9

Jobseekers 3.54 3.44 3.18 3.45 3.85 3.95 4.01 12 1.4

Workers (private) 10.94 11.56 12.24 12.88 13.31 13.13 13.61 43 3.6

Workers (public) 4.81 4.99 5.29 5.70 6.08 6.00 5.99 19 –0.1

Investment 0.34 0.29 0.36 0.40 0.33 0.289 0.32 1 9.2

Total 25.82 26.88 28.25 29.76 31.41 31.52 31.96 100 1.4

Source: Dares; Delort (2013).
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2009: Workers at the heart of lifelong learning

In substance, the aim of this new reform was to consider 
lifelong learning as a step in the “professional pathway” 
and to “put back workers at the heart of the policy”. As 
regards institutions, the law aimed at reinforcing the 
link with employment policies, in particular through a 
reform of financing.

Several observations steered social partner discussions 
and the subsequent law: 
• Previous efforts had failed to really reinforce the 

implication of individuals and companies. After years 
of implementation, only a minority of workers were 
aware of their rights, and very few of them effectively 
used the possibilities they had. Many employers, in 
particular in small and micro companies, were in a 
similar situation.

• There was a growing concern about the fact that the 
unemployed had poor access to training, in spite of 
the fact that they are supposed to have more needs, 
more urgently. Moreover, in the previous years, money 
allocated to this vulnerable group was on a declining 
trend (table 11).

• The FUP had not reached its objectives. Instead of 
improving the allocation of funds, it rapidly became 
an easy way for the State to seize unused cash to 
finance its own policies.

• Failure of current institutions to use the money col-
lected: despite no binding budget constraint, many of 
the organizations (OPCAs) were unable to use all the 
available money, and their existing programmes had 
no visible or poor results.

• In parallel, reinforced by the crisis, the need to finance 
policies for vulnerable groups – including youth and 
the unemployed – was still rising in a context of 
budget constraints and institutions unable to deliver 
relevant solutions. This has been observed for many 
years, not only for workers (mutualization of benefits 
favours qualified workers) but also for companies 
(mutualization does not favour small companies).

The new reform focused again on individuals, organ-
izational and financial issues:
• A right to be informed and employed was created.
• Workers should have a “professional assessment” 

interview after 2 years in the same company. The 
interview is renewed every 5 years. Workers above the 
age of 45 should get a specific interview (in companies 
of more than 50 employees).

• The DIF was made “transferable”. Unused hours can 
be transformed into money (at a minimum hourly rate 

more or less equal to the minimum wage, 9.15 euros) 
to finance training (VAE, skills assessment, etc.).

• The “professionalization contract”, a vocational 
training programme, was reformed. It became longer 
(24 months) and more accessible to low qualified 
(Level V) and excluded workers (minimum income 
scheme recipients). 

• The FUP was replaced by a new Fonds Paritaire de 
Sécurisation des Parcours Professionnels (FPSPP), 
partly financed by a transfer of 5–13 per cent of 
OPCAs’ tax collection (the rate is set by a decision 
of social partners), and these funds should be used 
to qualify or retrain unemployed workers or people 
belonging to vulnerable specific groups (agreement 
between the State and social partners). The FPSPP 
also finances the “Public Service for Orientation and 
Information”. 

• The programme “operational job preparation” (POE) 
was developed for jobseekers registered with the PES. 
This scheme is financed by Pôle Emploi (PES); the 
FPSPP (see below) and OPCAs can also contribute 
to financing the programme. When a job is vacant, 
a jobseeker can benefit from training specifically to 
get the skills required to match the position’s require-
ments. After such training the employer should offer 
an open-ended contract (including a “professional-
ization contract”), or at least a fixed-term contract of 
more than 12 months.

• The number of OPCAs was reduced. All OPCA 
agreements (granted by the State) being subject to 
re-examination before 2012, it was decided that they 
will be renewed only under strict conditions: only the 
bigger ones will be renewed (if their tax collection is 
above 100 million euros), proven that their finan-
cial sustainability and management performance is 
transparent and correct, that their activity is focused 
on a coherent geographical area and/or professional 
domain, and that they are able to deliver services to 
small and micro companies. As a consequence the 
number of OPCAs was halved, 48 remaining after 
2012 as opposed to 96 three years before.

There is also a will to reinforce dialogue and cooper-
ation between social partners, regions, and the State. 

In 2012, the crisis increased problems of misalloca-
tion of lifelong-learning funds. In particular, despite 
previous reforms, training funds appeared to benefit 
the unemployed and long-term unemployed less. 
Following a European Union summit on crisis issues, 
the government, building on the organizational changes 
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implemented three years before, issued a training plan. 
New emergency decisions were introduced on this 
occasion:
• 40 million euros were allocated to a programme 

called “training instead of laying-off ”, financed by 
the FPSPP budget.

• A target of 60,000 participants in the POE pro-
gramme (Préparation Opérationnelle à l ’Emploi, a 
short term training programme for registered un-
employed) was set up for 2012.

• An extra budget of 150 million euros was dedicated 
to offering solutions (training, subsidized jobs, rein-
forced monitoring) to the long-term unemployed, 
and to extend Unemployment Insurance of job-
seekers accepting training programmes longer than 
their potential benefits duration (RFF).

In 2014: A big step for France, although  
it may appear small seen from abroad

A subsequent reform in 2014 once again focused on 
the same part of the system: the private sector institu-
tions and finances of lifelong learning (about a third of 
budget allocated to these policies, see table 11). 65
• CPF (Compte Personnel de Formation). Replacing 

the DIF, the CPF will benefit workers, but also all 
people active in the labour market (unemployed, 
apprentices, etc.) until they retire. Its ceiling has 
been increased to 150 hours instead of 120 hours for 
the DIF; 24 hours are credited yearly to the account 
up to 120 hours (5 years), and then 12 hours up to 
the new ceiling (150 hours). The CPF is more flex-
ible; it can be credited beyond legal obligations by 
the employers, Pôle Emploi, the worker themself, etc. 
Training financed by the CPF should lead to formal 
recognized certifications.

65. Ministère du Travail et de l’Emploi (2014b).

• CEP (Conseil en Evolution Professionnelle). This ser-
vice is different from the CPF but aims at giving 
workers real possibilities to use their training entitle-
ments, including the CPF. It benefits all active people 
and is delivered by Pôle Emploi, Agefiph, Missions 
Locales, APEC, Fongecifs at national level, or another 
agency at regional level.

• A professional assessment replaces all existing interviews, 
and a “career assessment” is to be organized every 6 years. 

• Financing: from a fiscal duty to a social duty. The 
train-or-pay system has been abandoned. The payroll 
tax dedicated to lifelong learning that ranged from 
0.55 to 1.6 per cent, depending on the company size, 
is now reduced to a maximum of 1 per cent.66 The 
system switches from a “fiscal duty” to a “social duty”: 
big companies are still obliged to have a plan, but can 
no longer escape their commitments by paying a tax. 
Fiscal pressure is thus lowered, but companies should 
be able to prove that workers’ skills are being adapted 
to evolving needs, and that qualifications and wages 
of workers will increase over time (table 12).

• OCTA reform. As OPCAs previously became the 
only national organization allowed to collect the 
apprenticeship tax, the number of bodies previously 
dedicated to this task (OCTA) will be drastically 
reduced from a total of 150 to 20 at national level 
and one in each of the 25 regions.

In general this reform tries to give more responsibility to 
all stakeholders, workers, companies, social partners and 
to focus on outcomes rather than legal duties and taxes.67

66. In the case of an agreement among social partners at company 
level on the CPF, the payroll tax is reduced to 0.8 per cent.
67. This reform will certainly renew the debate around workers’ 
employability in a context where the Supreme Court (Cour de 
Cassation) ruled in 2013 that it was necessary to compensate an 
employee for damages, in that he had received no training to main-
tain his ability to be employed under employment trends, technol-
ogies and organizations.

Table 12. Mandatory contributions to lifelong learning since 2014

Destination/company size < 10  
(%)

10–50 
(%)

50–300 
(%)

300+ 
(%)

Social Partners’ Fund (FPSPP) – 0.15 0.20 0.20

Individual Leave LLL (CIF) – 0.15 0.20 0.20

Professionalization 0.15 0.30 0.30 0.40

Companies’ LLL Plan 0.40 0.20 0.10

Individual Account for Learning (CPF) 0.20 0.20 0.20

Total 0.55 1.00 1.00 1.00
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5.4.3  Public policy initiatives  
to fight the crisis 

In France, lifelong learning is typically a structural 
policy. As such, training expenses, as well as the numbers 
of workers benefiting from lifelong-learning actions, are 
not spontaneously correlated to business cycles.

Training of jobseekers has increased during the down-
turn (figure 83).68 Indeed, the opportunity cost of 
training is lower when demand for labour is weak: people 
are available, and the need to change their qualifications 
is higher. Moreover, since the number of workers laid 
off in declining industries is high, they will need to be 
retrained or to acquire new skills to find a new job in 
a growing sector when the economic recovery arrives.

Since 2009, beyond structural reforms, governments 
have tried to channel more money to retrain the un-
employed and workers at risk in the labour market. For 
example:
• Employers’ training obligations associated with sub-

sidized jobs were reinforced. Indeed, it was particu-
larly appropriate to reinforce that aspect both from 
a structural (see above) and a cyclical point of view.

• Access to cyclical public subsidies, in particular for 
short-time schemes, was made conditional on training 
workers benefiting from these schemes (in reality, this 
aspect was poorly enforced).

68. Yet this impulse is partly artificial, since apprenticeship data 
include significant labour cost rebate regularizations in 2009 and 
2010 (Garoche and Roguet, 2014).

• Specific plans were adopted to train or retrain reg-
istered unemployed persons, in particular the long-
term unemployed. This aspect was key, since the 
unemployed need more but still benefit less from 
lifelong learning in spite of reforms (Gossiaux and 
Pommier, 2013). These initiatives led to a significant 
reversal of the number of unemployed trained which 
had continuously increased since the end of 2009 
(figure 82).

As a consequence, training of the unemployed financed 
by the government and the Public Employment Service 
significantly explains the rise in jobseekers’ training 
observed in 2010 and 2011 (Aude, 2013a; Aude and 
Buffard, 2013; Aude and Pommier, 2013; figure 81).
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Figure 83. Number of jobseekers benefiting from training and source of financing
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Figure 82. Exits from unemployment to traineeship
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In 2008, confronted with an economic crisis of unpre-
cedented magnitude, with dramatic consequences on 
the labour market, the French government rapidly set 
up numerous policy interventions to cushion the main 
effects of the economic downturn.

It is widely recognized that, combined with strong 
automatic stabilizers, these policies shielded the French 
economy from the most devastating consequences of 
financial instability. As a result, France maintained an 
average position among its main European partners, 
experiencing weak output growth compared with the 
Eurozone’s best performers, but also a moderate increase 
in unemployment compared with Eurozone countries 
most affected by the crisis.

In the years before the crisis, France had implemented 
numerous structural reforms, in particular in the labour 
market, as did many other European countries. This en-
abled a significant increase in the employment rate and 
a sharp decrease in the structural unemployment rate, 
although having only a tiny impact on productivity. 
Hence France’s potential output remained weak, as well 
as its competitiveness. These poor outcomes result from 
insufficient reforms in both the product market and in 
the financing of the economy, but also from the fact that 
the substance of labour market reforms was not up to 
what the challenges addressed would have required. As 
a consequence, France was not fully or even well pre-
pared to face the shock of the global recession.

When assessing both the nature and the magnitude of 
the policy response to the crisis, two surprising trends 
emerge:
• The counter-cyclical effect of public policies is weak 

in magnitude. As regards the four domains reviewed 
in this country study, a heedless observer considering 
only the visible effects of counter-cyclical public inter-
ventions could conclude that there was no extraor-
dinary crisis hitting the French labour market: 

indeed, the economy is creating many short-term 
jobs, employment is roughly at the same level as in 
2007, wages are dynamic, some expensive provisions 
of UI benefits are maintained in spite of tight budget 
constraints, and the number of recipients of ALMP 
programmes has decreased continuously. 

• The main interventions are embodied in reforms 
addressing structural issues. Despite a clear will to 
simplify and reorganize public policies and insti-
tutions, and loudly touted public interventions to 
help the more disadvantaged groups and/or those 
particularly hit by the crisis, many clues show that 
the main counter-cyclical policy interventions of 
French governments consisted in pursuing structural 
reforms. This is obviously positive, but the substance 
of these reforms is neither dense enough nor up to 
the increased pressure of the ever-higher number of 
challenges that France has to overcome. Moreover, 
despite the bulk of reforms passed since 2008 being 
presented as structural reforms, these were in fact still 
light in substance and often delayed because of the 
fear of social upheaval. Indeed, beyond communica-
tion, it is hard to find structural reforms implemented 
since 2008 having a clear, strong or durable impact on 
economic behaviours (except pension reforms).

Furthermore, the policy answer to crisis developments 
in France (as in many other European countries) tends 
to appear as a reaction to macroeconomic figures, rather 
than to microeconomic symptoms. This could be an ex-
planation of the fact that French and European govern-
ments stick largely to common policy tools designed for 
usual policy targets, and have not addressed microeco-
nomic trends (for example with tailor-made rather than 
unspecific age or sector interventions) and/or national 
specific issues. Therefore, automatic macroeconomic 
stabilizers (broadly speaking, Social Security systems) 
appear to have played the major role in cushioning the 
effects of the crisis, in particular in the labour market.

Conclusion
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AAH 
Allocation Adulte Handicapé (disability benefit)

ACOSS 
Agence Centrale des Organismes de Securité Sociale 
(Collects Social Security Contributions)

AFPA 
Association pour la Formation Professionnelle  
des Adultes (Vocation Training Public Agency)

AJ 
Allocation Journalière (Daily UI benefit)

ALMP 
Active Labour Market Policy

ANPE 
Agence Nationale Pour l’Emploi  
(former Public Employment Service)

CAE 
Contrat Accompagnement dans l’Emploi  
(subsidized job, public sector)

CAV 
Contrat d’Avenir (subsidized job, public sector)

CDD 
Contrat à Durée Déterminée  
(fixed-term labour contract)

CDI 
Contrat à Durée Indéterminée  
(open-ended labour contract)

CEC 
Contrat Emploi Consolidé  
(subsidized job, public sector)

CES 
Contrat Emploi Solidarité  
(subsidized job, public sector)

CIE 
Contrat Initiative Emploi  
(subsidized job, private sector)

CIF 
Congé Individuel de Formation  
(vocational training programme)

CI-RMA 
Contrat d’Insertion Revenu Minimum d’activité 
(subsidized job, private sector)

CPF 
Compte Personnel de Formation (individual account – 
vocational training credits < 2015)

CSG 
Contribution Sociale Généralisée 
(Tax financing Social Security)

CRDS 
Contribution pour le Remboursement de la Dette 
Sociale (Tax for reimbursing Social Security Debt)

CUI-CAE 
Contrat Unique d’Insertion – CAE  
(subsidized job, public sector, cf. CAE)

CUI-CIE 
Contrat Unique d’Insertion – CIE  
(subsidized job, private sector, cf. CIE)

DARES 
Direction de l’Animation de la Recherche, de l’Economie 
et des Statistiques (Ministry of Employment)

DIF 
Droit Individuel à la Formation (individual account – 
vocational training credits > 2014)

EPL 
Employment Protection Legislation

FPSPP 
Fonds Paritaire de Sécurisation des Parcours 
Professionnels (LLL social partners’ fund < 2009)

FUP 
Fonds Unique de Péréquation  
(LLL social partners’ fund > 2009)

GEI 
Groupe d’Experts Independants (group of experts 
issuing recommendations on minimum wage)

GMR 
Garantie Mensuelle de Rémunération  
(transitory minimum wage associated with RTT)

IDC-TA 
Indefinite Duration Contract – Temporary Agency

Glossary
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INSEE 
Institut National de la Statistique  
et des Etudes Economiques

LLL 
Lifelong learning

MEDEF 
Mouvement des Entreprises de France  
(main employers’ organization)

OCTA 
Organisme Collecteur de la Taxe d’Apprentissage 
(apprenticeship tax collection agency)

OPCA 
Organisme Paritaire Collecteur Agréé  
(LLL tax collection agency)

ORE 
Offre Raisonnable d’Emploi (job acceptance 
requirements for UI benefits recipients)

PARE-PAP 
Plan d’Aide au Retour à l’Emploi – Projet d’Action 
Personnalisé (jobseekers’ monitoring)

PES 
Public Employment Service

POE 
Préparation Opérationnelle à l’Emploi  
(short-term training for jobseekers) 

PPAE 
Projet Personnalisé d’Accès à l’Emploi  
(jobseekers’ monitoring framework)

RFF 
Rémunération de Fin de Formation (allowance for LLL 
participants whose UI benefits have expired) 

RMI 
Revenu Minimum d’Insertion  
(minimum income > 2009)

RSA 
Revenu de Solidarité Active  
(minimum income < 2009)

RTT 
Réduction du Temps de Travail  
(shortening of workweek duration to 35 hours)

SJR 
Salaire Journalier de référence  
(Daily Reference Wage)

SMIC 
Salaire Minimum Interprofessionnel de Croissance 
(minimum wage)

SMPT 
Salaire Moyen Par Tête (average wage)

TUC 
Travaux d’Utilité Collective

UI 
Unemployment Insurance

UIB 
Unemployment Insurance benefits

UNEDIC 
Union Nationale interprofessionnelle pour l’Emploi 
Dans l’Industrie et le Commerce (social partners’ 
unemployment benefits agency)

URSSAF 
Union de Recouvrement des cotisations de la Sécurité 
Sociale et d’Allocations Familiales (agency collecting 
social security contributions)

VAE 
Validation des Acquis de l’Experience (formal 
recognition of workers’ acquired experience)
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Chronology of labour market reforms 
(2002–14)

2002

Loi de «modernisation sociale» définissant de façon 
plus restrictive le licenciement économique, instituant 
le recours à un médiateur et renforçant le contenu du 
plan social. Crée un projet social devant être négocié par 
le directeur de l’entreprise et les organisations syndicales 
représentatives au sein de l’établissement.

Loi portant création d’un dispositif de soutien à l’emploi 
des jeunes en entreprise. Réservé aux jeunes non quali-
fiés (niveau inférieur au baccalauréat), il s’agit d’un CDI 
exonéré des charges sociales patronales pendant 3 ans, 
rémunéré entre 1 et 1,3 SMIC. Les charges patronales 
sont payées par l’Etat en totalité les 2 premières années 
à 50% la 3e année).

2003

Loi relative aux salaires, au temps de travail et au déve-
loppement de l’emploi. Donne la priorité aux accords de 
branche sur les dispositions réglementaires, et notam-
ment en ce qui concerne le nombre d’heures supplémen-
taires et leur rémunération. Abandon de la référence aux 
35 heures au profit de l’annualisation du temps de travail: 
seul le plafond de 1 600 heures par an est retenu pour le 
calcul de la durée annuelle du travail (forfait-jours pour 
les cadres en fonction de leur autonomie). Possibilité 
de compter la période d’astreinte comme du repos. 
Harmonisation du Smic et majoration de salaire pour les 
heures supplémentaires plutôt que le repos, à défaut de 
convention ou d’accord prévoyant le contraire. Crée un 
compte épargne-temps pouvant être alimenté en argent.

Loi portant réforme des retraites. La «loi Fillon» 
instaure une transition progressive de la durée de coti-
sation de tous les régimes, sauf les régimes spéciaux, 
vers 42 ans. Un système de décote (surcote) est instauré 
pour les salariés ayant des années manquantes (supplé-
mentaires). Un dispositif de sortie anticipée est créé 
pour les salariés ayant commencé à travailler jeune 
(«carrière longue»). Le cumul emploi-retraite est rendu 
plus flexible. La durée de cotisation des fonctionnaires 

est progressivement alignée sur le droit commun, ainsi 
que la décote/surcote. Les salariés peuvent racheter des 
trimestres au titre des études.

2004

Accord relatif à la convention d’assurance chômage 
2004-2005. N’apporte pas de changement notable aux 
règles en vigueur en 2001.

Loi relative à la formation professionnelle tout au long 
de la vie et au dialogue social. La loi vise à clarifier le 
rapport entre les responsabilités de l’Etat et celles des 
partenaires sociaux ainsi qu’à définir les règles de la 
négociation collective. Elle transpose dans le droit deux 
textes déjà ratifiés par les partenaires sociaux.

2005

Loi de programmation pour la cohésion sociale. Trois 
piliers: emploi, logement et égalité des chances. Le volet 
emploi comprend principalement: la création ou le 
regroupement de 300 «maisons de l’emploi» regrou-
pant les acteurs de l’emploi au niveau local; l’accompa-
gnement «renforcé» vers l’emploi pour 800 000 jeunes 
en difficulté. Incitations fiscales pour l’apprentissage; la 
création d’un «contrat d’avenir» pour les allocataires 
des minima sociaux, conjuguant travail et formation. 
Aides à la création de micro-entreprises par les chô-
meurs; des mesures sur les mutations économiques et 
restructurations, et les garanties de reclassement pour les 
salariés. Des dispositions favorisant un meilleur retour 
à l’emploi des femmes après un congé maternité (prise 
en compte de ce congé au titre du droit individuel à la 
formation). Budget de 12,7 Md€ sur 5 ans (2005-2009).

Loi pour l’égalité des droits et des chances, la parti-
cipation et la citoyenneté des personnes handicapées. 
Insertion professionnelle: création d’un système d’in-
citations et de sanctions alourdies pour faire respecter 
l’obligation légale de l’emploi d’un quota de 6% de per-
sonnes handicapées dans le secteur public et dans les 
entreprises privées de plus de vingt personnes.
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Loi portant réforme du temps de travail dans l’entre-
prise. Le principe de la durée légale du travail fixée à 
35 heures hebdomadaires est réaffirmé, mais assoupli. 
Les «salariés volontaires» pourront, en accord avec 
l’employeur, effectuer des heures supplémentaires 
«choisies» au delà du contingent normalement prévu 
dans l’entreprise. Ils pourront ainsi faire des semaines 
de 48 heures. Les cadres pourront renoncer à une partie 
de leurs congés contre un supplément de rémunération. 
L’utilisation du «compte épargne temps» est assouplie. 
Le régime dérogatoire pour les entreprises de moins de 
20 salariés est prolongé de 3 ans (jusqu’en 2008: boni-
fication des heures supplémentaires de 10% au lieu de 
25% dans le cas général et les salariés peuvent renoncer 
à une partie des RTT contre des heures rémunérées 
à 110%).

Loi relative au développement des services à la personne 
et portant diverses mesures en faveur de la cohésion 
sociale. Met en œuvre le plan de développement des 
services à la personne pour créer 500 000 emplois dans 
les 3 ans. Réduction des coûts et des prix, simplification 
de l’accès aux services pour les particuliers, profession-
nalisation du secteur pour accroître la qualité des ser-
vices. Création d’un «chèque emploi service universel», 
un allègement des charges sociales pour les particuliers 
employeurs, une exonération des cotisations sociales 
patronales pour les prestataires de services, le main-
tien d’une TVA à 5,5% pour les services à la personne, 
un allègement des procédures d’agrément, une agence 
nationale des services à la personne est créée (supprimée 
en 2013). 

2006

Accord relatif à la convention d’assurance chômage 
2006-2008. Création d’une nouvelle «filière» intermé-
diaire (12 mois au cours des 20 derniers donnent droit 
à 12 mois d’indemnisation potentielle) qui s’intercale 
entre la filière ciblées sur les contrats courts (6 mois de 
travail au cours des 22 derniers mois donnent droit à 
7 mois) et celle ciblée sur les contrats stables (16 mois au 
cours des 26 derniers donnent droit à 23 mois).

Loi relative au retour à l’emploi et sur les droits et 
devoirs des bénéficiaires des minima sociaux. Il s’agit 
d’inciter financièrement à la reprise d’activité des béné-
ficiaires de minima sociaux (RMI, ASS, API). Les béné-
ficiaires reprenant un emploi pour plus de 78 heures par 
mois peuvent cumuler intégralement leur allocation et 
leur salaire pendant 3 mois, toucher une prime forfai-
taire de 1000€ le 4ème mois suivant l’embauche, puis 
une prime mensuelle de 150€ durant du 4e au 12e mois 

(225€) pour les familles. Pour les emplois inférieurs à 
78 heures mensuelles, l’intéressement est proportionnel 
au temps travaillé. Le texte liste les sanctions prévues en 
cas de fraude ou de déclaration inexacte. 

Loi relative à l’égalité salariale entre les femmes et les 
hommes. Objectif: aboutir à la suppression des écarts de 
rémunération entre les hommes et les femmes dans les 
5 ans. Prise en compte obligatoire de cet objectif dans les 
négociations de branches ou d’entreprise; renforcement 
des droits en faveur du congé de maternité, améliorer 
l’accès des femmes et des jeunes filles à la formation 
professionnelle et à l’apprentissage en incitant les parte-
naires du secteur à promouvoir la mixité.

Loi pour l’égalité des chances. Objectif: lutter contre 
les inégalités et les discriminations des populations des 
quartiers difficiles, notamment les jeunes. Les princi-
pales mesures sont: l’institution de «l’apprentissage 
junior» à partir de 14 ans, création de 15 nouvelles 
«zones franches urbaines» (100 au total), la création 
d’une Agence nationale pour la cohésion sociale et l’éga-
lité des chances est créée, et les pouvoirs de la Haute 
autorité de lutte contre les discriminations et pour l’éga-
lité (HALDE) sont renforcés, la légalisation de la pra-
tique du «testing», un service civil 6 et 12 mois pour 
les jeunes (16-25 ans). (Cette loi prévoyait un nouveau 
type de contrat de travail à destination des jeunes travail-
leurs (moins de 26 ans): le «contrat première embauche» 
(CPE). Ce contrat CDI, était assorti d’une «période de 
consolidation» de 2 ans durant laquelle le contrat pouvait 
être rompu, sans motif, avec paiement d’une indemnité de 
fin de contrat de 8% du montant total de la rémunération 
brute depuis la conclusion du contrat (cette disposition a 
été retirée, sous la pression d’importantes manifestations 
étudiantes, cf. ci-dessous).

Loi sur l’accès des jeunes à la vie active en entreprise. 
Dispositions remplaçant celles de la loi sur l’égalité 
des chances qui instituait le CPE (cf. ci-dessus). Aide 
de 400 euros par mois la première année, 200 euros 
la seconde pour l’embauche en CDI d’un jeune de 16 
à 25 ans de faible qualification, ou résidant en zone 
urbaine sensible ou titulaire d’un contrat d’insertion 
dans la vie sociale (Civis). 

Loi pour le développement de la participation et de 
l’actionnariat salarié et portant diverses dispositions 
d’ordre économique. Les entreprises seront encouragées, 
par des incitations fiscales, à distribuer à leurs salariés 
sous la forme d’actions gratuites ou de suppléments de 
participation ou d’intéressement. (Les actions gratuites 
seront déduites de la base imposable des entreprises si 
elles bénéficient à l’ensemble du personnel). Les salariés 

http://www.vie-publique.fr/th/glossaire/minima-sociaux.html
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d’une société cotée en bourse devront disposer de repré-
sentants au conseil d’administration dès lors qu’ils 
possèderont plus de 3% du capital. Instauration d’un 
congé de mobilité permettant à un salarié d’accepter 
des missions dans d’autres entreprises en préparation 
de son reclassement. Institution d’un chèque transport, 
pour compenser les hausses du coût des transports liées 
à l’augmentation du prix de l’énergie.

2007

Loi de modernisation du dialogue social. Rend obli-
gatoire une concertation avec les partenaires sociaux 
représentatifs au niveau national (salariés et employeurs) 
avant tout projet gouvernemental de réforme dans les 
domaines des relations du travail, de l’emploi ou de 
la formation professionnelle, en vue d’une éventuelle 
négociation collective nationale et interprofessionnelle.

Loi en faveur du travail, de l’emploi et du pouvoir 
d’achat fixant notamment l’expérimentation du revenu 
de solidarité active. Principales dispositions: exonéra-
tion d’impôt sur le revenu et de charges salariales et 
patronales pour les heures supplémentaires. La rému-
nération des heures supplémentaires sera, dans toutes 
les entreprises, supérieure de 25% à celle des heures 
normales; exonération d’impôt sur le revenu, dans la 
limite de 3 fois le SMIC, pour les étudiants de moins 
de 26 ans exerçant une activité salariée. Réduction de 
60% à 50% de la part des revenus susceptibles d’être 
prélevés par les impôts directs, CSG et CRDS inclus 
(«bouclier fiscal»). Possibilité pour les départements 
volontaires d’expérimenter la mise en œuvre du Revenu 
de solidarité active (RSA) qui doit permettre de garantir 
une augmentation de revenu pour tous les bénéficiaires 
du RMI pendant une durée pouvant aller jusqu’à 3 ans. 

2008

Loi relative à la réforme de l’organisation du service public 
de l’emploi. Institue une nouvelle organisation du service 
public de l’emploi avec la création de Pôle emploi, qui 
fusionne l’ANPE (accompagnement, 30 000 agents) et 
les Assedic (indemnisation, 14 000 agents) pour indem-
niser les chômeurs et de faciliter la recherche d’emploi. Il 
s’agit de simplifier les démarches des demandeurs d’em-
ploi en créant des guichets uniques, et de renforcer le suivi 
des chômeurs en réduisant les portefeuilles des conseil-
lers. Les partenaires sociaux sont majoritaires au sein du 
conseil d’administration de la nouvelle institution.

Loi relative à la journée de solidarité. Modifie la loi du 
30 juin 2004 instituant notamment une journée de 

solidarité pour les personnes âgées et les personnes han-
dicapées. Cette journée travaillée mais non payée donne 
lieu au paiement par les entreprises d’une contribution 
de 0,3% de la masse salariale qui doit correspondre aux 
salaires non versés. Cette journée fixée initialement au 
lundi de Pentecôte est maintenant librement fixée en 
fonction des besoins de l’entreprise, mais en l’échange 
d’une journée de réduction du temps de travail (RTT), 
allongeant ainsi la durée annuelle de travail de 7 heures.

Loi de modernisation du marché du travail. Issue de 
l’ANI du 11 janvier 2008 entre les partenaires sociaux. 
Tout licenciement doit être justifié par une cause réelle 
et sérieuse et être motivé. La durée d’ancienneté pour 
prétendre aux indemnités de licenciement est abaissée 
de 2 ans à un an, indemnités calculés sur un taux unique 
quel que soit le motif du licenciement («économique» 
ou «personnel»). Le code du travail crée une durée 
maximale pour la période d’essai, variable selon la caté-
gorie: 2 mois pour les ouvriers, 3 mois pour les agents de 
maîtrise et les techniciens et 4 mois pour les cadres. Un 
nouveau mode de rupture «conventionnelle» du CDI 
est créé, par commun accord entre l’employeur et le 
salarié. Un nouveau CDD est créé à titre expérimental, 
durant 5 ans, qui permet l’embauche pour une durée 
comprise entre 18 et 36 mois d’un cadre ou d’un ingé-
nieur pour la réalisation d’un projet particulier.

Entrée en vigueur des réformes des régimes spéciaux de 
retraite. Aligne la durée de cotisation des agents de la 
SNCF, de la RATP et des IEG (Industries électriques 
et gazières) étend les réformes Balladur (1933) et Fillon 
(2003) sur celle du privé et de la fonction publique. Les 
principaux changements concernent: la durée de cotisa-
tion, passe de 37,5 ans en 2007 à 40 ans en 2012 pour 
une retraite à taux plein, l’indexation des pensions sur 
les prix, une décote en cas de trimestre manquant.

Loi relative aux droits et aux devoirs des demandeurs 
d’emploi. Introduit la notion d’«offre raisonnable» 
d’emploi. Le texte organise les relations entre le deman-
deur d’emploi et le SPE. Met en place le «projet person-
nalisé d’accès à l’emploi» qui sert de base à la définition 
d’une «offre raisonnable d’emploi». Le demandeur 
d’emploi doit s’engager à ne pas refuser plus de 2 offres 
d’emploi correspondant à «l’offre raisonnable» telle 
qu’elle sera définie dans son projet professionnel per-
sonnalisé. La définition de l’offre raisonnable dépend 
de l’ancienneté au chômage, du salaire antérieur, de 
l’allocation, du lieu de résidence. Le chômeur doit effec-
tuer des actes positifs de recherche d’emploi. Les refus 
de définir un PPAE, de 2 offres raisonnables, de suivre 
une formation, d’un contrat aidé, de répondre à une 
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convocation, etc. devient passible de sanctions (radia-
tion temporaire ou définitive). Un médiateur du service 
public de l’emploi doit être créé pour servir de voie de 
recours des chômeurs dans leurs relations avec SPE. 

Loi portant rénovation de la démocratie sociale et 
réforme du temps de travail. Reprend l’essentiel de la 
«position commune» des partenaires sociaux (9 avril 
2008). Rénove les critères de représentativité applicables 
aux organisations syndicales afin de conférer une légiti-
mité accrue aux acteurs sociaux. Modifie les règles de 
validité des accords (signature par des organisations 
syndicales représentant au moins 30% des suffrages et 
application que s’il n’y a pas d’opposition émanant d’or-
ganisations ayant recueilli au moins 50% des suffrages). 
Prévoit de nouvelles règles de transparence des comptes 
des organisations syndicales ou d’employeurs.

Loi généralisant le revenu de solidarité active et réfor-
mant les politiques d’insertion. Réforme des politiques 
d’insertion: le revenu de solidarité active (RSA) est 
généralisé et crée le contrat unique d’insertion qui 
unifie les contrats aidés déjà existants.

Loi en faveur des revenus du travail. Modification 
de la procédure de fixation du SMIC: création d’une 
Commission consultative d’experts qui chaque année 
doit remettre à la Commission nationale de la négocia-
tion collective (CNNC) et au gouvernement un rapport 
sur les évolutions souhaitables du SMIC. A partir de 
2010, avancement au 1er janvier (au lieu du 1er juillet), 
de la revalorisation annuelle du SMIC pour la mettre en 
phase avec les négociations de salaires dans les branches 
et les entreprises. Le conditionnement des allègements de 
charge à l’ouverture de négociations sur les salaires (10% 
de pénalité les deux premières années, suppression totale 
des allègements ensuite). Promotion de l’intéressement 
et de la participation (crédit d’impôt aux entreprises égal 
à 20% de la somme distribuée en cas de création du sys-
tème ou à 20% de la progression en cas d’augmentation).

2009

Sommet social annonçant des mesures en faveur des 
principales victimes de la crise économique, qui seront 
reprises notamment dans le cadre du plan de relance de 
l’économie française (prime de 500 € aux chômeurs; 
augmentation de l’indemnisation du chômage partiel; 
ciblage de la formation professionnelle, augmentation 
du nombre de contrats aidés, etc.).

Accord relatif à la convention d’assurance chômage 
2009-2011. Instaure une «filière unique» destinée 
à harmoniser les droits et les contributions, abaisse 

l’éligibilité à l’assurance chômage à 4 mois de travail, 
au cours d’une période de référence accrue et harmo-
nisée à 28 mois. Les règles applicables aux seniors sont 
révisées de manière analogue dans le cadre d’une durée 
maximale de droits inchangée (36 mois).

Annonce d’un «plan d’urgence pour l’emploi des 
jeunes» dont les dispositions seront reprises dans divers 
textes ultérieurs (augmentation du nombre de contrats 
aidés pour les jeunes, prime pour la conclusion de 
contrats de professionnalisation, mesures pour le déve-
loppement de l’apprentissage).

Loi réaffirmant le principe du repos dominical et 
visant à adapter les dérogations à ce principe dans les 
communes et zones touristiques et thermales ainsi que 
dans certaines grandes agglomérations pour les salariés 
volontaires.

Loi renforçant l’orientation et à la formation profession-
nelle tout au long de la vie. Crée un «Fonds paritaire 
de sécurisation des parcours professionnels» (FPSPP) 
destiné à faciliter l’accès à la formation des demandeurs 
d’emploi et des salariés les moins qualifiés.

2010

Loi visant à garantir aux salariés concernés par une pro-
cédure de reclassement une rémunération équivalente en 
valeur absolue à celle qu’ils percevaient dans leur emploi 
précédent et non plus seulement un «emploi équiva-
lent». Une proposition de reclassement à l’étranger est 
subordonnée à l’envoi préalable d’un questionnaire au 
salarié afin de savoir à quelles conditions il l’accepterait.

Loi relative à la rénovation du dialogue social dans la 
Fonction publique. Modifie les conditions de repré-
sentativité et d’accès aux élections des organisations 
syndicales dans les différentes fonctions publiques. Le 
principe de l’accord majoritaire est instauré: à partir de 
2013, un accord sera valide s’il est signé par des syn-
dicats représentant une base électorale de plus de 50% 
des votants. Elargit le champ de la négociation dans la 
fonction publique à tous les domaines, au delà des seules 
questions salariales.

Loi complétant les dispositions relatives à la démocratie 
sociale. Complète les dispositions relatives de la loi du 
20 août 2008 pour mesurer l’audience des organisations 
syndicales dans les très petites entreprises. Un scrutin 
sera organisé au niveau régional tous les quatre ans. Les 
organisations qui n’atteignent pas 10% des voix dans 
les entreprises, perdent représentativité et pouvoir de 
négocier.
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Loi portant réforme des retraites. La «Loi Woerth» 
prévoit principalement: un relèvement progressif sur 
6 ans (à raison de 4 mois par an) de l’âge légal de départ 
à la retraite, de 60 à 62 ans. Le relèvement de l’âge de 
départ sans décote lorsque la durée de cotisation n’est 
pas atteinte (voir décote pour années manquantes) de 
65 à 67 ans. Le dispositif pour carrière longue est durci. 
L’allongement de la durée de cotisation de 41 ans à 41 ans 
et 1/2 à l’horizon 2020. De nouvelles sources de finan-
cement sont ajoutées (dernière tranche d’IR, plus values 
immobilières, stock options et retraites chapeaux).

2011

Loi relative à la représentation équilibrée des femmes et 
des hommes au sein des conseils d’administration et de 
surveillance et à l’égalité professionnelle. Instauration 
progressive de quotas pour aller vers la féminisation des 
conseils d’administration et les conseils de surveillance 
des grandes entreprises, qui devront compter au moins 
une femme dans les 6 mois, et 20% de femmes dans les 
3 ans, 40% dans les 6 ans qui suivent la promulgation 
de la Loi. En cas de non respect de ces quotas entraînera 
les nominations seront nulles et des sanctions financière 
sont prévues. 

Accord relatif à la convention d’assurance chômage 2011-
2013. Prolonge à l’identique la Convention Précédente 
(mais 3 Organisations Syndicales s’ajoutent la CFDT 
qui avait été seule à signer la Convention de 2009).

Loi pour le développement de l’alternance et des par-
cours professionnels. Encourage le développement de 
l’alternance et crée le «contrat de sécurisation profes-
sionnelle» (CSP, qui fusionne les conventions de reclas-
sement personnalisé, CRP, et les contrats de transitions 
professionnelle, CTP) réservé aux licenciés écono-
miques, leur assurant une indemnisation chômage plus 
élevée et un suivi personnalisé par le SPE.

2012

Loi portant création des emplois d’avenir. Il s’agit d’em-
plois aidés réservés à des jeunes (16-25 ans) peu ou pas 
qualifiés, vivant dans des zones urbaines ou rurales 
défavorisées, ou des personnes handicapées peu quali-
fiés de moins de 30 ans. Ces emplois, généralement à 
temps plein, en CDI ou en CDD de trois ans (ou 1 an 
renouvelable jusqu’à trois ans) seront concentrés «dans 
des activités d’avenir ou dont l’utilité sociale est avérée» 
(filière verte, secteur social, aide aux personnes, filières 
numériques, tourisme). L’Etat les subventionne à hau-
teur de 75% du SMIC pendant trois ans. Seront éligibles 

les employeurs du secteur non-marchand et à la marge 
ceux du privé (subvention au taux de 35 %). Le texte 
prévoit en outre, sur ce modèle, des «emplois d’avenir 
professeur» destinés à 18 000 étudiants boursiers à 
bac+2 venant de zones défavorisées et se destinant à 
l’enseignement.

2013

Loi portant création du contrat de génération. Vise 
d’une part à favoriser l’embauche des jeunes en contrat 
à durée indéterminée et d’autre part le maintien dans 
l’emploi des salariés séniors. Les entreprises de plus de 
300 salariés devront négocier des engagements por-
tant sur l’embauche et l’intégration des jeunes dans 
l’entreprise, l’emploi des séniors et la transmission des 
compétences sous peine d’être soumises à des péna-
lités. Les entreprises de moins de 300 salariés pourront 
percevoir une aide lorsqu’elles embauchent en contrat 
à durée indéterminée un jeune de moins de 26 ans et 
maintiennent en emploi un sénior de 57 ans et plus, ou 
recruté à 55 ans et plus. 

Loi relative à la sécurisation de l’emploi. Transposition 
de l’ANI du 11 janvier 2013, elle permet aux entreprises 
plus de flexibilité en cas de difficultés conjoncturelles 
graves, notamment des baisses de rémunération, voire 
une mobilité interne. Pour les salariés elle prévoit la 
généralisation de la couverture complémentaire des frais 
de santé, financée pour moitié par l’employeur, un dispo-
sitif de droits rechargeables dans le régime d’assurance 
chômage. Elle crée un dispositif d’experience rating des 
contributions à l’assurance chômage, consistant à taxer 
les contrats courts pour diminuer la précarité.

2014

Loi garantissant l’avenir et la justice du système de 
retraites. Allonge la durée de contribution nécessaire 
à obtenir une retraite à taux plein (âge légal inchangé 
à 62 ans). Crée un compte pénibilité pour permettre 
aux salariés ayant exercé des métiers pénibles de béné-
ficier d’une formation professionnelle, d’un passage 
à mi-temps, ou d’une retraite anticipée. La date de 
revalorisation annuelle des pensions est repoussée de 
6 mois. La durée de cotisation pour une retraite à taux 
plein augmentera d’un trimestre tous les 3 ans, jusqu’à 
43 ans en 2035 (41,5 ans avant la réforme). Mise en 
place d’un «compte pénibilité» financé par les entre-
prises en 2015. Les cotisations salariales et patronales 
augmentent de 0,15% en 2014, puis 0,05% en 2015, 
2016 et 2017 (au total 0,3%).

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/D%C3%A9cote_pour_ann%C3%A9es_manquantes
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Loi relative à la formation professionnelle, à l’emploi 
et à la démocratie sociale. La Contribution obligatoire 
des entreprises passe de 1,6% à 1% à partir de 2015. Les 
entreprises de plus de 10 salariés contribueront au CIF 
(0,15%). Pour favoriser l’accès à la formation des salariés 
des TPE, 20% des versements des entreprises au FPSPP 
(Fonds paritaire de sécurisation des parcours profession-
nels) redistribués aux Très Petites Entreprises (< 10 sala-
riés) via leurs OPCA. Le compte personnel de formation 
(CPF) remplace le DIF au 1er janvier 2015, qui finance 
des formations doivent favoriser la sécurisation des par-
cours professionnels des salariés et systématiquement 
conduire à une certification. Un entretien professionnel 
pour tous les salariés au moins tous les 2 ans sur la for-
mation est institué. Les conditions d’accès au contrat 
de professionnalisation sont élargies aux bénéficiaires 
du CUI.

Convention d’assurance chômage. Prévoit une réforme 
des possibilités de cumul de l’allocation avec un salaire 
(activité réduite) en simplifiant et en harmonisant les 
règles existantes (plafonds, droits rechargeables, fusion 
avec les dispositions réservées aux travailleurs intéri-
maires, etc.); relève le plafond du délai de carence pro-
portionnel aux indemnités, et révise les dispositions 
dérogatoires réservées aux intermittents du spectacle.

Principales sources: Cour des Comptes (2013) Le marché 
du Travail face à une chômage élevé: mieux cibler les poli-
tiques, Rapport public thématique, Paris, Janvier; Sites 
internets officiels: Ministère du Travail de l’Emploi et 
du Dialogue Social, Ministère de l’Economie, Assemblée 
Nationale, Sénat, Legifrance, Vie Publique, etc.
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