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Abstract
This paper argues that social dialogue is a necessary instrument for delivering sustainable economic development and social progress for all. It played a key role in shaping countries’ responses to the financial crisis of 2008–09 and the COVID-19 pandemic. It is also instrumental in operationalizing just transitions, combating inequalities, strengthening respect for international labour standards and responding to the cost-of-living crisis in developed and developing countries. Nevertheless, the structures and resources for social dialogue are underdeveloped in many countries and there is limited appreciation of its role in fostering sustainable economic development and social progress.
Drawing on a range of theoretical and empirical contributions, the paper explores the role of peak-level social dialogue (PLSD) in shaping sustainable economic development. PLSD is defined as institutional processes that bring together representatives of government and social partners (employers’ associations and trade unions) at the national and sectoral levels. The paper provides evidence for its foundational and transformative benefits, aligned with the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Then, using scenario analysis, it distinguishes the role PLSD plays under diverse approaches to economic development (short-termist versus long-termist; non-inclusive versus inclusive). The paper contributes to knowledge about the economic and political conditions most likely to enable PLSD to deliver sustainable economic development and social progress for all.
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Executive Summary
Countries around the world are facing the stagflation effects of global conflict, the worsening consequences of a global climate crisis and the enduring challenge of combating poverty, inequalities and social injustice. The United Nations (UN) has warned that the COVID-19 pandemic had a major adverse impact, “undermining decades of development efforts” (UN 2021a). Similarly, the ILO confirms that “the international community today is almost as far from reaching the targets of SDG 8 as it was in 2015” (ILO 2023a).1 Current global events increase the urgency of reinvigorating the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
Nevertheless, there is hope that centres around the value of social dialogue in shaping and guiding countries’ capacity to move towards more sustainable development. Social dialogue refers to forms of negotiation, consultation and information exchange between, or among, representatives of employers’ and workers’ organizations and governments on employment issues, as well as broader economic and social policy (ILO 2018a). During the COVID-19 pandemic, governments, businesses and trade unions took decisive and coordinated actions to support business, jobs and people’s income; in doing so, many countries expanded social protection and strengthened workers’ rights (ILO 2021a, 2023b; Nölke 2022). Social dialogue is also instrumental in enabling countries to operationalize just transitions2 to a digital economy and a green economy. Examples include tripartite policy initiatives to redirect industrial and technology policies, sector-level collective agreements for skill investment, and active labour market programmes (ILO 2018a, 2021b; Molina Romo 2022). Efforts to address inequalities and combat poverty through social dialogue have also been reinvigorated during the ongoing cost-of-living crisis. Measures include sustaining the real value of statutory or negotiated minimum wages, uprating social transfers to poor households, reducing gender inequality and raising tax revenues from capital gains and high earners (ECLAC and ILO 2022; Eurofound 2022; ILO 2023c; OECD 2022).
And yet, the world as a whole remains far away from the transformation required to meet the UN’s SDGs by 2030. The UN is voicing increasingly urgent warnings:
“It is time to sound the alarm. At the midpoint on our way to 2030, the Sustainable Development Goals are in deep trouble. An assessment of the around 140 targets for which trend data is available shows that about half of these targets are moderately or severely off track; and over 30 per cent have either seen no movement or regressed below the 2015 baseline.” (UNDESA 2023, 4).
This paper argues that social dialogue is a necessary foundation for the required transformation and a critical instrument for the delivery of social justice (ILO 2023d). Before doing so, however, we need to acknowledge, and respond to, two major fault-lines.
Firstly, the structures and institutions of social dialogue are underdeveloped. There remain far too many countries and sectors where social dialogue either is absent or lacks the necessary legal, institutional and financial support. In particular, countries or sectors with a large informal economy can not reap its maximum potential (Premchander et al, unpublished; Schmidt et al. 2023). Secondly, there is a disconnect between social dialogue and certain characteristics of economic development. This paper develops the argument that short-termist and non-inclusive approaches to economic development are especially obstructive. When countries pursue short-termist policies to boost economic growth with limited attention to improving equalities, much of the positive transformative potential of social dialogue may be stymied. Meanwhile, under an alternative long-termist and inclusive approach, it is more likely to be realized (Grimshaw and Hayter 2020). These preliminary insights point to the need to understand more clearly how the positive effects of social dialogue are mediated by specific features of economic development and social progress.
To advance our understanding, this paper focuses on peak-level social dialogue (PLSD). PLSD is defined as an institutional arrangement that brings together representatives of government and the social partners (employers’ and workers’ organizations) at the national and sectoral levels. Like all forms of social dialogue, PLSD can involve negotiation, consulation and information exchange on issues relating to labour, economic and social policy. It may also involve bipartite processes, limited to the social partners, notably for reaching sectoral collective agreements. PLSD therefore excludes mechanisms at the enterprise level and the international level, although there are, of course, interactions and interdependencies. There is value in defining and applying the concept of PLSD for the argument developed in this paper because it brings to light the power of social dialogue as a coordinating and conflict-resolution mechanism at the national level, in conjunction with nation-wide policies and practices (from governments, trade unions and employers) shaping economic development and social progress.
Applying a scenario analysis to the international empirical evidence, this paper substantiates the following argument. The positive potential of PLSD is hindered in contexts where short-termism and/or non-inclusiveness characterize a country’s approach to economic development. Instead, a virtuous cycle between the institutions of social dialogue and sustainable economic development is more likely in a scenario oriented around principles of long-termism and inclusiveness. Nevertheless, PLSD exerts a positive change function in all four scenarios and tends to direct change towards greater long-termism and inclusiveness, representing a countervailing and positive force for transformation. The paper also draws attention to potential risks in all four scenarios associated with the institutions, structures and strategies of social dialogue, requiring actors to continuously repurpose strategy and structure in order to prevent deficits in governance, legitimacy and accountability.
Overall, the paper contributes to knowledge about the role PLSD plays under diverse scenarios of economic development and the conditions most likely to enable it to promote sustained social progress and social justice.3
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Peak-level social dialogue: Principles, actors and types 
1.1 The principles
The principles of PLSD align with the general principles of social dialogue (table 1). The first consists of a pluralist conceptualization of capitalist governance (Kaufman 2000). This acknowledges the competing interests among employers, workers and government, and requires “negotiated accommodation” of the varied political and economic trade-offs (Hassel 2006).
The second principle of participative representation ensures there is a legitimate and representative voice for employers and workers (Scharpf 1999). This requires social partners to develop a broad and solidaristic base to prevent problems of insider bias and/or the under-representation of particular sectors, occupations or workforce groups, including workers in the informal economy.
The means of achieving effective participative representation, as the ILO has consistently argued, is through the third principle of social dialogue: the provision of fundamental rights and freedoms, especially freedom of association (to form and join an employers’ association or a union) and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining. Combined, the second and third principles underpin the legitimacy of social dialogue as a mechanism for contributing to economic and political governance in society.
A fourth principle, accountability, requires parties to make credible binding commitments. Such commitments comprise of freedoms to hold those in authority to account and agreed due process to resolve or address possible conflict or disputes.
Table 1. The principles of social dialogue
	Principle
	Theme
	Details

	Pluralist
	Governance
	Recognize the diverse viewpoints and interests of tripartite actors
Dialogue takes multiple forms with varying degrees of embeddedness of social partners in arenas of decision-making

	Participative representation
	Legitimacy
	Democratic representation of tripartite actors in social dialogue
Inclusive representation
Capacity of social partners to engage effectively with their members to convey their needs and priorities

	Fundamental principles and rights at work
	Legitimacy
	Freedom of association
Effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining

	Accountability
	Credible binding commitments
	May be legally binding or reliant on informal custom and practice
Requires certain prescribed freedoms to hold those in authority to account
Due process in case of conflict or dispute



1.2 The actors
The tripartite actors are the two social partners – employers’ and workers’ organizations – and government. Effective social dialogue requires the participation of actors who have the capacity to engage in decision-making. Moreover, social partners must possess independence and a sufficient degree of representativeness to earn the legitimacy of participation. Importantly, therefore, the development and support of effective tripartite actors for social dialogue is contingent on a raft of enabling institutional conditions that support democratic and effective industrial relations. The ILO identifies these as:
	strong and stable democratic society;

	respect for fundamental rights and freedoms, including freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining;

	political will and commitment of all actors to engage in social dialogue as equal and independent partners;

	strong, independent and representative social partners (including freedom from government interference); and

	appropriate institutional support (including sustained resourcing of national-level tripartite social dialogue mechanisms, a capable labour administration and institutions that facilitate collective bargaining) (ILO 2013).


This paper is concerned with the structures, actions and enabling conditions regarding the tripartite actors of PLSD. Nevertheless, we recognize that in many circumstances social dialogue may be enhanced by tripartite actors choosing to involve non-traditional actors, such as civil society organizations, international organizations, financial bodies and other interest groups (for example, Budeli and Kamwimbi 2022; Heery, Hann and Nash 2023; Martínez-Lucio, Marino and Connolly 2017; Mezihorak et al. 2023).
1.3 The types
Applying our definition of PLSD, table 2 describes examples at the national and sectoral levels. At the national level, PLSD may address aspects of employment policy, such as the statutory minimum wage (for example, a tripartite minimum wage commission), health and safety regulations, or vocational education and training. Moreover, PLSD may engage with macroeconomic policy, such as incomes policies (especially during periods of high inflation) and taxation rules (Hassel 2006). It can also be influential in shaping the national response to crises, as the COVID-19 pandemic illustrated (ILO 2020a), and in co-designing national policy actions relating to future of work challenges – namely, digitalization, climate change and demographic shifts.
Table 2. Examples of peak-level social dialogue
	Type
	Examples

	National
		Tripartite social dialogue (negotiations, consultations, information exchanges) for employment policy, including the statutory minimum wage, health and safety, equalities, arbitration, pensions, labour standards, vocational education and training, active labour market programmes and work–life balance policies

	Consultations and information exchanges shaping the national response to crisis (for example, the COVID-19 pandemic)

	Future of work national action plans

	National social pacts covering macroeconomic stability, job growth and real wage rises

	Incomes policies to fix wage rises in a period of high inflation

	Inter-sectoral collective bargaining



	Sectoral
		Bipartite sectoral social dialogue and collective bargaining agreements

	Tripartite sectoral bodies for vocational education and training, industrial policy, new technologies, environmental transition

	Standard setting for professions, including qualifications and accreditations





At the sectoral level, PLSD includes bipartite sector-wide consulation, information exchange and collective bargaining, covering pay and non-pay terms and conditions of employment, as well as issues of technological change, economic restructuring and just transitions. It also includes examples of tripartite sectoral bodies (for example, on vocational education and training) and professional standards setting.
Importantly, the evidence highlights a great deal of variation in the interdependencies between PLSD (at the national and sectoral levels) and lower levels of social dialogue instituted at the regional, city and enterprise levels. Issues include hierarchical order, the degree of coverage, substantive focus and the nature of vertical coordination (ILO 2022a; Marginson, Sisson and Arrowsmith 2003; OECD 2019). This paper focuses on PLSD, but acknowledges that PLSD outcomes are contingent on interconnections with other levels of social dialogue.


The benefits of peak-level social dialogue
PLSD can deliver important benefits for economic development and social progress. Figure 1 divides these interdependent benefits into two layers. A first layer of foundational benefits depends on a close interlinking with the core principles of PLSD (see section 1.1) and comprises labour peace and societal cohesion, and good governance and democracy. Building on these foundational benefits, PLSD can deliver a second layer of transformative benefits that drive transformation towards sustainable economic development and social progress.
Figure 1. The foundational and transformative benefits of PLSD

Source: Author’s original figure.7
2.1 Foundational benefits
2.1.1 Labour peace and societal cohesion
It is through the practices of negotiation, consultation, discussion and information-sharing that PLSD contributes to labour peace and societal cohesion. By airing disagreements, voicing distinctive viewpoints and declaring divergent interests, PLSD can help to defuse conflict and unpick wasteful deadlock. At its core, the realization of these benefits depends on political support for the legitimate roles of social partners, as well as investment in institutions that facilitate capable, balanced and effective problem-solving through social dialogue, including establishing the relevant rights and freedoms for workers (ILO 2018a, 2022a).
In this way, PLSD enables a conjunction of viewpoints not only among the representatives of capital, labour and state, but also across layers and segments of the economy. This means it can:
	address the varied interests of enterprises (including size and ownership forms), for example, through sectoral social dialogue;

	explore questions about differentiated productivity levels, profit margins and worker protections across sectors (including formal versus informal and high versus low value-added), for example, through national social dialogue; and

	help foster a legitimate balance of national interests (for example, on the costs of climate change or on levelling up using labour standards) through inputting into forms of international social dialogue.


PLSD is thus a vital ingredient in building a new social contract (ILO 2019a) for social justice (ILO 2023d), since it both acknowledges conflict (thanks to its core principle of pluralism) and seeks out areas of mutual interdependence that share risks fairly among different groups in society as well as across generations.
2.1.2 Good governance and democracy
PLSD also contributes to good governance and the consolidation of democracy because it is both constitutive of, and complementary to, an inclusive and representative model of politics. As the ILO states in a recent resolution, “social dialogue and tripartism are essential for democracy and good governance” (ILO 2018b, 1). Social partners can help develop policy proposals that reflect the needs of different parts of economy and society, and thereby extend the breadth and calibre of policy measures, whether in addressing the appropriate coverage and level of a statutory minimum wage, for example, or in reforming the pension system. By mirroring the different needs of society, including groups traditionally excluded or discriminated against, negotiated policy proposals have a greater chance of effective implementation (Fashoyin 2004). Moreover, strong PLSD evens out the bargaining power between capital and labour and guards against corruption by preventing the control of government policy by a few dominant actors (ILO 2019a, 41). Also, by ensuring (and demonstrating) that diverse views and interests are included in a transparent process of policy formation, PLSD reinforces trust in the institutions of economic and political democracy.
2.2 Transformative benefits
2.2.1 Sustainable productivity growth
The foundational benefits of PLSD enable major transformative benefits for sustainable development and social progress (figure 1). Sustainable productivity growth means aiming for more than a simple measure of labour input per unit of economic output, and instead seeking improvements in economic value-added that correlate with core indicators of sustainable economic growth associated with SDG 8 – namely, decent work and a more environmentally sustainable system of economic production (ILO 2019b). In the right circumstances, more decent work can contribute to higher productivity by enhancing workers’ skills, motivation, safety, health and well-being. The problem with the conventional measure of productivity growth is that it might be founded on an “extractive” model of global economic development (Mezzadra and Neilson 2019), which drives productivity growth on the basis of labour cost reductions, work intensification and new jobs that are low-skill, underpaid and insecure. Moreover, a narrow measure of productivity growth does not account for externalities that damage communities, people’s health or the environment.
The argument that PLSD can be a fundamental driver of sustainable productivity growth also responds to the challenges of identifying new positive factors that can compensate for the weakening effects of competitive markets and new technologies in a context of sluggish productivity growth in many countries. Bipartite and tripartite negotiations and consultations, as well as worker protests and strikes, can feed in constructive ideas for new industrial policy and new deals for decent work that can promote sustainable productivity growth.
The research evidence supports this thesis. A meta-analysis of the effects of social dialogue on firm-level productivity confirms that overall unions have a small but positive effect. The results “reject the neoclassical economics view that unions are invariably harmful to productivity” (Doucouliagos, Freeman and Laroche 2017, 70). The mechanisms of causation include positive effects in lowering workforce turnover, raising the incidence of training and providing a channel for workers to feed through ideas and creativity to senior management (for example, Heyes and Rainbird 2011; Tzannatos and Aidt 2006). The idea is moreover that the combination of employer and worker viewpoints serves as a check and balance against lax standards of performance concerning quality, innovation, maintenance, etc. In this manner, social dialogue can help to resolve temporal delays, guard against production bottlenecks and coordinate organizations’ response to uncertainty in nascent markets (Grimshaw and Miozzo 2006). Nevertheless, the small positive aggregate effect found in the meta-analysis suggests that the benefits of social dialogue are highly context-specific, and that robust institutional frameworks and complementary approaches to economic development (see below) are needed to realize its full potential.8
Among the country-wide, macro-level studies of the relationship between PLSD and productivity,9 one widely cited study that analyses European data shows that:
	company bargaining and coordinated sector bargaining both generate higher productivity growth than either absent collective bargaining or uncoordinated bargaining. This means that individualized bargaining between worker and employer does not deliver the strongest productivity growth;

	strongly articulated, multi-level systems of collective bargaining have superior productivity effects. Three types of “governed systems” are especially effective – company-sector systems, sector-national systems and company-sector-national systems. The results suggest that sector-level bargaining is a necessary condition for delivering productivity gains (Brandl and Braakmann 2021).


2.2.2 Just transitions
The second transformative benefit of social dialogue is in enabling just transitions of economy and society in the face of complex and multi-layered challenges. Complex problems that straddle questions of powerful technologies, environmental crisis, demographic shifts and enduring poverty require collective solutions that can grapple with the radical adjustments required. Especially important are modes of social dialogue that can share the exacerbated costs of crisis felt in many developing countries today that see accumulated impacts from economic shocks, natural disasters, major debt distress, supply chain breakdowns and persistent, large-scale poverty (ILO 2023d, 2023e).
Today’s multiple forms of crisis inject considerable uncertainty in decision-making, whether among individuals and families (for example, concerning job search, education, housing or migration decisions) or at the highest levels of economic and political decision-making (Nölke 2022). As we articulate in section 4, PLSD is an effective tool since it can provide mechanisms to manage high levels of uncertainty. These include:
	designing compensatory adjustments;

	changing the boundary conditions of uncertainty with new knowledge and understanding;

	negotiating how to balance who bears the costs of uncertainty and who benefits from investment windfalls in successful adaptations; and

	providing a forum to coordinate change across otherwise disconnected arenas of decision-making. 


In the absence of PLSD, efforts to respond to today’s crises are likely to spark social unrest and disquiet as politicians resort to increasingly desperate and/or populist short-term solutions that prove ineffective over the medium to longer term in delivering social justice.
2.2.3 Combating unjust inequalities
A third transformative benefit is combating unjust inequalities. More than any other labour institution, PLSD helps societies deliver a fairer distribution of the income gains from economic growth (ILO 2021c, para. 24(a)). The ILO has recently alerted policymakers to the problems associated with high and growing inequalities (ILO 2021d), not least the challenge inequalities pose for ensuring countries are able to deliver “a just share of the fruits of progress to all” as set out in the ILO Constitution.10 This means sustaining labour’s share of a country’s total national income at a fair level so that wealth is not overly concentrated and real wages keep up with productivity growth, as well as tackling structural barriers to the global slowdown in productivity growth (ILO 2019c; Paternesi Meloni and Stirati 2023). It also means reducing the inequality of household income between the richest and poorest segments of society and making efforts to reduce the number of households in poverty. Moreover, PLSD facilitates the rooting out of income inequalities that favour certain groups in society over others by combating structural and institutional discrimination on the grounds of sex, age, disability, race, religion and ethnicity, among others.
The bulk of research evidence focuses on the contribution of sectoral collective bargaining to reducing wage inequalities. Analysis in the ILO’s Social Dialogue Report 2022 (ILO 2022a, figure 3.33) reveals a negative bivariate relationship between the level of collective bargaining coverage and the inter-decile wage inequality for countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). More generally, firm-level and aggregate workforce data universally support the notion that countries with collective bargaining systems that have higher coverage, and are more coordinated and centralized – that is, stronger systems of PLSD – tend to have lower levels of inequality than countries with weaker coverage and/or systems that are more decentralized and uncoordinated (for example, Card, Lemieux and Riddell 2017; Hayter 2011; OECD 2019). The general reasoning is that collective bargaining strengthens the bargaining power of low- and middle-wage workers and compresses the wage distribution. It lifts wage floors and reduces the incidence of low pay (usually in tandem with a statutory minimum wage). Furthermore, sectoral collective agreements tend to standardize wage rates, thereby reducing variance caused by individual characteristics (such as sex or ethnicity, for example) and protecting vulnerable groups from exploitation and discrimination.
Research on the pay equity effects of a country’s minimum wage policy, which is a prevalent and effective form of tripartite PLSD (including in countries with weak or underdeveloped collective bargaining), demonstrates that PLSD promotes regular rises in a country’s statutory wage floor, strengthens compliance and extends coverage. Overall, PLSD minimum wage policy can make a significant contribution to wage equality, particularly for workers in the lower half of the wage distribution (Belser and Rani 2015; ILO 2021d). Its contribution is strongest where PLSD on minimum wage policy interacts in a complementary fashion with sectoral collective bargaining. This helps minimum wage upratings to feed through into collectively agreed wage scales that drive ripple effects further up the wage distribution as pay differentials (for seniority, experience and skills) are restored (Dingeldey, Grimshaw and Schulten 2021; Grimshaw, Bosch and Rubery 2014).
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         Most macro-level research studies focus on inflation and unemployment outcomes following the early work of Calmfors and Driffill who claimed that the relationship between collective bargaining and macroeconomic performance was hump-shaped: centralized and decentralized bargaining performed best and intermediate type bargaining worst (Calmfors and Driffill 1988). Ideas and evidence have been advanced considerably since their work. The consensus today is that country differences in unemployment and inflation have a limited relationship with collective bargaining structures (for example, OECD 2006; Traxler and Brandl 2012).
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An SDG approach for economic development and social progress: Deriving four alternative scenarios
Before we can appraise in more detail the different ways that PLSD shapes, and is shaped by, economic development and social progress, we need to appreciate the conditions that characterize variety of approaches towards economic development. When agreed in 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (thereafter, the 2030 Agenda) marked a paradigm change in fixing new goals and priorities, which could counter a “conventional approach“ to economic development (ILO 2019b). The conventional approach was reflected in countries setting narrow economic performance targets as the primary measure for economic development (GDP growth, for example) with the assumption that social progress on measures of education, living standards, eradication of poverty, etc., would automatically follow. Similarly, enterprises fixed their attention on revenue growth, profit margins and shareholder returns with a tendency to prioritize short-term gains.
The 2030 Agenda captured a shift in public sentiment, as well as advances in scholarly work, that demonstrate complementarities between economic performance and social progress in enterprises, sectors or economies where environmental goals and the combating of inequalities are pursued (Aiyar and Ebeke 2020; Paus, Robinson and Tregenna 2022; Rai, Brown and Ruwanpura 2019). SDG 8 is especially central to the wider 2030 Agenda in its emphasis on transforming the characteristics of economic growth to include sustained growth (with a long-term focus), inclusive growth (with a focus on equality) and sustainable growth (prioritizing the protection of the environment) (ILO 2019b). Nevertheless, progress towards the 2030 Agenda’s targets has stalled, calling into question the commitment of governments and other stakeholders to this new transformative agenda.
By identifying specific features of a country’s approach to economic development that enable or hinder the 2030 Agenda – namely, time horizons and inclusiveness – this section derives four scenarios for economic development and social progress.
3.1 Time horizons: short-termist versus long-termist approaches
Time horizons have emerged as a key focus in efforts to accelerate progress towards the 2030 Agenda. The UN Secretary-General has highlighted the shortcomings of a short-termist approach to government and business and called for long-term strategies to deliver the 2030 Agenda:
“There is a bias in political and business life for the short-term. ... This near-term thinking is not only deeply irresponsible – it is immoral. And it is self-defeating. Because it makes the problems we face today – in the here and now – more intractable, more divisive and more dangerous. We need to change the mindset of decision making. My message today comes down to this: Don’t focus solely on what may happen to you today – and dither. Look at what will happen to all of us tomorrow – and act” (UN 2023).
The ILO’s Global Commission on the Future of Work advanced a similar message concerning today’s problematic economic incentives for business success:
“With incentives geared heavily to the delivery of short-term benefits, enterprises can find it difficult to engage in longer-term planning and investment strategies that would ultimately be more conducive to their competitiveness, growth and success and the alignment of their activities with the human-centred agenda” (ILO 2019a, 49).
These concerns are substantiated by extant research. Strong financial pressures to deliver short-term economic improvements in highly financialized enterprises, sectors or economies can impact business ethics, undermine investments in workforce capabilities and fail to deliver sustained improvements in services or product quality (for example, Appelbaum and Batt 2014).
The argument developed below is that differences in time horizons have major implications for the nature and effectiveness of PLSD. How PLSD impacts and interacts with economic development and social progress is strongly contingent on time horizons. Importantly, because social dialogue is a relational institution, not a transactional one, a long-term approach is in principle conducive to trusting and productive relations and to conflict resolution, whether in the framework of tripartite national social dialogue institutions or within bipartite sectoral or enterprise arrangements between trade unions and employers’ and business membership organizations.
3.2 Inclusive versus non-inclusive approaches
The 2030 Agenda encourages all Member States to embrace a human-centred approach to economic development that is inclusive of all groups of society and reinforces a wider sense of equality and social justice. The ILO’s Declaration of Philadelphia11 calls for “policies in regard to wages and earnings, hours and other conditions of work calculated to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all”. Moreover, in a recent resolution, the ILO focuses on “a positive agenda for reducing inequalities” to meet the goals of the 2030 Agenda:
“The strategy should promote a mix of mutually reinforcing policies and measures that address the different drivers of inequality, are guided by international labour standards, evidence-based and tailored to the specific circumstances of each country. This mix of policies should put employment, protection of worker rights, non-discrimination and equal opportunities, fair distribution of the fruits of progress and redistribution at the heart of action to combat inequalities and realize social justice” (ILO 2021c, para. 24(a)).
Research demonstrates that a non-inclusive approach to economic development and social progress can be highly problematic. Where countries promote business performance incentives that are non-inclusive, studies highlight problems related to the disregarding of externalities, such as offshoring pollution-intensive jobs to places where environmental and worker protections are less stringent (“eco-dumping”), or the inequalities arising from imbalanced economic linkages between formal and informal sectors (Grimshaw and Rani 2021).
This paper argues that the nature and impact of PLSD in a specific country or sector is strongly conditioned by the degree to which economic development and social progress aligns with an approach that is inclusive. More inclusive approaches to economic development offer the promise for social dialogue to forge wide-reaching collectivist solidarities and the pursuit of the common good over individual or group-specific interests. Inclusive approaches to corporate governance can also encourage stakeholder or cooperative forms of ownership and decision-making, which depend on social dialogue to frame and enact strategy. Where governments or enterprises pursue non-inclusive approaches, social dialogue may still be present, but is potentially confined to particular segments of the economy, failing to reach workers and communities in places or sectors that have fallen behind.
3.3 Four scenarios of economic development and social progress
Different societies make different choices in their approach to economic development and social progress. Combining the two key choices regarding time horizons and equalities, figure 2 portrays four abstract scenarios: (i) Unsustainable development; (ii) Captive development; (iii) Open development; and (iv) Sustainable development. Each scenario represents a corner solution (Bodrožić and Adler 2022), meaning that most real-world situations (including country illustrations below) are situated between each of the four extremes and involve hybrid characteristics.
The rationale for constructing these four scenarios is in realizing their heuristic value for mapping the positive and transformative roles for PLSD in alternative contexts of economic development and social progress. The descriptions below of each of these four scenarios represent an idealized theoretical lens which is then applied in section 4 to conduct a scenario analysis through which the role and benefits of PLSD are analysed in different policy environments – ranging from those that are inclusive and long-termist to those that are non-inclusive and short-termist. It is therefore essential to note that the analysis provides a general characterization of each scenario, which is not intended to represent the complex, multi-layered policy environment found in a particular country. Their value lies strictly in their ability to provide a structured background framework for the investigation in section 4.
Figure 2. Four scenarios of economic development and social progress

3.3.1 Unsustainable development
This scenario is characterized by short-termism and a non-inclusive spirit of individualism. Large and small enterprises chase short-term financial targets to meet the demands of owners and shareholders at the expense of the longer-term investments required for sustained skill and technology improvements. The business imperative is rapid market adjustment – adapting strategy, staffing and technologies as quickly as possible. Government focuses on quarterly macroeconomic indicators – especially GDP, jobs and productivity growth – and competes with other countries on a zero-sum basis to maximize the quantity of trade and foreign investment. Social progress is assumed to occur automatically in lagged response to economic growth.
The non-inclusive approach to economic development, combined with the residualist approach towards social progress, means that some segments of the economy prosper at the expense of others. In the formal economy, enterprises exploit the short-term cost advantages of supply chains, whether domestic or international, by targeting informal enterprises where product and worker protections are weaker (Anner 2020). Industry dynamics favour nimble start-ups and entrepreneurs, as well as large companies clustered in high-tech locations, able to adapt quickly by attracting venture capital, acquiring new talent and partnering with innovating small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Short-term demands of the financial economy dominate the real economy and companies rely on “dark stores” and “ghost kitchens” to drive artificial intelligence (AI)-led business functions at the expense of quality employment (Shapiro 2023).
Similar fractures and inequalities are found in the workforce. In this scenario of intense short-term speculation, some gain, while others lose, amidst exclusive access to decent incomes and scant regard for the common good. Those workers and entrepreneurs with specialist, in-demand skills and experience bargain up their remuneration and develop a “portfolio career” in which they, not the enterprise, take on the individual longer-term risks and responsibilities of investing in human capital for future reward. The difficulty, however, is that rewards and opportunities can change quickly in a fast-moving and speculative business environment. Other workforce groups have a precarious labour market attachment with insecure income from work, few welfare protections and no guarantee that investments in education and training pay off (Brown, Lauder and Cheung 2020). The changing, short-term distribution of winners and losers is complicated by interaction with societal patterns of disadvantage, especially dependence on the formal or informal economy for income, and structural features that condition socio-economic class, as well as gender, age and disabilities inequalities, among others.
3.3.2 Captive development
In this scenario, high-tech companies (dominated by mega-corporations) pursue long-term strategic success at the expense of large segments of the economy and population. Leading businesses control massive investments (from venture capital, angel investors and pension funds) in research and development, with the aim of winning in a zero-sum, highly uneven and fractured, competitive environment. Social progress for advantaged groups is assured, especially for those working in prosperous regions and/or enterprises, but increasingly diverges from the experiences of socially and economically disadvantaged groups and regions.
The rise of “superstar firms“ (Autor et al. 2020) (typically AI, software and digital platform businesses) is characterized by oligopoly corporations and agglomeration economies in high-tech clusters flush with state-of-the-art education and research institutions, and well-resourced physical and digital infrastructures. This generates success at radical innovations and nurtures the kind of firm capabilities that can expand global market share. Moreover, the financial interests behind the mega platform businesses exercise considerable patience, quite unlike the quarterly demands of the shareholder model (Rahman and Thelen 2019). Public procurement is also important and mega-contracts underpin long-term revenues via public–private partnerships between governments and large corporations. There is potential for governments to promote inclusiveness by issuing large government contracts (as recommended by the Labour Clauses (Public Contracts) Convention (No. 94) and Recommendation (No. 84), 1949) but it is not exploited in this scenario. Equally significant for the long-termist approach, a portion of company stocks are retained for long periods (particularly by powerful pension funds and sovereign wealth funds) (Balding 2011), which smooths out some of the disruptive short-term, cyclical financial market pressures on corporations.
For the workforce, this scenario generates a long-term, structural imbalance between winners and losers. Successful companies reward a core workforce with generous pay and non-pay terms and conditions (private access to education and health services), although competitive entry tournaments mean young workers face non-inclusive, “up or out“ trajectories (Marsden 2011). Reduced corporate tax revenues mean that government does not invest in welfare services for the common good. Many other groups of workers make a living as labour market outsiders: they face difficulties in consolidating a series of short-term projects with companies into a professional curriculum and rely on online freelance income from the major global platforms (such as Upwork, Fiverr or Guru), informal work and/or temporary agency positions. A key problem is that informal enterprises are tied to prosperous companies in the formal economy – within and across national boundaries – in a way that depresses their profit margins and ability to pay decent incomes (Hammer and Fishwick 2020). The case of powerful global supermarkets and the persistent high shares of informal labour in agricultural work (including unpaid family labour and child labour) in the Global North and South is illustrative (for example, Barrientos and Kritzinger 2004; Thévenon and Edmonds 2019; Williams 2019).
Moreover, inequalities abound in this scenario. Freelancers who register with ostensibly anonymized platform companies experience discrimination based on sex and location in access to platform work and rates of remuneration (Anwar 2022; Gerber 2022). Workers dependent on the informal economy are disproportionately women from the least educated socio-economic class and also members of ethnic or tribal communities who face structural disadvantage (Deléchat and Medina 2021; ILO 2018c). By contrast, workers building a successful corporate career are more likely to be male, native-born, able-bodied and from the higher educated socio-economic class.
3.3.3 Open development
This scenario displays a major tension between the commitment to delivering greater equality and inclusiveness and having to meet short-term financial, political and business constraints. Government and enterprises aim to embed equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) practices in public policy and in corporate strategies of profit with purpose, yet short-term economic gains occupy their prime focus.
The inclusive character of markets and industry structures means there are plentiful opportunities for micro enterprises and digital entrepreneurs. Open-source technologies and crowdfunded capital lower barriers to entry. Also, diverse ecosystems bring together skills and technologies from multiple sectors and forge new connections between formal and informal enterprises, supporting knowledge sharing and scaling up market opportunities (Sahu, Iandoli and Teulon 2021). The diffuse industry dynamics in principle generate a fair distribution of gains and losses among sectors, regions and workforce groups. The risk, however, is that the trajectory of shared economic progress is subject to constant ruptures and setbacks in a turbulent economic and political context.
Government policy aims to ensure decent levels of social protection for all workers (regardless of work contract), portability of rights and entitlements (for example, pensions and sickness), protections against dismissal for freelancers, and job search and retraining programmes (Hansen and Leschke 2022). Nevertheless, long-term political commitment is difficult to secure and all social policies are scrutinized against a relatively austere fiscal policy programme.
At first sight, workers in this scenario appear to experience equality of opportunities and outcomes. Nevertheless, demanding short-termist performance pressures are managed by some workforce groups better than others. For example, while high levels of enterprise restructuring ensure constant sources of job opportunities, the concomitant numerical and locational flexibilities raise the risk of precariousness for workers with long-term financial obligations (for example, bank loans) or strong locational and family ties (due to schooling, caring or family members’ jobs) (López-Andreu and Rubery 2021). At the same time, inclusive “work-from-anywhere“ policies can help workers sustain valuable community links (including social and organizational capital) and balance the demands of work and home life, while assisting enterprises to capture value from virtual geographic mobility (Choudhury 2022; Chung et al. 2021).
Given the short-termist character of business success, organizational careers are few and far between. Instead, workers must be equipped for inter-firm mobility and/or work as self-employed. As such, workers depend on open and wide-ranging communities of practice, straddling the formal and informal economies, to develop their skills to suit changing markets and technologies. Enterprises enact socially responsible human resources management practices – nurturing worker commitment under the umbrella of ethical corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies that focus on diversity, training, health and safety, well-being and communication. Yet, these practices are superseded by the primary purpose of reducing business risk and meeting short-termist market opportunities (Aust, Matthews and Müller-Carmen 2020; Dyllick and Muff 2016).
3.3.4 Sustainable development
Actors in this scenario ask: What kind of economic and productivity growth is conducive to a more sustainable and inclusive economy? They nurture long-term complementarities between the social goals of equality and inclusion, the environmental goals of sustainable consumption, production and management of natural resources, and the overriding rights-based approach to ensuring social justice. A variety of business models flourish (including alternative ownership structures associated with the social and solidarity economy) and for-profit organizations have a clear legal mandate to deliver profit with purpose. Moreover, all sectors of economic activity are guided by social dialogue (see section 4), involving varied bipartite and tripartite forms of democratic, participative democracy that bring together government (local and national), employers’ and workers’ organizations and international institutions.
Aligned with ILO recommendations (2019a, 50) and the UN’s Our Common Agenda (UN 2021b), the narrow conventional measure of GDP is considerably revised (Berik 2018; Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi 2009). Firstly, it incorporates the many externalities of economic activity (national and cross-national). These include environmental externalities (for example, the clean-up costs of pollution and corporate accidents), health externalities (for example, the costs of long-term disabilities and illnesses caused by products or services) and welfare externalities (for example, the costs of state transfers to top up low wages). Economic efficiency is therefore stimulated by shedding parasitic enterprises that fail once external externalities are accounted for. Secondly, it tracks the distributional and equity dimensions of economic growth (Chancel et al. 2019; Piketty, Saez and Zucman 2018). This encompasses: household income growth at different points of the income distribution; access to education, healthcare and housing (among different groups of society and regions); gender equality; access to decent work in the formal economy; and poverty. Thirdly, it measures a raft of long-term investments in the future security and prosperity of the economy, most notably concerning workforce education and skills, physical and digital infrastructure, research and development, and technologies. As such, the measure of economic success tracks both economic and social progress over the long term.
All workers benefit because this scenario is rooted in a long-term multi-stakeholder commitment to social justice for workers as the best way to ensure society and economy function fairly, cohesively and effectively with decent work for all. In conformity with the ILO’s renewed definition (ILO 2023d), social justice is operationalized as a foundation stone for sustainable and inclusive growth and has four interdependent dimensions that guarantee: 
	universal human rights and capabilities (including international labour standards); 

	equal access to opportunity (including to meaningful work and reward for contribution to society); 

	a fair distribution of outcomes (including a fair share of the benefits of economic growth); and 

	just transitions (to maximize opportunities and minimize risks for people navigating technological, demographic and environmental transformations).


Importantly, inclusive societal norms in this scenario mean that workers are not segregated into winners and losers defined by a market-mediated economic measure of individual merit. As Sandel has persuasively argued, the risk of a narrow economic meritocracy is that it fuels modes of populism that feed on a politics of humiliation and injustice, all too apparent today (Sandel 2020). Instead, people’s contribution to society is valued holistically. People are recognized and celebrated for the civic value of their work, for their collegial and solidaristic commitments, for time spent delivering paid and unpaid care, and for work that combats environmental degradation, among others.
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Scenario analysis of the role and consequences of PLSD
The twin dimensions of time horizons and inclusiveness have a strong bearing on the way social dialogue institutions present themselves and impact economic development. Research consistently highlights disconnects between the potential benefits of social dialogue and obstacles caused by short-termist and non-inclusive approaches to economic performance – whether at the enterprise, sector or economy levels (for a review, see Grimshaw and Hayter 2020). Moreover, there are dynamic feedback effects since the choices that describe the approach to economic development can enable or hinder the prospects for social dialogue to flourish. In particular, a more long-termist and inclusive orientation means social dialogue can thrive because employers’ and workers’ organizations are able to legitimately shape the governance of work; and it generates a degree of certainty in institutional relationships with, for example, dispute resolution agencies, judiciaries and labour administrations (Fashoyin 2004; Papadakis 2021). The four different scenarios also open up multiple possibilities for social dialogue to contest, resist and change a given set of choices of economic development. Indeed, for many countries and sectors where short-termism and non-inclusive approaches to economic development prevail, this may be the primary role of social dialogue.
Overall, a complex process of “regulatory indeterminacy” (Deakin and Sarwar 2008) shapes the way PLSD impacts on economic development. Figure 3 depicts this highly interactive and contingent process. It shows that PLSD delivers a set of foundational and transformative benefits (see section 2), which are contingent on the approaches to economic development with respect to time horizons and inclusiveness (section 3). In turn, the benefits of PLSD shape the approach to economic development (change or continuity) and this drives feedback effects, which circle back to enable or hinder development of the institutions for social dialogue.
Figure 3. The effects of social dialogue on economic development: Contingencies and feedback effects

Source: Author’s original figure.12
In formal terms, figure 3 illustrates two propositions explored in this section:
	Proposition 1: A more long-termist and/or inclusive approach to economic development and social progress is conducive to realizing the foundational and transformative benefits of PLSD (signified by a “+” symbol). These benefits drive a more sustainable approach to economic development with accompanying feedback effects that enable the institutional conditions for effective PLSD.

	Proposition 2: A more short-termist and non-inclusive approach to economic development and social progress obstructs the foundational and transformative benefits of PLSD (signified by a “–” symbol), hindering prospects to build more effective PLSD institutions. Nevertheless, there remains potential for PLSD to contest the parameters of approach and shift towards more long-termism and inclusiveness.


The following analysis applies this dynamic and contingent framing of PLSD effects for the four theoretical scenarios described in section 3.3. In each case, it identifies the likely characteristics of PLSD and then traces its possible benefits, given the constraints and opportunities presented by the characteristics of economic development in each scenario. As explained in section 3, these scenarios provide a theoretical lens through which to analyse the role and impact of PLSD in varying policy environments (see figure 4).
Figure 4. Mapping peak-level social dialogue as a force for change using scenario analysis

The scenario analysis is complemented by real-world examples of PLSD. However, the intention here is not to present a neat mapping and the four scenarios cannot be understood to represent the policy environment in any real countries – this would be neither desirable nor accurate. Countries may exhibit characteristics of economic development from more than one of these idealized scenarios. Nonetheless, the real-world country examples presented play a valuable role in illustrating the particular institutional dynamics of PLSD at play in these essentially theoretical scenarios.
4.1 Unsustainable development
4.1.1 What does PLSD look like?
In the Unsustainable scenario, the structures for PLSD are weak and the degree of representativeness of employers’ and workers’ organizations is low. Social partner organizations depend on voluntarist systems of membership and are not supported by legal protections or statutory codes that ensure regular financial resources. The national and sectoral institutions that exist are patchy and subject to change with political and economic cycles. Because social dialogue often requires multiple rounds of deliberative decision-making, it is often perceived in this scenario as slowing down and restricting the capacity of an economy or enterprise to make rapid market adjustments.
For example, government and/or social partners may seek to incorporate PLSD in the design and implementation of new programmes for vocational training accreditation. However, the full benefits for economic development and social progress are unlikely to be realized in this scenario. This is due in part to the underdevelopment of, and limited investment in, social partner expertise, resources and influence. Moreover, it reflects the absence of strategic, joined-up and long-term orientation among government agencies and departments, as well as problematic swings in political commitment to engaging with social partners.
4.1.2 What role can PLSD play?
The short-termist and non-inclusive characteristics of this scenario are broadly incompatible with the procedures and goals of PLSD. Nevertheless, PLSD can act as an instrument of change by injecting more long-termism and inclusivity in the approach to economic development and social progress (figure 4).
PLSD in this scenario can be perceived as a constraint on government and management prerogative where it reduces their capacity to act quickly and unilaterally to changing market conditions without a view towards long-termist and inclusive outcomes. Social dialogue necessarily acts through contestation, resistance and strike action as a means to inject wider societal concerns about the unnecessary harms caused by this short-termist and non-inclusive scenario of economic development. Unions seek to combat unequal treatment of workers, to avoid flexible hire and fire practices and to expand worker protections. Social dialogue can also usefully impede certain corporate governance practices, such as excessive remuneration to C-level executives (ILO 200813) or the speculative practice of stock buy-backs to maximize shareholders’ short-term returns (Lazonick and Shin 2019).
Because of the underlying clash of principles, conflict among trade unions, government and employers is endemic. Social partners face difficulties in an economic and political system dominated by goals of shareholder value, private equity and short-term gain for the few. Such goals tend not to be inclusive of multiple stakeholder interests (including ensuring real wage gains for all) and consequently imperil the collectivist goals of enterprises, workers and communities (Palladino 2021). Nevertheless, where successful, social dialogue conflict can halt and even reverse the damage to workers, companies, communities and the planet caused by non-inclusive, short-termist strategies. The major challenge for social partners is whether they can update their collective purpose in contexts where political support for more sustainable economic development and social progress is lacking (box 1).
Box 1. Agents of just transition or defending the status quo?
Social partners face an especially difficult dilemma in a context of economic development that places high value on short-term gains to be won from carbon-intensive production, such as coal mining. In research on the response of German and South African unions to the question of coal transition, the political and economic context in which they operate, combined with the available power resources and role of social dialogue in shaping industrial policy, condition their strategic response.
In Germany, unions mobilized against an early phase out of coal (although this stance subsequently weakened), while in South Africa, unions showed early promising signs of supporting a green transition. However in both countries, unions knew their strategy had to be balanced against (and would be conditioned by) the prevailing economic and political conditions. In South Africa, a union president said “if we were not sitting with those high levels of unemployment, it would have made selling the just transition to a green economy so much easier” (Kalt 2022). In Germany, unions were wary of pursuing a transition away from coal in a broader context of diminishing union power. Indeed, unions in both countries gained significant power from high unionization rates (and relatively high pay) in the coal industry. A key difference, however, was that unions in Germany benefited from a clear and proactive government policy goal to exit coal, involving multi-level processes of social dialogue (Voss, unpublished), while in South Africa it was not on the political agenda.
Overall, Kalt finds that “society facing unions have a higher capacity, compared with business-facing unions, to be agents of the green transition”. In Germany, unions benefit enormously from an ongoing concerted effort by government to involve social partners in an effective consensus-building process. According to Voss, the German Coal Commission’s report promised that “binding collective agreements are to be concluded between the social partners, for example, to secure... work through placement and compensation for wage losses, training and further training, [and] to cushion financial losses for earlier retirement”. In South Africa, greater emphasis on short-termist economic performance conditions narrow the boundaries of social dialogue and restrict its potential to realize transformative benefits. A non-inclusive economic development approach, which tolerates high unemployment and inadequate support for worker transitions, is therefore not conducive to realizing the benefits of PLSD for a just transition.

Source: Kalt (2022); Voss (unpublished).
PLSD in this scenario can also mitigate the potential costs and contradictions associated with short-sighted government policy and non-compliant management actions, where these diverge from the short-term interests of investors and workers, as well as business customers and suppliers. The evidence suggests union representatives can effectively monitor in real time whether a workplace and/or subcontracted suppliers abide by legal rules that ensure product, process and labour standards (Outhwaite and Martin-Ortega 2019; Pike 2020). This issue is increasingly important as enterprises operating in an environment of short-termist/non-inclusive priorities still need to protect their brand and reputation and are increasingly alert to the potential costs of non-compliance, not least the immediate loss of investors and inability to recruit and retain staff (box 2). Thus, despite the likely slow and incrementalist change, social dialogue can be a positive force for change towards more inclusive economic development and social progress (figure 4).
Box 2. How PLSD can leverage wider concerns for labour compliance in the global apparel sector
Drawing on empirical evidence from the ILO’s Better Work Programme, Rossi identifies what types of incentives drive buyers and suppliers in global value chains to improve labour standards and decent work in supplier firms (Rossi 2015). Identifying these incentives is critical for designing effective social dialogue that can leverage positive change.
A first incentive is for a country to conform with international labour standards as a means to retain preferential trade access for exports. Evidence of non-compliance with labour clauses in bilateral or regional trade agreements can risk loss of valuable export markets. Growth in the apparel export market in Cambodia, for example, is linked to policy instruments that support workers’ welfare, including skills development to support productivity growth. Secondly, global buyers with an eye on short-term profits and shareholder dividends nevertheless may be sensitive to their reputation (especially apparel brand retailers rather than mass merchandisers) and seek high levels of compliance with labour standards in their factories. Thirdly, where governments and/or social partners publish the names of non-compliant factories, there is a demonstrable effect in improving compliance.
Rossi argues that social dialogue can effectively leverage these incentives but it must be “built on strong, capable and independent employers’ and workers’ organizations, and on political will to engage in social dialogue” (Rossi 2015, 516). The ILO’s Better Work Programme can be leveraged also to convene and engage national and global social partners, together with global buyers and representatives from government, to strengthen the mechanisms of PLSD and drive change to a more sustainable model of economic development and social progress.

Source: Rossi (2015).
High-level channels of social dialogue can also provide a temporary ballast in the Unsustainable scenario in response to disruptions caused by external events. One of the most important insights from the COVID-19 pandemic was that countries characterized by high inequalities and a short-termist approach quickly realized that PLSD was fundamental to negotiating an effective response to protecting incomes and jobs (ILO 2022a). PLSD expanded the sources of information and expertise to government and, by ensuring greater symmetry of interests, reduced the risk of conflict (box 3). The result, in many countries, was a degree of trust in the quality, fairness and credibility of decision-making, which is particularly vital in a climate of uncertainty. Nevertheless, despite the proven effectiveness of the many different deliberative solutions to the crisis, few such countries built on these institutional experiments by forging closer cooperation among social partners and government in setting out a more inclusive and long-termist approach to recovery from the pandemic (Brandl 2023).
Box 3. Tripartite PLSD in liberal market economies during the COVID-19 pandemic
Comparative research has sought to understand the reasons for, and consequences of, an increase in the role of tripartite PLSD, especially in countries where the role of social partners in policymaking is traditionally limited. Brandl examined the experience of five such countries (Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand and the United Kingdom) and found that all except Canada used PLSD in the design and implementation of furlough schemes, income protection or business support (although there were province-level initatives in Canada) (Brandl 2023).
The explanation for the temporary use of PLSD in these countries is that governments valued its immediate role in legitimating actions that required popular support over its problem-solving functions. Joint statements and media activities that stressed the principle of tripartism as a sign of unity in a time of crisis were prioritized over setting out concrete plans for joint working and precise mechanisms for social dialogue. The United Kingdom is illustrative, where:
“the cooperation did not lead to intensive and formal interaction on specific policies or actions in the later phases of the pandemic. In fact, what followed were a few more joint statements that signaled broad mutual support for the plans of the government and separate statements that proposals by social partners are more or less in line with each other. Nevertheless, there was cooperation and joint action between the state and social partners that was new (or not seen in the United Kingdom since the 1970s)” (Brandl 2023, 166).
This differs from the countries with stronger traditions of PLSD (for example, Austria, Finland or Germany) where there was a formalized series of meetings between social partners and government representatives to develop a wider range of policies and measures to confront the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Source : Brandl (2023).
4.2 Captive development
4.2.1 What does PLSD look like?
PLSD plays a key role in this scenario but its presence, resourcing and effectiveness is strongly segmented between sectors and regions reflecting the competitive success of large corporations in the formal economy, global hubs, high-tech districts and public–private partnerships. Because this scenario is characterized by inequalities among enterprises, sectors and workforce groups, social partners face the challenge of negotiating better protections for existing members while simultaneously extending their reach to enterprises and workers on the margins of high performing segments of the economy. As a result, PLSD tends to be characterized by a patchwork of high and low mobilization of workers and employers in their respective employers’ and workers’ organizations. The main risk is that social dialogue achievements (for example, better wages, skill investments and social protection) are limited to the more prosperous segments of the economy and efforts to mobilize workers in the informal economy and less prosperous segments of the formal economy are overshadowed.
4.2.2 What role can PLSD play?
Here, PLSD can act as both a prop and a counter to government and enterprise strategy, contributing to both continuity and change (figure 4). There is a risk that PLSD acts in a way, whether intended or unintended, that sustains and even reinforces the divisions and dualisms that are associated with the industry segmentation of Captive development. This arises in circumstances in which social dialogue is effective at protecting enterprises in prosperous sectors and union members with standard, full-time employment in those sectors, but faces a more difficult task to improve business and working conditions in those sectors where profit margins and/or sources of revenue are squeezed, reflecting the conditions of Captive development.
In particular, PLSD confronts a major challenge to be more inclusive towards “outsiders” – namely, enterprises in sectors such as personal services or low-tech manufacturing on the periphery of high performing segments of the economy, workers with insecure freelance or irregular hours contracts in the formal economy and workers in the informal economy. As such, largely because of the rigid, long-term economic boundaries in the scenario, social dialogue mostly prospers in specific pockets of the economy. In doing so, it risks complementing rather than contesting the scenario by delivering benefits for workers considered “insiders” at the expense of “outsiders” (Palier and Thelen 2010; Rueda 2005).
Persistent labour market dualism is reinforced when PLSD combines with labour institutions that favour workers in standard forms of employment. When eligibility rules for employment protection and unemployment benefits exclude workers with part-time, temporary and informal contracts (Rubery et al. 2018), the division between insiders and outsiders becomes less porous and the challenge for social dialogue to distribute access to decent work more difficult. Similarly, a meta-analysis of research on the role of trade unions in shaping workforce inequalities finds that one in four cases involved social dialogue that reinforced dualism – namely, improving conditions for core workers “with either no attempt to address precarity for peripheral workers or increased precarity for these workers” (Carver and Doellgast 2021).
Nevertheless, there are multiple opportunities for social partners to forge inclusive coalitions that partially weaken rigid lines of enterprise and workforce segmentation, even in economic circumstances of stubbornly high inequalities. Trade unions can mobilize effectively on the margins of high-performing economic segments in response to demands from workers and communities left behind by a sustained failure to distribute the fruits of corporate success (box 4). Examples include:
	new unions rooted in grassroots community organizations that improve conditions for informal workers or gig economy workers;

	living wage campaigns to boost wages for low-paid business services workers; and

	innovative multi-stakeholder forums to improve business and working conditions for supplier firms in global value chains (for example, Bair 2017; Hammer 2010).


Also, long-term procurement contracts with the public sector provide opportunities to extend union membership into segments of the private sector previously under-represented. This is because the outsourcing of public services from government tax offices, hospitals and local municipalities often involves the transfer of unionized workers from the public to the private sector (Grimshaw et al. 2023).
Box 4. Precarious work and worker protests for more inclusive development and decent work
For trade unions, the fragmentation of the workforce (by subcontracting work, dividing jobs by secure and insecure contracting arrangements or using agencies and gangmasters for recruiting low paid workers) and lack of labour law enforcement complicate strategies for building solidarity and more inclusive development. A critical review of diverse forms of labour resistance in Canada, China, India and the United States (Chan, Nair and Rhomberg 2019) brings together country studies to examine how forms of worker protest that embrace more solidaristic strategies have repeatedly exercised influence over employer and government policies despite the difficult terrain of struggle for decent work in the different country and industry contexts.
In the United States, a key shift in union strategy was the decision by the peak organization (AFL-CIO) to reverse its long-standing opposition to immigration in 2000 and call for undocumented immigrants to be granted citizenship. Unions subsequently developed labour-community alliances in many states to mobilize effective protests for living wages or higher minimum wages, most notably with the “Fight for $15” campaign. These focused on coalition building and leadership development in neighbourhoods where workers lived. In India, unions have sought to combat the decline in power resources by covering workers in precarious work and staging unified strikes, yet have had limited national influence in countering the precarization processes fostered by government through its failure to enforce legal protections. Case studies of auto workers’ unrest in three different regions show how local mobilizing across regular and irregular work can build valuable associations, although mostly ineffective when faced with powerful opposition from the state through the judiciary, labour inspectorates and police.
In China, the centralized trade union organization is a component of the state apparatus and all enterprises with 25 or more employees must have basic trade union committees, resulting in the world’s largest unionized workforce. Attempts by workers to establish independent unions face stringent controls by the state. Moreover, workers must contend with the shifting legal construction of precarity, such as the exclusion of construction workers from legal protections. “Legal activism” is said to be burdensome and construction workers protest and struggle for compensation for unpaid wages without effective union leadership. Finally, in Canada, research highlights the alliances forged between unions and equalities organizations following the leadership roles adopted by young lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ+) workers in coffee houses. These workers had prior experience of discrimination in hiring and unequal treatment and brought valuable ties with overlapping networks of organizations and media contacts who supported their union campaign.
Overall, as the authors conclude: “as there is no one form of precarity, so there is no one form of resistance” (Chan, Nair and Rhomberg 2019, 479).

Source: Chan, Nair and Rhomberg (2019).
Considering this scenario’s long-termist approach to economic development and social progress, PLSD also has the potential for complementarity by instituting a set of processes for establishing mutuality of interests and trusting relations. Under the right conditions, PLSD can contribute ideas, knowledge and initiatives towards raising productivity over the long term – by identifying areas of underused capacity (capital and labour), establishing a platform for “collaborative innovation” and ensuring a smooth transition to higher productivity pathways (Lindsay et al. 2018). A major area of success is in its capacity to deliver improved cooperation and skill development for high performance work and innovation by providing a platform to negotiate conflicting interests between employers and workers (box 5). Studies of high-performing manufacturing and services firms show that social dialogue can effectively smooth the contested terrain regarding: the balance of general and enterprise-specific skills; the degree of worker autonomy in job design; how to adapt to digital technologies; who pays for skill development; and what are the appropriate returns to skill investment (in terms of wage and productivity gains) (Haipeter 2020; Lloyd and Payne 2019).
Nevertheless, an emphasis on forging trusting relations between social partners brings the risk that the principle of pluralism (section 1) gives way to unitarist principles of management and/or state control alongside the co-opting of trade union interests and concerns about “illusory tripartite corporatism” (Ost 2000). This can imply a narrow format for management–union partnership that focuses on high performance and employee well-being – for example, with limited attention to workers’ material conditions and participation in substantive areas of decision-making (Borbély and Neumann 2015; Tapia et al. 2015).
Overall, in the Captive scenario of stubborn dualism and inequalities, the challenge for PLSD is to inject greater inclusiveness by extending its arena of actions to other workers, enterprises and regions on the margins and especially in the informal economy.
Box 5. Improving knowledge of the workplace impact of digitalization
For both employers and trade unions, a strong interplay between peak-level and workplace-level social dialogue is essential for responding to the risks and opportunities presented by digitalization. This is demonstrated in a critical assessment of one of the main strategies German unions developed, “Arbeit 2020”, designed to raise works councils’ awareness of the workplace impact of digitalization and raise their capacity to respond and negotiate new workplace agreements with employers (Haipeter 2020). The strategy reflects a peak-level decision to embrace the new technologies, to shape their implementation by developing strategies to acquire information, build knowledge resources and capabilities at plant level and to influence the operationalization and outcomes of digitalization. The context of research is the export manufacturing industry where the traditional dual institutions of worker participation largely retain their influence (plants have a works council and are covered by sectoral collective bargaining), albeit with some “grey areas” where the unions’ project seeks to activate union members, strengthen links with works councils and improve their capabilities.
The main aim of “Arbeit 2020” is to advise works councils through teams of union officials who provide up to ten days of “consultancy advice”. The consultancy involves a workplace assessment of digitalization through exchanges with employees, the interactive creation of a “digitalization map” and ultimately, identifying key issues for negotiations with management about how to address future challenges. The maps produced measures of digitalization for each department based on the degree of interconnectedness and technical control, since these relate to prospects for automation, and also measures of change in employment, job requirements and working conditions.
From these maps, works councils across the various plants tended to prioritize issues related to employment security, working conditions, training and problems of leadership and communication. They negotiated with management to improve: staffing levels (for example, excessive overtime demands); work intensification (to reduce pressures on engineers to resolve urgent software problems); further training (to evaluate training needs, especially related to new software); and transparency (to improve communication of key decisions).
In situations where effective consensus was possible, management saw considerable advantage in including works councils for their knowledge, understanding and capacity to strengthen digitalized operations. In Haipeter’s words:
“Employee participation was significant – in fact, indispensable – for two reasons: first, it opened up a route to expert knowledge in areas in which works councils could not call on this from within their own ranks as it related to departments that were unrepresented in the works councils’ committees, and second, it created contacts, interests and legitimation for ‘Arbeit 2020’ and the process of interest representation overall” (Haipeter 2020, 255).

Source: Haipeter (2020).
4.3 Open development
4.3.1 What does PLSD look like?
Here, employers and trade unions derive bargaining power from their inclusive, associational strength that integrates diverse employer and worker groups. Yet, PLSD is hindered by two factors:
	a precarious labour market with an excessive proportion of insecure forms of work and unstable business, which makes mobilization difficult; and

	the absence of long-term certainty (and legal clarity) underpinning the protective regulatory frameworks necessary for social dialogue to thrive.


In these circumstances, PLSD may be said to be constrained by relatively weak power resources related to structural and institutional conditions.14
4.3.2 What role can PLSD play?
The inclusive character of this scenario provides social partners with a wealth of opportunities to foster and reinforce equalities in the world of work. The institutions of social dialogue are well suited to delivering this goal. Prominent initiatives address equal pay for equal work, the balancing of care responsibilities and work (box 6), combating violence and harassment at work, eliminating discrimination and making labour protection more inclusive of disadvantaged groups, such as migrant workers and indigenous persons. Collective agreements may include paid parental leave clauses, contributing to both equal treatment between men and women at work, and work–life balance (Baird and Murray 2014; Dickens 2000).

Box 6. Social dialogue to improve family support in developing countries
An analysis of 249 collective agreements from 11 developing countries (in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa and South-East Asia), including multi-employer and single-employer agreements, finds that the majority (89 per cent) include clauses addressing work-family arrangements (Besamusca and Tijdens 2015).
Among these agreements, three in four stipulate guaranteed paid maternity leave and one in two paid paternity leave. In some countries, all agreements examined fix the same duration and payment, suggesting that the agreement replicates the legal requirement. In others, the duration is significantly different (for example, in Brazil, Senegal and Uganda), suggesting that social dialogue in many enterprises and sectors can considerably improve on the minimum statutory requirement.
Only one in three agreements offer child care allowances or facilities, although this varies massively by country, from none in Uganda to 91 per cent of agreements in Madagascar.

Source: Besamusca and Tidjens (2015).
Social dialogue is also a powerful instrument to empower women to report incidents of sexual harassment at work. This is especially vital in contexts where gender and cultural norms constrain the ways women can express themselves, where power hierarchies at work mean women risk losing their job or being stigmatized, or where the informality of the job means there is no other recourse to formal structures for reporting sexual harassment (ILO 2022b, 43–45). Trade unions can improve matters by strengthening awareness of one’s rights, helping to frame and articulate the experience of sexual harassment, identifying support and protection, and providing a mechanism to counter the perpetrator. Nevertheless, the more precarious, isolated and informal the work environment, the more difficult it is for social partners to provide adequate support and protection for women, particularly in the many developing countries where mechanisms for social dialogue remain underdeveloped (box 7).
What is required are complementary long-term actions by employers’ associations and government agencies, cooperating also with trade unions and non-governmental organizations, to ensure that women can access suitable voice mechanisms without having to exit paid work to escape violence, suffering further problems of income loss and insecurities. The problem in this scenario, with its emphasis on short-termist economic development, is that governments and enterprises may be unwilling to sustain the necessary financial resources to enable employers’ and workers’ organizations to design and implement effective measures, including suitable dispute resolution mechanisms and services.
Box 7. The problem of absent collective voice: Precarious factory work and sexual harassment in Uganda
In one detailed qualitative study of women who worked without contracts or terms of reference in factories in Kampala in 2021 (Oosterom, Namuggala and Nankindu 2023), none of the women interviewed were members of a trade union or other representative organization, nor were they aware of union activities at their workplace. Most supervisory positions were held by men who decided on daily payments, deductions (for late arrival, mistakes or damage to a product) and promotions, as well as who worked day or night shifts and the duration of toilet breaks. The precarious working conditions afforded male supervisors considerable power over women in the factories creating opportunities for sexual harassment in exchange for the granting of favours or special treatment.
All research participants had experienced incidents of harassment and most had been touched inappropriately. New recruits were especially at risk and male supervisors abused their position of power, as the following quote illustrates:
“They [women] talk about people who touch them without permission. At my workplace that is almost on a daily basis. Boys in the company touch girls. Supervisors and managers have their women among the workers, they give them gifts and after they have slept with them they dump them”.
Women faced strong cultural constraints against reporting sexual harassment, sometimes being accused of thinking they were “special” or being accused of being “villagish” – targeted at rural migrants who did not understand how city dwellers behaved. But the larger deterrent was the risk of losing their job, facilitated by the casual, informal work arrangements, lack of union presence and uncontested power of male supervisors and managers. Also, women said they were reluctant to report the perpetrator to the police out of distrust, perceived corruption (payment of bribes) and transport costs (to a distant police station). In the absence of trade union support or a workplace committee, women therefore mostly depended on their female peers to share tactics to stay safe in a toxic workplace.

Source: Oosterom, Namuggala and Nankindu (2023).
Despite the positive opportunities for PLSD to deliver an inclusive agenda, a further key tension lies with the difficulties of sustaining equalities in a context of short-termist, unitarist approaches to CSR. CSR emerges as the dominant approach to inclusive and responsible business practice because it enables the enterprise, or employer and business membership organization, to implement practices that go beyond the corporation’s legal obligations and/or its commitments to stockholders (ILO 2019d; Rodriguez-Gomez et al. 2020). Examples include voluntary codes of conduct, voluntary adherence to payment of a living wage and extending decent working conditions to suppliers. Company initiatives typically frame their actions using selected excerpts from the 2030 Agenda, OECD Guidelines or the 1998 ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and its Follow-up,15 among others (ILO 2019d). Nevertheless, because CSR is defined and operationalized in the Open scenario on the basis of unitarist assumptions of aligned interests (among employers and workers), it contrasts with a pluralist approach to social dialogue and inclusiveness, as we explore next.
4.4 Sustainable development
4.4.1 What does PLSD look like?
With its strong orientation to long-termist and inclusive economic development and social progress, this scenario supports strong employers’ and workers’ organizations that have the legal authority to represent the full range of views and interests among diverse employers and workforce groups. These interests span urban and rural areas, advantaged and disadvantaged communities, and formal and informal segments of the economy, among others. Bipartite and tripartite PLSD is considered a public good that lies at the heart of democracy and social partners are encouraged and supported to participate in the formulation and implementation of economic, industrial and social policy at regional, sectoral and national levels. In doing so, social partners “fortify democratic governance, building vigorous and resilient labour market institutions that contribute to long-term social and economic stability and peace” (ILO 1999, 38).
Participation rights are deeply embedded and inclusive; they cover collective bargaining at sector and enterprise levels, representation on government policy committees and co-determination rights on company governing boards. Furthermore, unlike corporatist modes of CSR (see section 4.3), social dialogue in this scenario is a pluralist model of industrial democracy. That is, the interests of employers, workers and government are described by “structured antagonism” (Edwards 1986) and each claims a legitimate role in the running of enterprises and the economy. Workers are considered “citizens” of the enterprise (Kaufmann 2000, 196) and democratic process requires freedom of association (enabling their representation through independent workers’ representatives), the right to strike and to defend their own interests, thereby ensuring legitimacy of process and outcome. Also, the institutions regulating social dialogue require employers and workers to make credible binding commitments to the negotiated terms of agreement, and accountability mechanisms and remedies in case of breach of commitments (see table 1).
4.4.2 What role can PLSD play?
Social dialogue is a fundamental institutional mechanism for achieving long-termist and inclusive economic development and social progress. Social partners are independent and legitimate actors at the national, sectoral and enterprise levels of decision-making and are valued for the high-level technical and analytical expertise they bring to formal and informal deliberations on key aspects of economic, social and environmental policy. The resulting policy measures are able to capitalize on each of the interrelated foundational and transformative benefits of social dialogue, which drives a virtuous circle of benefits and continuous innovation in the long-termist and inclusive orientation of Sustainable development (figure 4).
Firstly, PLSD contributes to labour peace and societal stability. This arises from certain interrelated characteristics of social dialogue, which are enabled and strengthened in this scenario. Using information sharing, consultation and negotiation, social dialogue defuses resistance, improves mutual understanding and avoids deadlock. Because all social partners are perceived as legitimate and capable representative bodies in this scenario, a climate of confidence among partners fosters long-term cooperation and consensus. Moreover, by encompassing enterprises in the informal economy and continuously working to provide adequate protection for people in informal work and reducing the use of precarious forms of work, social dialogue strengthens social cohesion.
Secondly, because PLSD enjoys conducive economic and political conditions, it makes a positive contribution to good governance and the consolidation of democracy in the Sustainable development scenario. It evens out the balance of power in society, roots out corruption and the pursuit of powerful self-interest, and ensures a diversity of viewpoints are represented in transparent modes of decision-making. In doing so, social dialogue underpins levels of popular trust and confidence in the wider institutions of economic and political democracy.
Thirdly, PLSD in this scenario continuously seeks to distribute fairly the fruits of economic growth. This requires a number of interconnected efforts, including those focused on reducing income inequality, such as:
	coordinated bipartite negotiations that ensure real wages in all sectors keep up with average national productivity growth (through sectoral wage bargaining linked with enterprise bargaining);

	tripartite social dialogue to ensure regular and adequate minimum wage rises distribute economic gains to the lowest paid (ILO 2022a) and reduce the share of people living in poverty (box 8);

	tripartite negotiation of tax and transfers programmes to level out market-based income inequalities and, as we saw during the pandemic, to ensure adequate income protection (ILO 2020b, box 9); and

	consultations and information at international level to identify new measures to reduce the unjust concentration of wealth among a tiny proportion of the world’s population.


Box 8. Using minimum wage policy to reduce poverty and address high inflation in Argentina
When a statutory minimum wage is fixed using tripartite social dialogue it has a positive impact in reducing poverty and in enabling a country to address high inflation. It directly improves real wage income among the lowest paid, including informal wage-earning workers who benefit from the “lighthouse effect” of minimum wage upratings (Engbom and Moser 2022). Moreover, it means that over a person’s lifetime their earnings and contributions to pension savings are increased, thus reducing poverty among retired persons who were formerly minimum wage workers.
In Argentina, low paid workers often face extremely high inflation, estimated to have exceeded 50 per cent during 2021–22 and more than 100 per cent in 2023. The role of PLSD in driving an agile minimum wage policy is critical, given that many essential consumer goods consumed by poorer households are susceptible to even higher inflation (food, housing, transport and utilities).
Argentina benefits from a tripartite decision-making council (the National Council for Employment, Productivity and the Adjustable Minimum Living Wage), with employer and union representatives (16 each) and the Government as Chair. The evidence (prior to the new government elected in 2024) suggested considerable dynamism in social partner decisions on minimum wage uprating. Together, they effectively negotiated near monthly minimum wage upratings to keep pace with hyperinflation. During 2021, social partners agreed eight successive rises, amounting to an annual rise of 55 per cent (see table B8.1)
Given its high collective bargaining coverage in the formal economy, the dynamic minimum wage policy also pressured social partners to activate wage bargaining and levels of uprating, especially in the key low-wage sectors of retail, hospitality and garment manufacturing, where data suggest collectively agreed base wages have sustained a wide differential above the minimum wage (Grimshaw 2022). This i supported by evidence of a very low share of formal employees earning at or below the minimum wage – less than 5 per cent (Maurizio and Vázquez 2016, table 2). New research is needed to track the implications of new economic and wage-fixing policy since 2024.
Table Box 8.1. Minimum wage upratings in Argentina, 2017-2023
	
	2017
	2018
	2019
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023

	No. of minimum wage upratings
	2
	4
	4
	2
	8
	8
	6 as of 
June 2023

	Annual minimum wage percentage change 
(December to December)
	17%
	28%
	49%
	22%
	55%
	94%
	–

	Annual consumer price index
	25%
	49%
	52%
	36%
	52%
	–
	–


Note: International organizations do not report consumer price index for Argentina due to reliability problems.


Source: Estudio del Amo, "Salario mínimo, vital y móvil”; INDEC, “Índice de precios al consumidor”; Scarpati Costa and Kahancová (2021).
Box 9. Improving social protection measures during the COVID-19 crisis through PLSD 
National institutions for social dialogue and economic and social councils proved effective and popular devices to develop coordinated and innovative social protection measures during the COVID-19 pandemic. In developing countries, social dialogue instruments also included in several cases the purposeful inclusion of organizations representing the needs of informal workers. Country examples compiled by the ILO include:
	Argentina: a tripartite agreement of a regulatory framework for income and job protection for workers. This ensured that workers unable to telework received benefits equivalent to 75 per cent of their net income. Informal workers were represented in the Emergency Social Committee in order to tackle issues of food security, income and job security. National forums were replicated at local levels with local dialogues made up of a similar cross-sectoral representation, ensuring grassroots representation;

	South Africa: the tripartite-plus National Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) (that also includes community representation) formulated new social protection measures including a relief scheme launched under the unemployment insurance fund to protect 60 per cent of incomes (for a specified period) for workers laid off indefinitely. Other measures addressed sick leave benefits and school feeding schemes. Informal workers voiced their needs through the pre-existing structure (the “Recommendation 204 task team”) to advocate for their right to work and secure incomes during lockdown;

	India: aligned with a coordinated tripartite response (“all of government, all of society”), the state of Kerala implemented precautionary state-wide public health responses, distribution of in-kind assistance and other complementary income support measures;

	Tunisia: a tripartite agreement to protect job and incomes for private sector employees working in selected sectors, with costs shared between employers and government.




Source: ILO (2020b).
Building on these foundational benefits, PLSD is also able to capitalize on its transformative potential by fostering and reinforcing sustainable productivity growth and just transitions. Regarding the former, research shows clearly that sector-level PLSD contributes directly to enterprise productivity growth by injecting new production ideas, stabilizing staff turnover and improving skill development and wage prospects (Brandl and Braakmann 202116). Complementary contextual factors – such asan  expansionary fiscal policy and a commitment to full employment and distributed economic growth (monitored by the use of “distributed national accounts”) – underpin and reinforce these positive productivity effects of social dialogue (see, also Traxler and Brandl 2012). Moreover, productivity gains rest on decent work in which all workers enjoy sufficient autonomy to develop their capabilities in a fulfilling environment.
With respect to just transitions, PLSD enables a continuous process of transformation faced with rapidly changing technologies, environmental pressures and shifting demographics. Agile mechanisms for joint problem-solving improve the ability of countries to understand and respond to the complex challenges for labour, business and government policy related to: continuous innovation in digital technologies and AI; the unfolding scientific evidence concerning the state of the environment and new technologies for sustainable consumption and production; and state-of-the-art working arrangements and healthcare provision for an ageing society. Critical to these just transitions is long-term mutual investment in reskilling programmes, job redesign and active labour market programmes, which enable creative and transformative opportunities for people to realize their capabilities. While actors must grapple with these challenges in all four scenarios, this scenario – with its strong orientation to long-termist and inclusive features of development – offers the most promise for managing disruptive change in a manner that leaves nobody behind.
Despite the overall advantageous contextual conditions for PLSD to thrive and deliver positive foundational and transformative benefits with positive feedback effects, two risks nevertheless challenge the resilience of this scenario and require continuous vigilance and innovation in the structures and processes of social dialogue.
The first risk concerns the capacity of countries to sustain a social contract forged through pluralist social dialogue in an internationalized economy with strong social, economic and environmental linkages in which other countries compete on short-term costs and/or inequalities. As long as some country governments do not respect and realize employers’ and workers’ fundamental rights to freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining, and do not guarantee the autonomy of social partners, then it is difficult for countries pursuing a Sustainable approach to forge a new model of economic organization and social justice around principles of sustainable development.
The second is the risk of democratic deficits emerging within employers’ and workers’ organizations. Given the long-termist and inclusive outlook, there is a vital need for constant interrogation of internal governance practices. In their review of contested meanings of union democracy, Hyman and Gumbrell-McCormick (2020, 257) argue that advocating greater democracy in the workplace and in government policy “lacks legitimacy unless unions themselves can demonstrate their democratic credentials”. Encompassing representation means promoting forms of solidarity that improve conditions for all workers regardless of employment contract, sector or workforce group (Carver and Doellgast 2021). Equally, employers’ organizations need to be alert to how best to represent differentiated types of solo self-employed and unregistered businesses (in a variety of socio-economic contexts) so as to advance the common good (Bhebhe 2021).


12 
         This figure was used by the author in the Social Dialogue Report 2024 (ILO 2024, figure 1.2).
13 
         The ILO defines excessive executive remuneration as increases in pay delinked from firm performance (ILO 2008).
14 
         On the theoretical notion of power resources, see Refslund and Arnholtz (2022).
15 
         ILO, “ILO 1998 Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and its Follow-up”.
16 
         A comprehensive meta-analysis of 111 research studies of unions and productivity effects also confirms that overall unions have a small but positive effect on productivity (Doucouliagos, Freeman and Laroche 2017).


Discussion: PLSD for sustainable economic development and social progress 
The long-termist and inclusive features that characterize the Sustainable development scenario mean it is best equipped among the four abstract scenarios outlined to ensure a virtuous cycle between PLSD, sustainable economic development and social progress for all. Making full use of sophisticated and effective institutions of social dialogue, there is a collective understanding, normalized in different ways in each societal context, that in exchange for their contribution to growth and prosperity, people’s rights are respected and the fruits of progress are shared evenly. Society accepts the responsibility to future generations to shape a human-centred future of work that meets the shared aspirations of all actors in the world of work (ILO 2019a).
Of course the problem we face is that most societies are a long way from this scenario. Even if they are moving in the right direction, the pace of change is too slow (UN 2021b; UNDESA 2023). Drawing on the scenario analysis above, this final section analyses the role of PLSD as a positive force for change in driving four interrelated aims of sustainable economic development and social progress for all.
5.1. PLSD for decent work and full employment
Decent work and full employment are at the heart of the 2030 Agenda, as captured by SDG 8: Decent work and sustainable economic growth. Short-termism presents specific opportunities and challenges for social dialogue to make sustained progress in delivering decent work for all. In the Open scenario, for example, constant churn in finance and labour markets means there is a flourishing of business opportunities and innovative ecosystems that can forge complementarities of skills, technologies and enabling institutions. Its inclusive orientation also means that social partners can help to ensure that short-term economic opportunities are evenly distributed among regions, sectors, firms of different sizes and workforce groups, countering the kinds of long-term divisions and inequalities associated with the Captive scenario.
Nevertheless, the negative side of market churn concerns its disruption and instability that, in the absence of long-termist institutional protections (of the kind associated, for example, with Denmark’s model of flexicurity17), undermines income stability for many workers and enterprises. For example, many workforce groups with only a precarious foothold in the labour market suffer insecure income from work, inadequate welfare protections and no sustained investments in education and training (ILO 2016). Also, SMEs may face difficulties accessing bank loans for long-term investments in expansion or acquisitions when faced with pressures to demonstrate short-term revenue gains. As we documented above, PLSD can be a prime mover in extending decent work to those in precarious work or informal work, whether by extending protections or strengthening opportunities for transitions into decent work (Rubery 2017).
It is also notable that, where aligned with short-termist parameters of enterprise or economy success, an inclusive orientation risks fostering unitarist, top-down corporate approaches to equality that conflict with the pluralist principles of social dialogue. This means, for example, that while social partners may be able to table key issues for an EDI agenda, progress on decent work is likely to be impaired without societally binding commitments forged with real participation and negotiation by employers’ and workers’ organizations. All too often, research shows that many organizations advance a CSR agenda without due regard to the formal institutions for pluralist social dialogue (Jackson, Doellgast and Baccaro 2018; Onkila and Sarna 2022).
Overall, PLSD can be a strong force for establishing and sustaining decent work while fostering more long-termist and inclusive approaches to economic development. However, it requires a wide-ranging remit, covering:
	tripartite participation in shaping a full employment focused monetary and fiscal policy regime that also helps to create an enabling environment for sustainable enterprises;

	strengthened worker protections (including pay, occupational safety and health, employment security, working time and youth opportunities);

	promotion of gender equality;

	formalization of work and protections for informal work;

	inclusive and effective coverage of workers’ rights (especially to reduce the precarity of work and vulnerability of workers); and

	implementation of international labour standards.


5.2. PLSD for a fair income distribution
The degree of inclusiveness that is baked into a society’s approach to economic development and social progress establishes an explicit set of opportunities (or constraints) for PLSD to combat inequalities. Again, the four scenarios provide a useful heuristic tool to critically appraise these possibilities.
With their strongly non-inclusive orientation, the Unsustainable and Captive scenarios entail a high risk that neither short-term nor long-term economic gains will deliver social progress for all. This is because economic gains are captured by a narrow segment of society (clusters of enterprises or geographical districts or workforce groups) and are not distributed to other groups via channels of universal welfare provision, adequately resourced labour market activation programmes (including formalization) or regular minimum wage uplifting, among other social policies designed and adjusted by social dialogue. Moreover, it is likely that, while higher inequality may be conducive to a certain type of economic performance, it reduces the growth rate of GDP per capita over the longer term (Halter, Oechslin and Zweimüller 2014) and is not compatible with sustainable development and social justice (ILO 2023d).
A further problem with the Captive scenario is that it locks in structural advantage and disadvantage over the long term, making it difficult for social dialogue to work with new industry entrants or excluded workforce groups to share the fruits of economic progress. As such, the relationship between economic development and social progress is supported by its beneficiary enterprises (and possibly also social partners), but strongly contested by those who experience a relative deterioration in living standards. There is, therefore, a real danger of societal conflict in the Captive scenario, with deep dissatisfaction among citizens from regions long disadvantaged and workers from groups who have faced a legacy of mistreatment and exclusion. It is precisely this kind of scenario where social partners can improve the legitimacy of their role by reaching out to civil society organizations and community groups to extend coalitional power.
Overall, social partners and government need to be continuously proactive in a number of interrelated areas of policy and practice to shape a more just sharing of income while promoting sustainable development. These areas include:
	a fair minimum and effective wage policy;

	effective sectoral collective bargaining to coordinate wage gains across sectors and enterprises;

	proactive response to high inflation through tax and transfer policies and wage settlements;

	equal pay for equal work;

	wage progress through skill development; and

	transitions out of poverty.


5.3. PLSD to navigate just transitions
Short-termism and a non-inclusive orientation to economic and social policy present huge obstacles to the capacity of social dialogue to assist societies in designing and planning just transitions. In the Unsustainable scenario, the ability and willingness of governments and enterprises to align short-term and unevenly distributed economic gains with a proactive societal response to the grand challenges of digitalization, climate change and demographic shifts is limited. This complicates the role for PLSD as a force for change. A relevant risk in the Unsustainable scenario is that of capital strikes. While some enterprises may benefit from a short-termist and non-inclusive approach, many enterprises do not and may opt to invest less or invest elsewhere until a more cohesive and stable policy orientation for a just transition is established. In the short term, a capital strike (even if disorganized and fractured across different segments of the economy) may not only hinder just transitions but also trigger economic recession and aggravate a sense of economic chaos, especially if it is accompanied by a relocation of activities (and possibly workers) to other countries (Feldmann and Morgan 2021).
With a more inclusive orientation to economic development, PLSD is more likely to be part of the solution to a just transition. In the Open and Sustainable scenarios, a just transition aligned with greater use and application of digital and AI technologies is more likely to be human-centred insofar as this coheres with a corporate focus on short-term (Open) or long-term (Sustainable) economic success. Trade unions can work with platform companies to co-design systems of algorithmic performance management that grant human line managers or supervisors with responsibilities to mediate digital decisions: such management-mediated measures can guard against undesirable algorithmic biases and unequal treatment, and improve worker satisfaction and well-being (Pulignano et al. 2023). Faced with the challenges of a just transition for a green economy, PLSD can prevent a head-in-the-sand approach among corporate leaders and government by providing a forum for multiple stakeholders, including representatives of communities affected by environmental degradation, to voice their concerns and improve the quality of knowledge and understanding as a basis for inclusive and sustainable economic development (Grimshaw and Rani 2021).
Such outcomes are not easy to realize in the Unsustainable or Captive scenarios given their winner-takes-most, zero-sum approach to economic success (Schwellnus et al. 2018). With its combination of long-termism and non-inclusiveness, the Captive scenario encourages the conglomeration of companies. Governments apply light-touch regulation but this can be highly problematic. In some cases, where companies exceed in value the GDP of many countries, they fuel concerns about the balance of corporate and state power, and limit the capacity of social partners (acting with government) to represent the interests of workers, enterprises and citizens (Rahman and Thelen 2019). Large corporations seek to extend their size and influence over the long term, raising barriers to competition from potentially innovative new market entrants (Coveri, Cozza and Guarascio 2022). At the same time, the workforce in the Captive scenario risks being subjected to intrusive surveillance and algorithmic evaluation of performance, unless trade unions are able to mobilize for change.
Overall, PLSD can be a proactive countervailing force for positive change in the Unsustainable, Captive and Open scenarios in enabling just transitions and sustainable productivity growth. The more the orientation of economic development can foster long-termist and inclusive orientations, provoked by social dialogue, the better the prospects for just transitions for all workers. This requires a raft of innovative policy programmes, co-designed through PLSD, including:
	environmental and green job policies;

	human-centred applications of digital and ai technologies;

	upskilling and reskilling programmes for productivity, labour retention and worker mobility; and

	industry and technology investment policies.


5.4. PLSD for social justice
Finally, the scenario analysis advanced in this paper enables us to address the central question of how social dialogue can advance social justice – in the world of work and wider society (ILO 2023d). The overall finding is that PLSD plays a core role in driving all societies towards more sustainable economic development and social progress. In doing so, it is both constitutive of social justice and a channel for delivering social justice. In particular:
	it builds trust and norms of collective solidarity in the world of work and in democratic political processes;

	it is inclusive of diverse stakeholders, deepens participation in substantive decision-making and extends protections of rights and resources; and

	it promotes new systems and practices to measure and value what matters to people and the planet.


Social dialogue faces far fewer obstacles in societies where norms and principles of long-termism and inclusiveness are constitutive of the approach to economic development and social progress. By contrast, a lack of concern for inclusiveness generates disconnects and ruptures in society that are difficult to resolve through social dialogue without the necessary institutional supports and resources. The risk is that persistent divisions and inequalities fuel a dispiriting sense of injustice over time, laying the foundations for a destructive mode of populist politics that further aggravates and exploits division (McCall Rosenbluth and Weir 2021).
For example, where there are no mechanisms or political incentives to distribute the gains of economic success across sectors, the informal economy is likely to persist in scale, with disadvantages for those enterprises, workers and communities who depend on it. A country may also decide not to support the arts, and even neglect public education and care services for children, people with disabilities and the elderly. The resulting deficit in social justice reflects a non-inclusive orientation to developing a balanced economy and society and an under-appreciation of the role of culture and universal public services for sustainable development (Gough 2019). Workers in these exposed and under-resourced sectors then become over-reliant on statutory protections, such as the minimum wage and health and safety rules, rather than experiencing reward and opportunity aligned with the societal value of their work, knowledge and abilities.
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         For a review of how Denmark’s flexicurity model responded to the COVID-19 pandemic, see Schmidt and Mitze (2023).


Conclusion
This paper has developed the argument that PLSD can be an effective and dynamic instrument for positive change in approaches to economic development and social progress. It joins a growing volume of scholarship around the world, involving a panoply of scientists and social scientists, that calls for urgent transformations in labour market policy, economic policy, science and innovation policy, SME and industrial policy, and forms of politics that can drive mutual solidarities with the aim of improving sustainability, equality and inclusiveness (for example, Leach et al. 2021; Tonne 2021; Ujunwa, Ujunwa and Okoyeuzu 2021). The key argument advanced here is that a virtuous cycle between the pluralist institutions of social dialogue and the SDG goals of sustainable economic development and social progress is more likely in a scenario oriented around principles of long-termism and inclusiveness. Moreover, country evidence demonstrates that PLSD can exert a positive transformative function in all four scenarios of economic development. It tends to direct change towards greater long-termism and inclusiveness, representing a countervailing and positive force for transformation in those societies held back by short-termist and non-inclusive approaches.
The analysis in this paper also highlights risks associated with the institutions of social dialogue and calls for actors – namely, employers, trade unions and governments – to be vigilant in minimizing deficits in governance, legitimacy and accountability. It is hoped that the four alternative scenarios of economic development and social progress – Unsustainable, Captive, Open and Sustainable, distinguished by alternative time horizons and inclusiveness – provide a valuable analytical basis for further detailed investigation. Further research at country and sector levels would enhance our understanding about the role social dialogue plays under diverse scenarios of economic development and the conditions most likely to enable it to contribute to sustained social progress and social justice for all.
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