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1. Enhancing social partners’ and social dialogue’s roles 
and capacity in the new world of work – overview
Youcef Ghellab and Daniel Vaughan-Whitehead

1. INTRODUCTION

The profound change sweeping through the world of work involves four major driv-
ers: technological innovation, demographic shifts, climate change and globalization. It 
poses serious challenges, but also opens new opportunities for social dialogue and the 
role of the social partners – alongside the public authorities – in the governance of the 
world of work. While social dialogue institutions and mechanisms, including collective 
bargaining, have long been a feature of EU countries, sometimes for decades, questions 
have been raised about the ability of social dialogue to rise to the new challenges and op-
portunities and deliver sustainable socioeconomic outcomes. These questions have been 
raised at a time when trade unions and employers’ organizations are seeking to adapt to 
the massive transformations in the global organization of labour and production and la-
bour administrations, on their part, are struggling to cope with the challenge of enhancing 
labour market performance and workplace compliance.

The International Labour Organization’s Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work1 
emphasized that social dialogue, including collective bargaining and tripartite cooper-
ation, contributes to successful policy and decision-making in its member states. The 
Resolution adopted by the International Labour Conference in June 2018 underlined that 
social dialogue and tripartism are essential for democracy and good governance.2 Also, it 
stipulated that “social dialogue plays an important role in shaping the future of work, tak-
ing into account particular trends of globalization, technology, demography and climate 
change”.3

Key policy statements and documents emanating from various EU institutions also stress 
the critical importance of social dialogue and the involvement of social partners in policy-
making as an important governance tool.4 For instance, the European Commission (EC) 
stated that

an eff ective and well-functioning social dialogue should be fostered to promote welfare in the 
EU. This can only be achieved by promoting social partners’ capacity, by respecting their au-

1 ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, adopted by the ILC at its 108th session, GENEVA, 21 June 2019, https://www.
ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_711674.pdf

2 ILO, Resolution concerning the second recurrent discussion on social dialogue and tripartism, adopted by the ILC at its 107th 
session, June 2018, https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/107/reports/texts-adopted/WCMS_633143/lang-- en/
index.htm

3 Ibid.
4 Eurofound (2019), The involvement of social partners in national policy making (Luxembourg, Publications Offi  ce of the Euro-

pean Union).
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tonomy and strengthening their role in the design and implementation of reforms and policies 
and by actively involving the social partners at all stages of policymaking and implementa-
tion in line with the European Pillar of Social Rights.5

The EC also emphasizes that “social dialogue is rooted in the history of the European 
continent, and this distinguishes the Union from most other regions of the world. Accord-
ingly, in its various forms in the diff erent Member States, social dialogue is a component 
of democratic government and also of economic and social modernization”.6

Against this backdrop the ILO and the European Commission decided to launch a new 
project aimed at analysing and documenting how the social partners in EU countries are 
endeavouring to adapt to these changes and what challenges they have been facing in 
this regard. The project seeks also to identify the many good practices of social dialogue 
that are emerging in various countries, as well as the action of public authorities aimed at 
enhancing the role of social dialogue, including collective bargaining, in tackling the new 
challenges and opportunities in the new world of work, while at the same time supporting 
the autonomy of the social partners.

This project builds on earlier collaboration between the ILO and the European Commis-
sion in the fi eld of industrial relations and social dialogue,7 and takes a longer term per-
spective with a view to strengthening the social partner’s knowledge of long-term trends 
in the changing world of work, notably by facilitating mutual learning between them. 

The most original feature of this project is its participatory nature: the social partners have 
been involved at all stages in the design and implementation of its various activities.

The social partners were asked fi rst to help to defi ne the geographical scope of the project. 
They decided that it should cover not only EU member states (its original purview), but 
also extend to all the EU candidate countries and also potential ones. In fact, the social 
partners in the latter have not yet had the opportunity to participate in the EU social dia-
logue, which represents a forum in which the social partners from current member states 
discuss the challenges they face in the world of work, notably through the discussion of 
items such as digitalization. At the request of both employers’ and workers’ groups, cov-
erage was thus extended to 34 countries.

The social partners then proposed that they choose the topics concerning the world of 
work that they believe pose the most challenges and which they believe will benefi t most 
from the research component of the project. As a result, national workers’ and employers’ 
organizations themselves selected three joint topics at the outset. Signifi cant research was 
then carried out in the thematic areas thus defi ned and the comparative results – with con-
crete examples – are presented in the next three chapters (2 to 4). These thematic back-
ground papers were complemented with research and reports at national level (in nine 
national chapters, 5 to 15) and also at regional level (with a report on the Baltic states and 

5 European Commission – Joint Employment Report 2018 as adopted by the EPSCO Council, 15 March 2018.
6 See Commission communication, The European social dialogue, a force for innovation and change (COM (2002) 341) of 26 June 

2002.
7 Previous projects carried out by the ILO in cooperation with the EC led to the following publications: Europe’s disappearing 

middle class? Evidence from the world of work (Vaughan-Whitehead 2016); Reducing inequalities in Europe – How industrial 
relations and labour policies can close the gap (Vaughan-Whitehead 2018); Towards convergence in Europe – Institutions, labour 
and industrial relations (Vaughan-Whitehead 2019).
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another on the Adriatic region, which includes not only a few EU member states, such as 
Croatia and Slovenia, but also most candidate and potential candidate countries). Third, 
the active and eff ective engagement of the social partners in the diff erent steps of this 
project allowed us to collect their views on the challenges, opportunities  and perceived 
priorities moving forward. Their views are reported in the following chapters, sometimes 
even under the form of direct quotes and statements.

2. THE MAIN CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES IDENTIFIED BY THE 
SOCIAL PARTNERS

A launch event was organized at the ILO in Geneva on 7–8 February 2019 to allow na-
tional employers’ and workers’ representatives from all the relevant European countries 
to discuss the challenges and opportunities at play in the changing world of work  and 
select the topics on which they believe they should obtain more information, including 
concrete examples of good practice, to expand their knowledge base and strengthen their 
capacity to address them in the future. This event was organized in two rounds with, on 
the fi rst day, two separate meetings of employers’ and workers’ organizations with the 
aim of preparing a list of topics. The two groups then joined together on the second day 
to present their topics and to agree on what would be addressed in common in the course 
of the project, notably through the research work to be carried out by high-level experts.

The three topics selected by the social partners were as follows:

Topic 1: Strengthening the social partners’ representativeness and increasing their 
institutional capacity to shape labour markets through social dialogue and consul-
tative processes

This topic was infl uenced by social partners’ acknowledgment that strong and representa-
tive employers’ and workers’ organizations are key for the legitimacy and eff ectiveness 
of social dialogue. Social partners in many countries face challenges related to stagnating 
or declining membership and the need to be proactive to retain and recruit new members.

The chapters of this volume provide examples of various   initiatives of the social partners 
to increase membership by reaching new members, including among categories that are 
traditionally diffi  cult to organize. On the employers’ side, attempts have been made, for 
example, to reach potential new members among small and medium-sized enterprises, 
where management are generally less keen to join an employers’ organization. This ex-
ample is developed in the Polish chapter.

This research is intended to gain an understanding of what policies and measures can 
help to enhance the social partners’ representativeness and capacity to play a role at the 
national level. This includes, for instance, an analysis of the incentives or barriers for 
workers or companies to join trade unions or employers’ organizations. Also relevant 
are initiatives taken by the social partners to reach out to new members, to off er new 
services and to maintain and continue to serve their membership in order to shape the 
future of work. This thematic research was to try to identify the conditions that may em-
power the social partners and help them to fi gure more prominently in labour markets 
and in the world of work. Issues of responsibility and trust may also be explored.
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On the trade unions’ side, attempts have been made to organize workers employed in new 
types of activities such as platform jobs in Italy and France.

As shown in Chapter 3, the decline of union density has been particularly marked among 
young, low- skilled workers, those on short-term contracts and the foreign-born. In Swe-
den, for instance, and in order to counteract the reduction of youth membership, some 
trade union federations decided to launch information campaigns at school level, and also 
to launch a campaign targeted principally at students and young academics, while others 
have opened membership to the self-employed and students. In Croatia and Slovenia, for 
example, both trade unions and employer organizations have implemented programmes 
to promote the attraction and retention of members by increasing the quality of services 
and also by providing a number of new legal services. In France, the trade unions have 
also developed new forms of digital support and services and online communities.

Similarly, in Italy the trade union confederations have been implementing strategies to 
increase membership, targeting such categories as young people, workers in atypical em-
ployment and migrants. Such strategies include both organizational measures (creation 
of specifi c departments or committees) and policy initiatives intended to increase recruit-
ment. Innovative services are now being provided in relation to unemployment and pen-
sions, work-related grievances, tax obligations, occupational training, welfare and health 
measures, but also tourist or travel packages, supermarket discounts and special insurance 
packages.

For its part, the employers’ organization Confi ndustria has adopted a strategy with greater 
emphasis on service provision, using marketing techniques and recruitment targets as-
signed to territorial structures to expand its membership in relation to small fi rms.

In Greece, the four representative national employers’ organizations recognized the need 
to expand their membership by enlarging their membership services, including legal ad-
vice, training and group insurance schemes. The General Confederation of Greek Work-
ers (GSEE) also acknowledges such a need, especially in relation to young people.

In Poland, trade unions have resorted mainly to conventional recruitment methods, using 
activists to reach out to workers at workplaces. In France, workers’ and employers’ or-
ganizations have developed practical guides to help their members adapt to the new rules 
of representation at the workplace, especially social and economic committees.

In Ireland, several unions – including the largest union, the Services, Industrial, Profes-
sional and Technical Union (SIPTU) and the retail workers union, MANDATE, and For-
sa, the public sector union – have established organizing departments to increase mem-
bership, including targeting particular groups such as young people and immigrants in 
specifi c sectors (such as hotels).

In countries with low trade union and employer organization membership, such as the 
Baltic states (see in this volume), the social partners have also implemented specifi c pro-
grammes. For instance, in Estonia the trade union confederation (EAKL) has developed 
an action plan to increase its membership using various means, such as analysis of jobs 
and sectors that are not yet unionized and specifi c actions targeting students in vocational 
schools. The Estonian Employers’ Confederation (TKL) has successfully implemented a 
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strategic plan intended to diversify its membership, with a special focus on IT companies, 
both large and start-ups, and fi rms that are representative of the new economy.

At the same time, the membership and attractiveness of social partner organizations are 
also infl uenced by their capacity to shape labour market outcomes through social dia-
logue and consultation processes. Therefore, the project also analyses what opportuni-
ties social partners have to play an active role in the governance of the world of work, 
including through collective bargaining, consultations on social and labour policies and 
participation in labour market institutions.

Chapter 2 shows that such capacities of the social partners vary across the EU member 
states. Also, it illustrates that national industrial relations systems (including predomi-
nant level of collective bargaining, coordination and articulation between levels, scope of 
agreements, respective role of the state/public authorities in regulating the labour market) 
aff ect the extent to which collective bargaining regulates working conditions. In Belgium, 
the support of the two sides of industry for a highly centralized and strongly coordinat-
ed multiple-employer bargaining regime explains the high collective bargaining coverage 
rate. Similarly in Spain, there is good articulation between the various levels of collective 
bargaining, which also explain the resilience of the Spanish industrial relations system. 
The existence of extension mechanisms, according to Chapter 2, also may have played a 
role in maintaining a high union density and high employer affi  liation rates in Belgium, 
as in the Scandinavian countries, which frequently apply extension mechanisms. This 
seems to have increased the social partners’ impact on labour market regulations (see 
Chapter 3). At the same time, the extension mechanisms might lower the willingness of 
social partners to engage in autonomous social dialogue at local level and to sign collec-
tive agreements (Topic 2 below). As highlighted in Chapter 2, only powerful employer 
organizations and trade unions with a large membership can guarantee social partner 
independence, but also their capacity to regulate the terms and conditions of employment 
and infl uence policies aff ecting the world of work. The high collective bargaining cover-
age in Italy and Spain are due mainly to their willingness to conclude collective agree-
ments at industry level.

The eff ective involvement of employers’ and workers’ organizations alongside govern-
ment in national tripartite social dialogue and high level partnership and negotiations also 
represent an important tool enabling the social partners to infl uence decision-making and 
policy formulation and implementation, thus enhancing their legitimacy, strength and 
representation structures at lower levels (Molina, 2008). All the more so if such partner-
ship and negotiations lead to national agreements or pacts that defi ne macro level guide-
lines and policy objectives, as well as directions for lower level initiatives in relation to 
the governance of the world of work. 

Furthermore, tripartite social dialogue can be less eff ective if it is too formal and does not 
foster concrete negotiations and outcomes at lower levels. For instance, in many central 
and eastern European countries, tripartite social dialogue and bodies that often gener-
ated tripartite agreements and sometimes served as a basis of for collective agreements 
concluded subsequently at the industry and company level (as in Hungary and to some 
extent in Romania) have progressively become merely advisory and relegated to consul-
tative processes with less impact on actual macro and labour market policies (Eurofound, 
2019). The chapters in this volume show that social partners in a number of central and 
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eastern European countries and in the Adriatic region see the potential to improve the 
functioning of tripartite social dialogue bodies and consultation processes so that they 
could have a real impact, which would also lead to greater involvement of social partners 
in decision-making.

Topic 2: Supporting social partner autonomy

This topic was motivated by the social partners’ concerns that insuffi  cient room was left 
for the development of autonomous social dialogue, notably because of over-intervention 
by the state, including excessive legislative provisions. As explained by Bernd Waas in 
Chapter 3 (in this volume), both international and European law contribute to protecting 
and guaranteeing the social partners’ autonomy. The value of autonomous social dialogue 
between workers and employers and their respective organizations has been underlined 
by the OECD (2019), according to which the quality of the working environment appears 
to be higher in industrial relations systems with powerful and autonomous social partners, 
associated with high collective bargaining coverage. Despite the challenges facing the 
social partners in many countries due to the decline in membership and also the undeni-
able diffi  culties facing collective bargaining, as documented in Chapter 2 and also in 
most country reports in this volume, autonomous social dialogue and collective bargain-
ing remain a fl exible instrument that could play an important role in helping enterprises 
and workers adapt to the changing world of work (OECD, 2019). While claiming their 
autonomy, however, the social partners agreed that the government had an important 
role to play to provide the necessary framework and thus to stimulate autonomous social 
dialogue.

This item is very much related to the fi rst item in that increased room for autonomous 
social dialogue can help the social partners to expand the scope of their intervention, en-
hance their legitimacy and improve their attractiveness to potential new members.

The thematic chapter that covers this issue (Chapter 3) notably discusses the respective 
pros and cons of three types of mechanisms for further developing autonomous social 
dialogue. First, extension mechanisms8 (that allow extension of the benefi ts of an agree-
ment to enterprises or workers that originally were not among those signing the agree-
ment; they also add the possibility to derogate by collective agreement from the law): 
while these mechanisms can help to extend the coverage of collective agreements and 
thus somehow compensate the possibly declining infl uence of trade union’s presence in 
all individual sectors and enterprises, as we saw for Topic 1, they do not incentivize those 
same organizations to increase their sphere of infl uence in order to be able to sign agree-

8 See Hayter and Visser (2018) for further details on the various types of extension mechanisms and their impact.

This research is to assess what “space” is left or created by government, regulations 
and social dialogue institutions for the social partners to shape working conditions 
autonomously, including by bipartite social dialogue and collective bargaining at na-
tional, sectoral and company levels. Some social dialogue practices will be analysed, 
such as social dialogue institutions (for example, social and economic councils or spe-
cifi c bodies, for example, concerning OSH or vocational training), tripartite agreements 
and other institutions (including extension mechanisms, derogation clauses), as well as 
their respective impacts on social partner autonomy.
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ments at all levels. They may thus hamper recruitment of new members in the long run. 
There is also the argument that is put forward, for instance, in the chapters on Poland and 
France that erga omnes clauses do not encourage workers to join trade unions because 
they benefi t in any case from collective agreements signed by the unions. The second 
mechanism is derogation clauses (that allow parties signing a lower level agreement to 
agree on standards or conditions that may be less favourable than the original upper level 
agreement): while negotiations on such derogation clauses may stimulate social dialogue 
and collective bargaining at the lower level, particularly to match local conditions, they 
may also turn out to be counterproductive because they undermine the upper level auton-
omous agreement that was concluded by social partners in the fi rst place and thus erode 
members’ trust in such organizations and in their capacity to ensure the implementation 
of agreements they sign.

Finally, as explained by Waas in Chapter 3, the tripartite  institutions and agreements 
that exist in many European countries – involving the government, and national con-
federations of trade unions and employers’ organizations – may also infl uence autono-
mous social dialogue in diff erent ways. By providing a more general framework, they can 
fi rst encourage decentralized negotiations and collective agreements to implement such 
a framework on the ground. This can result in a sort of virtuous relationship as national 
tripartite agreements could  be complemented by sectoral, regional and enterprise collec-
tive agreements. The feedback from such decentralized social dialogue and negotiations 
can then provide useful elements for enriching and improving the national social dialogue 
processes and frameworks. Second, tripartite institutions and agreements can provide the 
social partners with an opportunity to participate in the decision-making process and 
thus infl uence national policies, for instance on the labour market or social protection, 
pension reforms, skills policies and so on. This can then give them legitimacy for autono-
mous social dialogue at more decentralized levels. Also it can further enhance the social 
partners’ role and zones of infl uence, which can then be a driver for higher membership 
and help the social partners to become more representative at local level. In a number of 
countries, tripartite institutions have separate ‘sub-bodies’ where bipartite social dialogue 
takes place and where the social partners agree for instance on joint recommendations or 
plans of action that they  then bring to  government’s attention  or enshrine in a collective 
agreement.

On the other hand, if tripartite mechanisms are unable to produce positive outcomes or al-
low the social partners to exercise real infl uence on public policies and reforms, they can 
have the opposite eff ect, that is, weakening  the social partners’ capacity and legitimacy 
with regard to autonomous social dialogue, while also generating a general disillusion 
among members who expect improvements in their daily working and living conditions 
as a result of the participation of the social partners in tripartite mechanisms.

As for extension mechanisms, tripartite institutions and agreements can lead the social 
partners to concentrate  their resources to exert infl uence at national level, while investing 
less in their capacity to engage in autonomous social dialogue at lower levels. Govern-
ment interference in autonomous social dialogue can also play a role. The last fi nancial 
and economic crisis saw multiple instances of such government interference, for instance 
in Greece, Romania and Spain, with unilateral decisions by the public authorities on the 
regulation of collective bargaining (for instance, the renewal of collective agreements 
and decentralization of collective bargaining, notably in Greece but also in Romania) and 
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on the reform of industrial relations systems in general. This can restrict  social partner 
autonomy: in Greece, for example, there was a 75 per cent decline in collective bargain-
ing coverage,9 while in Romania, the coverage fell from 100 per cent prior to 2011 to 
around 23 per cent in 2016 (report on Romania in this volume). As shown in the chapter 
on Poland, detailed regulations are often perceived by social partners – and in particular 
employers – as a factor limiting collective bargaining. In Latvia both the Confederation of 
Employers (DDK) and the Free Trade Unions Confederation of Latvia (LBAS) are keen 
to achieve more agreements in diff erent sectors, a desire seemingly thwarted by the over-
regulation of the labour market, according to DDK. This is in contrast with the situation 
in Sweden where a signifi cant space is left to social partners by the legislator, which led 
to the development of a strong bipartite social dialogue and a number of bipartite agree-
ments.

Obviously not all state interventions are counterproductive and restrict autonomous so-
cial dialogue. When such interventions are appropriate and timely, on the contrary, they 
can boost collective bargaining, as shown by the Labour Ordinance No. 2017-1385 of 22 
September 2017 on collective bargaining in 2017 in France, which opened up a new space 
for company agreements for instance on teleworking. Other examples are the change in 
the labour law on overtime in Latvia that enabled the social partners to sign the fi rst col-
lective agreement in the construction sector, and the law (No. 81/2018) on the regulation 
of teleworking in Romania, which helped to promote collective bargaining in relation 
to digitalization, as shown by the agreement on occupational training concluded by the 
social partners in the banking and insurance sector. One objective of the later agreement 
was to enhance employees’ ability to use remote working and collaboration by means 
of digital tools (see study on Romania). In Germany, the government is planning to in-
troduce an opening clause for the Working Time Law to allow the social partners to test 
innovative and fl exible working time models to cope with the extensive changes trig-
gered by digitalization. The example of Germany is also interesting because the state has 
implemented a series of measures to counteract the decline of multi-employer bargaining 
(see Germany in this volume). The government can also encourage autonomous social 
dialogue through the refl ection of outcomes of bipartite agreements in legislation or other 
policy measures. For instance in Belgium the government supported the implementation 
of the content of the interprofessional agreement 2017–18, intended to improve sustain-
able mobility (Eurofound 2019).

These three social dialogue mechanisms are thus not neutral in terms of social partners’ 
capacity and legitimacy in developing autonomous social dialogue. This may explain 
why the social partners often disagree on the direction and position to be taken on these 
mechanisms, for instance extension mechanisms. In this regard, we supplemented the 
thematic and country reports with a  survey to collect social partners’ opinions about the 
eff ectiveness and impact of national social dialogue institutions, including their capacity 
to stimulate autonomous social dialogue. The results are presented in the last section of 
this chapter.

9 See Papadakis and Ghellab (2014) for further details.
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Topic 3: The role of the social partners in relation to digitalization

The social partners play an increasing role in addressing the potential employment eff ects 
(on both the level and structure of employment) brought about by the digital revolution 
and a possible substitution of labour by capital. This can take place fi rst at the macroeco-
nomic level, notably through tripartite social dialogue to discuss issues, such as the mac-
roeconomic strategy, industrial policies, tax policies and pension reforms, skills policies, 
active labour market policies and so on, and then at micro level, with the discussion of 
work reorganization and production processes – including restructuring and downsizing 
– at the fi rm level. In this respect, interesting initiatives have been launched by the social 
partners in Sweden and Germany to address the Digital Revolution, such as Industry 4.0 
or digital agendas. 

In the past few years EU-level social dialogue has been rich, involving social partners in 
individual sectors making statements on the impact of digitalization on the economy, for 
instance for insurance, banking or chemicals (see Table 3 in Chapter 4 for the whole list). 
At cross-industry level, digitalization was included as one of the six lines of work of the 
European Social Dialogue Work Programme 2019– 2021, with the aim of negotiating 
an autonomous framework agreement on digitalization (European Social Dialogue Work 
Programme 2019–2021). No doubt such social dialogue at EU level will feed and stimu-
late the social partners to conclude more specifi c agreements at national, sectoral and fi rm 
level in individual countries.

Skills upgrading and reskilling through training for the digital economy is also a need that 
the social partners help to meet, for instance by being involved in the policy discussions 
and decisions on the forms and funding of such training policies and programmes. They 
could then take up at a lower level, for instance the sector of activity and the enterprise on 
training strategies for restructuring or mobility purposes. Here again, social partner initia-
tives and policies to foster digital skills and lifelong learning, are reported in countries 
such as Germany, Latvia, Sweden and Denmark.

Another area that some social partners are working on is the growing diversity of forms 
of employment, including those facilitated by new digital technologies. The emergence 
of jobs delivering services through platforms, although still accounting for less than 5 per 
cent of total employment, is an important example, because they often involve the split-
ting of production processes into simple tasks, for example, in the case of online services 
or urban transport or delivery that are carried out by various own-account workers. In 

While there are many studies on the subject, there is little on the role of the social part-
ners, especially against the background of new questions in response to new forms of 
digitalization. This thematic research focuses on the role of the social partners in ad-
dressing digitalization at company level. Examples of social dialogue practices will be 
presented in the areas of working time fl exibility, work– life balance, upskilling, workers 
attraction or retention, job transition and working conditions (such as workers’ well-
being at work, health and safety, including psychosocial risks). It addresses aspects of 
the digital transformation and digital organization of work, as well as their impact on 
social dialogue. Online platforms are only one new form of work organization – for the 
time rather limited – that will also be investigated alongside other trends in work or-
ganization and digitalization.
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some cases platform workers may share some characteristics of ‘employees’ and some 
of ‘self employed’ persons and determining their employment status may not always be 
straightforward, and this has implications for the extent to which they are covered by 
labour regulations and social protection systems. 

The social partners are also reaching agreements addressing labour protection issues 
stemming from the emergence of these new forms of work that have made it possible to 
enlarge social protection coverage to workers in digital platforms, as well as to those in 
temporary employment and dependent self-employed, as we saw for diff erent European 
countries in previous publications (Vaughan-Whitehead, 2018; 2019).

The introduction of new technologies can help the social partners to reduce hazards and to 
manage occupational safety and health–related risks better (for example, thanks to the use 
of robots for hard and dangerous tasks). At the same time, new OSH risks brought about 
by digital technologies, either because of workers’ loss of control over the production 
process, as the speed and order of tasks are decided by digital devices, or due to increas-
ing anxiety brought on by the uncontrollable work pace and/or reduction of privacy can 
also be addressed through social dialogue. The blurring of the division between work and 
private life and modalities of telework are issues addressed and discussed by social part-
ners. While old health risks may disappear alongside the appearance of new technologies, 
new ones may emerge, such as musculoskeletal disorders (such as carpal tunnel or ten-
donitis), fatigue and eye strain due to excessive or intensive exposure to display screens, 
or, as explained in Chapter 4, new types of risks brought about by the interaction between 
humans and robots.

In terms of topics covered, collective agreements that deal with these issues generally 
include arrangements on telework, or the adoption of new technologies, as in Spain. In 
Italy, they often concern the occupational impact of digitalization in terms of job destruc-
tion and employment shifts. For example, in the Italian postal sector in 2017 a national 
collective agreement on mobility made it possible to reduce the closure of post offi  ces 
brought by the reduction of domestic and international postal services and the shift from 
letters to digital mail. Other agreements concerned investments in Industry 4.0, the legal 
status of digital platform workers, individual and collective rights and protections and the 
eff ects of the new ICTs on workers’ privacy. Also to be noted are, for instance, innova-
tive agreements at territorial level in Italy signed by institutional trade unions, workers’ 
autonomous collectives and the management of a few platform companies in the food 
industry. They cover minimum wages, working time and other working conditions. Swe-
den also off ers a series of very interesting collective agreements in platform companies in 
diverse sectors, such as transport and education (see Chapter 4 and chapter on Sweden). 
Interestingly, a number of collective agreements, for instance in Denmark but also in 
Portugal, are proposing training programmes to better prepare their labour force for digi-
tal transformation (see Chapter 4). Some collective agreements for instance in Germany 
have also addressed the issue of employee data protection.

We should emphasize that collective bargaining is not the only tool that social partners 
use to address digitalization. Both trade unions and employers’ organizations are involved 
in various initiatives, for example, monitoring the introduction of new digital technolo-
gies and compliance with labour standards, extending their activities to sectors in the 
new economy, participating in training schemes and in various committees and advisory 
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groups at diff erent levels of digital innovation. It is interesting to note that digitalization, 
and the use of IT platforms, represent important leverage for the social partners to extend 
their activities, increase their sphere of infl uence and reach new members.

Social partner roles and social dialogue on digitalization diff er across European coun-
tries. This may also refl ect a diff erent level of exposure so far, to robots for instance, as 
shown in Chapter 4, with around 1300 robots per ten thousand workers in Germany and 
France, compared to only 200 in Poland and other countries. This degree of exposure 
itself refl ects national economic structure: the automobile sector for instance is directly 
aff ected by robotization. Similarly, the lack of exposure to digitalization in the candidate 
and potential candidate countries explains why the actions and negotiations of their social 
partners continue to be focused on traditional issues such as wages and employment.

While providing good examples of initiatives on the above items, Chapter 4 also highlights 
issues that do not seem to have been dealt with much. Surprisingly, the representation of 
new workers related to the digital revolution (freelancers, dependent self-employed, sub-
contracted workers) seems to be among those. At the same time, it is interesting to see 
the format used so far, with agreements on these issues predominantly at enterprise level, 
while sectoral bargaining has been sparsely used so far.

Collective agreements on digitalization – for instance, in Spain – also seem to prevail in 
large, multinational corporations operating in highly competitive global sectors, and are 
rare among small and medium-sized companies.

Overall, it seems that the social partners are facing a challenge covering such newly 
emerging issues, sometimes due to lack of time or of technical capacity within their or-
ganizations. In the case of Germany, for instance, it became apparent from the interviews 
that “digitalization is exacerbating the overload of works councils” (see Chapter 4). On 
the employers’ side, we should highlight the low propensity of new digital fi rms to join 
traditional employers’ associations (see Chapter 4).

The timing seems also to be relevant: Chapter 4 insists that, to date, social dialogue at 
national level has mainly discussed the consequences of technical change ex post, rather 
than trying to develop anticipatory measures.

Other topics reported by national employers or trade union organizations

The interviews with national employers and trade union organizations also helped to 
identify other issues on which the social partners are increasingly active.

Labour migration is certainly a topic of increasing interest among the social partners. 
Trade unions in countries such as Spain and Ireland have launched campaigns to improve 
immigrants’ working conditions.

In Poland, labour migration is a concern for both employers’ and workers’ organizations 
though for diff erent reasons. Both social partners would like the state to create a space 
for social dialogue and consultation on this important issue for Polish society and the 
economy. Current challenges include the protection of migrant workers against abuses 
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(the main concern of trade unions) and labour shortages (main concern of employers’ 
organizations).

A number of chapters in this volume – for instance, the one on Turkey – also mention 
the development of global supply chains, about which social partners would need more 
knowledge and also a greater capacity to integrate the relevant workers and employers at 
the diff erent stages of the supply chains in their activities and social dialogue.

The need for an overall social partners’ strategy

We must emphasize that while the three topics have their own logic and contents, they 
are very much interrelated in many respects. For instance, the social partners’ capacity 
to attract new members and increase their membership and representativeness (Theme 1) 
will clearly depend on their success in reaching concrete and eff ective outcomes through 
social dialogue, consultative processes and collective bargaining, which boost their le-
gitimacy (Theme 2). The reverse is also true: opportunities to play a stronger role in the 
governance of the world of work and in shaping labour markets, including on topics 
such as anticipating, accompanying and monitoring the trends and eff ects of digitaliza-
tion (Theme 3), migration, the rapid development of global supply chains, opportunities 
and challenges brought about by the growing variety of work arrangements increase the 
capacity of the social partners and help them retain and attract new members. 

3. THE ROLE PLAYED BY NATIONAL SOCIAL DIALOGUE INSTITUTIONS: 
SURVEY RESULTS

In the interviews carried out within the framework of this project, the social partners often 
emphasized the role that governments can play to encourage social partners to engage in 
autonomous social dialogue. They also insisted on the role of national social dialogue 
institutions as platforms for policy concertation on issues of national relevance. They 
thus provide an important framework for further bipartite social dialogue and collective 
bargaining rounds at lower levels, namely the sector, region or enterprise.

To complement the experts’ thematic and national reports, the ILO carried out a survey 
among the national social partners in selected European countries to collect their views 
on the role and impact of national social dialogue institutions, and their capacity to enable 
them to respond to the current and future challenges and opportunities brought about by 
a changing world of work.

The survey (a Survey Monkey questionnaire) targeted the representative employers’ and 
workers’ organizations in the 27 EU countries plus candidate and potential candidate 
countries, making 34 countries in total. We received nearly 40 answers to this question-
naire from both employers’ and trade union organizations. The information collected is 
indeed interesting. First, it helped us to better understand the complex landscape of such 
social dialogue institutions, which are generally tripartite in nature and take the form of 
a tripartite council, committee or board (this format was confi rmed by 85 per cent of re-
spondents), and also specialized committees, such as on vocational training, wage setting 
and health and safety issues (reported by 86 per cent of respondents) (see Figure 1).
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In a number of countries, there are also social dialogue institutions that are more bipartite 
in nature, leaving out the government (reported by 39 per cent of respondents). While the 
social dialogue institutions are generally composed of the three main sides (the govern-
ment, trade unions and employer organizations), they have also been extended in some 
cases to other organizations, for instance from civil society (reported by 36 per cent of 
respondents).

We then asked respondents to report how much they felt that such institutions allowed 
them to be involved and exert infl uence on a number of issues. Figure 2 summarizes the 
results and highlights their feeling that social dialogue and collective bargaining help 
them either to be fully infl uential (22 per cent of respondents) or largely infl uential (24 per 
cent). Other topics include social protection (unemployment, social security, pensions) 
and health and safety issues (47 per cent reporting a large or full infl uence), certainly 
thanks to a number of specialized tripartite committees on these issues. Wages are another 
traditional area in which tripartite institutions help social partners to have a say (43 per 
cent rated this infl uence as substantial), and in particular the adjustment of the statutory 
minimum wage. More recently, the social partners have increasingly been involved in 
labour market policies and regulations, over which 43 per cent of respondents declared 
that they have a big infl uence, with 40 per cent claiming a big infl uence over skills devel-
opment and training programmes.

The infl uence of such social dialogue institutions was also rated as important by at least 
40 per cent of respondents in areas such as gender equality and work–life balance, as well 
as working time.

Figure 1 Major social dialogue institutions
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Surprisingly, these institutions were felt to be less eff ective in the areas presented in this 
volume as posing challenges to the social partners. As an example, only 20 per cent of 
respondents felt that such social dialogue institutions allowed to play a substantial role in 
decision-making on digitalization, while 40 per cent responded that social dialogue was 
not at all (or only to a very limited extent) infl uential with regard to digitalization. An ad-
ditional 20 per cent of respondents also reported that this topic has never been addressed 
by social dialogue institutions.

Similarly, only 25 per cent reported that they were signifi cantly involved on labour mi-
gration issues, while more than 45 per cent reported no or only limited infl uence on this 
topic. Less than 20 per cent felt infl uential on issues such as productivity and economic 
growth, an issue repeatedly put forward by employers’ organizations. On the contrary, 50 
per cent reported that they were not infl uential on this topic.

Another way to evaluate the eff ectiveness of social dialogue institutions is to look at their 
possible outcomes. In this respect, there were mixed results. On one hand, a majority of 
respondents reported that the main outcome for them was to obtain shared information 
(for nearly 70 per cent of them), or to be part of a discussion and to have their views 
heard (for 66 per cent), but without much infl uence on decision-making. On the other 
hand, nearly 50 per cent of respondents reported that such social dialogue institutions 
were giving them the opportunity to infl uence legislation (new or amended) and policies. 
For nearly half of them, it was also a way to reach a consensus through the conclusion of  
agreements (36 per cent) or the drafting of  joint recommendations, opinions or reports 
(for 37 per cent). At the same time, the infl uence of social dialogue institutions was evalu-
ated as much lower as regards ensuring the joint monitoring of such agreements (only 
29 per cent), and of less value for bringing about training of members or developing the 
organization’s internal expertise and technical capacity.

Figure 3 Outcomes from national social dialogue .
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Again in terms of outcomes, it was also revealing to ask social partner organizations what 
benefi ts their organizations derive from their participation in social dialogue institutions. 
The main benefi t they reported was to increase their legitimacy, together with their pub-
lic profi le (reported by 40 per cent). 37 per cent reported that one major benefi t was to 
“raise new and emerging issues”, thus confi rming the potential role to be played by such 
institutions in addressing the newly emerging challenges and opportunities in the world 

Figure 4 Organizational benefi ts for social partners
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Figure 5 Trends in social partners’ participation in national social dialogue institutions
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of work. At the same time, only 23 per cent reported that it helped to solve concrete is-
sues. The results were also mitigated with regard to the stimulation of autonomous social 
dialogue between employers and trade unions (a large infl uence was reported by only 22 
per cent of respondents) and for the conclusion of collective agreements at lower level, 
sectoral, regional or enterprise (reported by only 20 per cent).

Figure 6 Reasons behind social partner participation trends
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Figure 7 National social dialogue institutions’ ability to address emerging issues in the 
world of work
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This would suggest a need to strengthen the eff ectiveness of national social dialogue in-
stitutions to encourage autonomous social dialogue and would also confi rm the need for 
the government to stimulate autonomous social dialogue, as concluded in Section 2.2.

This  requires some changes in the way social dialogue institutions operate. Through 
our survey, we tried to get inputs from the social partners about the evolution of social 
dialogue institutions over the past few years and about the direction they believe such 
institutions should be taking.

First, it is interesting – and hopefully the sign of some dynamic movement – to observe 
that 37 per cent of respondents reported that their participation in these organizations has 
increased over the past two years, compared with 45 per cent who reported no change and 
only 17 per cent who reported that their participation had decreased.

However, this outcome of increased, unchanged or decreased participation was the result 
of a voluntary decision only for 28 per cent of respondents, while it was rather due to the 
government’s infl uence for 54 per cent of them. This means that the government could 
play a positive role if it fostered increased social partner participation in such institutions 
(as seems the case for a majority of countries). Conversely, it could play a more restric-
tive role if it decided to reduce social partner infl uence and participation in such social 
dialogue institutions.

When asked about how well adapted they believed such social dialogue institutions were 
to current and emerging issues in the world of work, the results were rather mixed. While 
22 per cent of social partners believed all current national social dialogue institutions 
were well adapted, 59 per cent reported that just some of them were adapted to address 
such challenges in the world of work, with nearly 20 per cent reporting that none of them 
were up to this task.

Figure 8 Social partner views about the possible evolution of national social dialogue 
institutions
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This result was confi rmed by Figure 8: while 64 per cent stated that national social dia-
logue institutions should be maintained, 75 per cent of respondent believed that they 
should be reformed, with 9 per cent reporting they should be abolished. The respondents 
also indicated what the priorities should be for improving such institutions: in their tech-
nical capacity (66 per cent), in their mandate and scope of competences (62 per cent), in 
their method of functioning (61 per cent) and in their funding (reported by 54 per cent). 
Nearly half of the respondents also expressed the need to discuss the current composition 
of such institutions.

Figure 10 Possible directions of reform of national social dialogue institutions

Figure 9 Directions in which national social dialogue institutions should be evolving
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In particular, a clear majority of social partners (83 per cent) agreed on the need to enlarge 
the range of topics addressed by such social dialogue institutions, notably to include new 
issues in the world of work, but also issues related to the country’s overall situation (cli-
mate change, demography, enterprise sustainability and macroeconomic policy). Also to 
be noted is that nearly half of respondents (48 per cent) also reported the need to enhance 
the inclusiveness of  such institutions to include new types of jobs and enterprises; 45 per 
cent also highlighted the need to have new groups represented in such institutions, such 
as young people, the disabled, the self-employed, migrants and others that may emerge 
within the framework of the current transformations in the world of work.

4. POLICY CONSIDERATIONS

In this introduction we have tried to present some of the comparative inputs provided by 
individual thematic and national chapters concerning how to enhance the social partners’ 
role in the new world of work. The experts’ analyses, based on systematic interviews 
with representatives of national employers’ and workers’ organizations, as well as the 
government (generally the Ministry of Labour), often agree on the challenges faced by 
social dialogue and the social partners in the changing world of work. The three items 
originally selected by the social partners turned out to be at the core of their current 
priorities. First, strengthening representativeness and increasing their membership. And 
within the same process, extending their sphere of infl uence with regard to labour market 
regulation and other working conditions–related issues. There were various answers to 
these challenges, depending on the relevant industrial relations system. Similar initiatives 
have been attempted by employers’ and workers’ organizations, as reported by the ex-
perts in this volume. Trade unions in a number of countries have put new mechanisms in 
place to reach new workers such as the self-employed, those in non-permanent forms of 
employment, workers involved in platform services, but also migrant workers and, more 
systematically, young workers, with a series of activities at school or university level. On 
the employers’ side, attempts have been made to recruit  new members from small and 
medium-sized enterprises, including start-ups, and also employers in the rapidly growing 
sectors of the economy, for example, IT and new technologies. Both employers’ and trade 
unions’ organizations have tried to improve the quality of their services and also to ex-
tend them to new areas (such as well targeted/individual legal advice), including through 
digital services.

Second, the social partners confi rmed the need for  suffi  cient  space for  autonomous 
social dialogue and in this volume a series of mechanisms are studied in detail, such as 
extension mechanisms, derogation clauses and tripartite institutions and agreements. The 
idea is to better identify the extent to which and how they contribute to stimulating social 
dialogue and collective bargaining at diff erent levels. In this respect, the role of govern-
ments is also studied, to better understand how they could promote autonomous social 
dialogue and collective bargaining, through the creation of an enabling legal framework, 
without interfering too much with social partner autonomy. As shown, one possibility 
would be to transpose in the legislation or other policy measures contents of bipartite 
agreements concluded by the social partners.

Third, digitalization is already on the policy agenda of several employers’ organizations 
and trade unions and several examples of social partners’ initiatives – some rather inno-



Enhancing social partners’ and social dialogue’ s roles and capacity in the new world of work – overview

21

vative – are provided in this volume. At the same time, the representation of new groups 
of workers related to the digital revolution (freelancers, dependent self-employed, sub-
contracted workers) remains a topical issue. Both employers’ organizations and trade 
unions report that small and medium-sized enterprises, which may have less capacities 
to adopt technological innovations and engage in social dialogue also require a special 
focus. Moreover, organizations in countries that have been less exposed to the technologi-
cal revolution could not progress much on that front, being driven entirely by traditional 
concerns such as wages and working conditions. In the countries in which the social part-
ners are involved in these issues, their activity is often in the wake of, not in anticipation 
of technological change.

At the same time, in a number of countries the social partners reported a number of other 
issues on which they try to focus their action, such as migration and in particular how 
to employ migrant workers while ensuring them decent wages and working conditions. 
The increasing fl ow of European and international trade through global supply chains 
also means that more knowledge and monitoring of working conditions of such chains is 
needed, from the lead fi rm to suppliers and sub-contractors.

The survey carried out among national social partners and presented in this introduction is 
in line with results presented in this volume. In particular, they seem to confi rm the mixed 
feedback received by the social partners about their national social dialogue institutions 
and more generally about the role played by governments in encouraging autonomous 
social dialogue and enhancing their participation in decision-making.

On one hand, it is encouraging to see that a majority of national trade unions and employ-
ers’ organizations are in favour of keeping those existing institutions, as against 9 per 
cent who would like to see them abolished. On the other hand, an even larger percentage 
indicated that they should be reformed, for example, with regard to their mandate and 
scope, their method of functioning and also their funding. In terms of scope, we saw 
that social dialogue bodies do not provide many opportunities for the social partners to 
infl uence important aspects of the future of work: digitalization and its impact on new 
work arrangements, productivity and growth but also climate change and demographics. 
This is confi rmed by a number of chapters in this book, which also emphasize that those 
tripartite institutions were often only consultative and provide employers’ and workers’ 
organizations little say in decision-making. In fact, our survey revealed that they rarely 
lead to strong outputs such as the signature of an agreement or to jointly defi ned recom-
mendations or even action plans. Even more rarely do they lead to a joint follow-up or 
joint implementation of work programmes or action plans. The survey also revealed that 
there was a need for such social dialogue institutions to be more inclusive and refl ect 
the interests and concerns of all groups of workers and employers in the labour market.
Undoubtedly, the credibility of social dialogue actors and tripartite institutions will de-
pend on how they adjust to the new face of the world of work, and formulate adequate and 
innovative responses to the rapid and deep transformations currently unfolding. We hope 
that this research and following debates will give them ideas and inputs to address these 
issues and put them on their policy and operational agendas.
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