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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The Nordic labour model is a problem-solver and adapts to new circumstances, while 
retaining its fundamental cooperation between the social partners.1

(Guy Ryder, Director-General of the ILO)

The Nordic labour model, characterized by social dialogue and tripartism, has 
become a trademark of the Nordic countries - Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway 
and Sweden. Tripartite cooperation is pursued across political dividing lines, and 
is today considered crucial for the national economy. Back at the beginning of the 
20th century, few if any would have thought that social dialogue and tripartism 
would be considered as a competitive advantage in the future. This report looks 
back over the 100 years of experience of the model in one of the Nordic countries, 
Norway.

A model for the past and the future? 
In 2016, the two most inf luential organizations in Norwegian working life, 
the Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions (LO) and the Confederation 
of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO), launched a joint ‘sustainability alternative’ 
(Bærekraftsalternativet) which received much praise from the Minister of Labour 
and Social Affairs. The two social partners emphasized the challenges that the 
Norwegian economy will face in the future of work and highlighted the following 
objectives, which they committed to work together to achieve: 

•	 broad wage settlements, 

•	 increased emphasis on skills and training,

•	 a sustainable, economic policy that promotes growth to ensure higher 
employment.

The concluding remark from the 2016 leaders, NHO Director-General Kris-
tin Skogen Lund and LO President Gerd Kristiansen, in their joint speech, was: 

1	 https://www.norden.org/en/nyhed/nordic-region-inspires-ilo-pursue-equal-pay-and-
lifelong-learning (accessed on 10 May 2019)

https://www.norden.org/en/nyhed/nordic-region-inspires-ilo-pursue-equal-pay-and-lifelong-learning
https://www.norden.org/en/nyhed/nordic-region-inspires-ilo-pursue-equal-pay-and-lifelong-learning
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“We will meet the future with renewed and strengthened cooperation between the social 
partners”.2

The sustainability initiative showcases some of the characteristics of what has 
been described as the Norwegian tripartite model. The social partners do not neces-
sarily agree on all measures, but they acknowledge the importance of cooperation. 
Measures are voluntary, based on trust, and if necessary underpinned by govern-
mental facilitation and policy. Such initiatives have been adopted on several pre-
vious occasions, including efforts to address periods of rising unemployment and 
falling productivity. The recent years’ challenges of globalization have been on the 
agenda. The relationship relies on strong partners and a balance between conflict 
and cooperation. The tripartite model is flexible, and both the degree of coordinated 
wage formation and the subjects of cooperation vary over time. But, while previous 
challenges have been solved through cooperation between the social partners, the 
changing world of work seems to demand swifter responses, and also includes a new 
challenge not seen before – the transition to a carbon neutral economy. 

This report looks back to the beginning of over 100 years of labour relations in 
Norwegian working life, and the gradual emergence of social dialogue as the term 
is understood today, and then gives an overview of the important institutions that 
have continued to facilitate dialogue in the years since 2000. It then looks at the 
challenges faced in the future of work. 

It starts by providing a short historical background showing the long historical 
roots of the current model of tripartism and social dialogue. It then examines the 
actors and institutions that underpin the Norwegian labour market model: strong 
actors on both sides of the labour market, and institutions that secure trust and 
predictability, while at the same time being able to adapt to changes. 

The wage-setting model is imperative for the viability of tripartism in Norway, 
and the report continues by discussing how and why wage coordination is considered 
crucial. However, tripartism and social dialogue cover a wide range of areas. To illus-
trate the variety of cooperation, the report looks into subjects such as skills develop-
ment, diversity and inclusion, and working environment standards. As a link to “the 
future of work”, it then discusses how recent changes in the labour market mean that 
the social partners and the Government have to look for new solutions to old prob-
lems.  Finally, the report turns to the future of work – what are seen as the important 
challenges for employers and employees in Norway, and whether and how tripartism 
can contribute to a better adaptation to the future in Norway and elsewhere. 

2	 Unpublished speech by Kristin Skogen Lund and Gerd Kristiansen at the NHO annual 
conference, 8 January 2016. 
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The Norwegian labour market

The Norwegian labour market is characterized by a high level of employment, 
significant gender equality and a relatively low share of atypical forms of work. 
Labour market regulation is based on statutory law and industry level collective 
agreements, supplemented by industry or company level special agreements. 
The bargaining parties have regulated ‘the rules of the game’ as well as co-de-
termination rights in the so-called basic agreements, while working conditions 
are laid down partly in collective agreements and partly in statutory law. Wage 
setting is the domain of the social partners, and no national statutory minimum 
wage exists. 

Trade unions and employers’ organizations play a decisive role in the evolution 
of the labour market. Norway has been part of the European Union single market 
through the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA) since 1994.

Labour market statistics (2018) Per cent

Employment rate of women (15-74 years) 64.5

Employment rate of women (25-66 years) 78.6

Employment rate of men  (15-74 years) 69.3

Employment rate of men (25-66 years) 84.9

Total employment rate (20-66 years) 76.2

Employment rate of migrants (20-66 years) 66.6

Unemployment rate  (15-74 years) 3.9

Unemployment rate  (15-24 years) 9.6

Unemployment rate of migrants (15-74 years) 8.4

Part-time work (15-74 years) 25.1

Temporary contracts (employees 15-74 years) 8.4

Gender wage gap – women’s average related to men’s average 87.1

Productivity growth (labour) 2017-18 1.2

Accidents at work 8 per 1000 employees

Source: Statistics Norway, NOU 2019: 6, Nergaard, 2018a.
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2.	 GETTING TOGETHER: 
	 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The first national confederations in Norway were established in 1899 (the Norwegian 
Confederation of Trade Unions, LO) and 1900 (the Norwegian Employers’ 
Association, N.A.F.),3 as Norway started its transformation from an agrarian to an 
industrial economy. Nationwide trade unions and employers’ associations already 
existed. The first industry-level collective agreement was signed in 1907. It covered 
the metal sector and set out binding minimum regulations on wages, piece-work 
and working time, and introduced a number of important principles: the recogni-
tion by employers of the right of workers to organize and to elect shop stewards, 
while the unions accepted the prerogative of management, i.e. the right of employ-
ers to organize work (Olstad, 2010). The metal industry agreement was quickly fol-
lowed by other nationwide industry-level agreements. 

Industrial relations in the early 1900s were characterized by labour conflict 
and class struggle. The emergence of nationwide collective agreements and stronger 
organizations led to an expansion in the scope of conflicts, bringing major societal 
consequences. The authorities, as well as the industry partners therefore saw a need 
to regulate the cases in which industrial action could be taken. The Norwegian 
Labour Disputes Act (1915) introduced provisions on mandatory mediation before 
strikes/lock-outs, a distinction between legal disputes (the interpretation of col-
lective agreements) and interest disputes (strikes/lock-outs) and established a special 
court for legal disputes (the Labour Court of Norway). The regulation also estab-
lished the obligation of industrial peace during the period of validity of a collective 
agreement (Alsos et al., 2016; Nergaard, 2016). 

Despite the strong antagonism between LO and N.A.F. at the time, they 
agreed on the principle that the partners themselves, not the Government, would be 
responsible for collective bargaining and dispute resolution. This principle still has 
strong support among the social partners in Norway. 

3	 It is now known as the Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO). 
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The current Labour Disputes Act4 is broadly similar to the Act of 1915, and 
the National Mediator and the Labour Court have played a key role in wage forma-
tion and tripartite cooperation since 1915 (Nergaard, 2016). These institutions are 
largely uncontroversial and are highly respected by the social partners. In general, 
industrial conflicts (strikes and lock-outs) only tend to occur during the bargaining 
rounds of nationwide collective agreements, and other conflicts are very rare. 

Norway and the ILO

Norway has been a member of the International Labour Organization (ILO) since 
it was founded in 1919 and was well represented at the first International Labour 
Conference in Washington DC in 1919. Representatives of the Government and 
employers also participated in the following meetings. However, the ILO was 
controversial for the trade unions and LO did not participate until 1934 (Heldal, 
1994). After LO joined in, Norway engaged more actively in the ILO and several 
international labour conventions were placed on the national political agenda. In 
1935, a tripartite committee was established, including the National Mediator 
and the leaders of LO and N.A.F., to examine the consequences of the introduc-
tion of the 40-hour working week on the manufacturing sector, in which one of 
the major issues discussed was the Forty-Hour Week Convention, 1935 (No. 47) 
(Heldal, 1994).

In the years following World War II, the ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, 
1951 (No. 100), was the subject of considerable debate in Norway. In the end, 
the Convention was ratified in 1959 and was used by organizations advocating 
equal pay. Even though the Norwegian labour market is well regulated, ILO Con-
ventions still play an important role in certain areas. The Labour Clauses (Public 
Contracts) Convention, 1949 (No. 94), was used to stem low wage competition 
at the beginning of the new millennium (see below) and the Freedom of Associ-
ation and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87), and 
the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98), 
have been invoked on several occasions by the trade unions (see below).  

In recent years, Norway has been a very active participant in the International 
Labour Conference and the ILO Governing Body. In 1948, a tripartite Norwegian 
ILO Committee was established (under the Tripartite Consultation (International 
Labour Standards) Convention, 1976 (No. 144)), composed of representatives 
of the public authorities, trade unions and employers’ organizations, and chaired 
by the Minister of Labour and Social Affairs. The Committee acts as an advisory 
and consultative body to the Government, and must be heard and included in 
consultations pertaining to all issues flowing from Norway’s membership of the 
ILO. However, it may still be said that most Norwegian tripartite cooperation is 
based on national initiatives.

4	 Labour Disputes Act, 27 January 2012 (No. 9).
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In 2016, the Norwegian ILO Committee, with representatives of the social part-
ners, together with the tripartite ILO committees in other Nordic countries, ini-
tiated a Nordic tripartite response to the ILO’s global Future of Work Initiative. 
Through four national tripartite conferences, the aim was to explore how the new 
world of work will influence the Nordic countries and their labour market models, 
and how they can adapt to these changes.

Ratifications of social dialogue related conventions

C87	 Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948 (No. 87) - 4 July 1949

C98	 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98) 
- 17 February 1955

C135	 Workers' Representatives Convention, 1971 (No. 135) - 24 November 
1976

C144	 Tripartite Consultation (International Labour Standards) Convention, 
1976 (No. 144) - 9 August 1977

C151	 Labour Relations (Public Service) Convention, 1978 (No. 151)  
- 19 March 1980

C154	 Collective Bargaining Convention, 1981 (No. 154) - 22 June 1982

Partnership at the industry and enterprise levels
Cooperation at the workplace level, mutual trust and transparency gradually came 
to replace conflict and distrust between the social partners. The Basic Agreement 
of 1935, negotiated and signed by LO and N.A.F., represented a milestone in 
this respect. The Agreement contained provisions requiring employers to consult 
trade union representatives in a number of specific situations (Bergh, 2010: 21-22; 
Byrkjeland, 2000). The rights and duties of trade union representatives were also 
regulated. Increased cooperation gradually developed in areas such as product-
ivity, business development and the organization of work, mostly at the company 
level. 

This emphasis on cooperation was also the foundation for various research 
initiatives to combine enterprise development with broad employee and union par-
ticipation in Nordic and Norwegian working life in the 1960s (Gustavsen, 2007 
and 2011; Johansen 2013). In parallel, the provisions of the Basic Agreement were 
strengthened and ensured that restructuring was discussed with trade union repre-
sentatives. Cooperation at the industry and enterprise levels is therefore justified as 
being both effective and democratic.
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Working environment and labour market regulation
Representatives from the workers’ and employers’ sides were included at an early 
stage in the design and implementation of the regulation of occupational safety and 
health (OSH) in working life. A Labour Commission (Arbeiderkommisjonen, ap-
pointed in 1885) laid the groundwork for the first Worker Protection Act (cover-
ing factories). Representatives of workers and factory owners were included in the 
Commission. Representatives of the social partners were later included in moni-
toring compliance with the regulations. This arrangement was subsequently replaced 
by the representation of the social partners on the board of the Labour Inspectorate 
(Nergaard and Trygstad, 2013).

In 1956, cooperation on workplace safety and the role of workers in that re-
spect was considerably strengthened with the introduction of mandatory safety 
delegates appointed among and by employees. Over time, this legislative framework 
has expanded, and employers are now required to consult employee representatives 
in a number of areas.

Wage formation and incomes policy
In the post-World War II years, wage formation was seen as an instrument to ensure 
a stable national economy. This gave rise to greater emphasis on incomes policy, in 
the sense of cooperation between the social partners and the authorities to moderate 
price and wage increases. Gradually, this was linked to the expansion of the welfare 
state and social security arrangements to moderate wage settlements, and to seek 
widespread support for the solutions adopted. Strong trade unions and social demo-
cratic governments were key actors (Stokke et al., 2003).

The model of coordinated bargaining emerged in the 1960s. Collective agree-
ments were renegotiated at regular intervals, every other year. In the intervening 
years, the partners at central level negotiated wage adjustments. In addition, the 
partners in many sectors negotiated wage adjustments at enterprise level; those 
negotiations are conducted under a peace obligation.

Wage settlements were conducted as independent bargaining rounds between 
trade unions and employers’ associations, often at the centralized (confederation) 
level, and the parties themselves assumed responsibility for ensuring that the out-
come was consistent with what could be borne by the economy without leading to 
a loss of competiveness and higher unemployment. Policy action by the authorities, 
for example in the form of price subsidies or improved social benefits, would often 
be provided at the request of the social partners. For the trade unions, wage in-
creases and small wage disparities were important. Bargaining at the central level 
also benefited groups that had little bargaining power. In exchange, employers bene-
fited from the resulting predictability and a relatively low level of conflict. 
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The Norwegian model of wage formation has faced challenges at times when 
there has been a need for a stronger commitment to wage formation consistent with 
the requirements of the national economy, either because of excessive price and wage 
growth or international economic trends. There have also been brief periods when 
wage laws were adopted, as well as periods covered by broad social pacts (Stokke et 
al., 2003). Wage laws in 1988 and 1989 were followed by a period of tripartite co-
operation referred to as the “Solidarity Alternative”. This involved a combination of 
moderate wage rises and measures to increase employment and combat unemploy-
ment (Stokke et al., 2003).

The Solidarity Alternative was an important outcome of tripartite cooperation.
(Rolf Andreas Negård, NHO, Head of Negotiations)

In the late 1990s, inflation and wage growth in Norway were higher than 
in its trading partners. Following a comprehensive review of both the bargain-
ing system and the principles of wage formation, the partners committed to 
undertaking wage formation in accordance with the so-called “pace-setting  
model”. 

The pace-setting bargaining model

As a result of macroeconomic analyses of wage formation undertaken in the 
1960s, the “pace-setting model” gained influence. In brief, the model assumes 
that the economy can be split into two sectors: the internationally exposed sector 
and the sheltered sector. In a small and open economy, such as that of Norway, 
wage growth in the exposed sector has to steer wage growth in the sheltered sec-
tor (Thomassen and Øksendal, 2017). Wage increases in internationally exposed 
sectors are normally based on price development in the international market 
and productivity improvements. This allows wage increases without leading to 
a loss of competitiveness and the resulting unemployment. Wages in the shel-
tered sector should not be higher, in order to avoid spill-over effects. The model 
also assumes that productivity improvements are shared by labour and capital/
owners. 
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3.	 KEY ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONS 

There are currently four main trade unions confederations, with 93 per cent of un-
ionized employees being members of the four confederations. The various confed-
erations and unions cooperate, but also tend to compete for members and to have 
different views on priorities in the wage bargaining rounds.

The largest organization, Landsorganisasjonen I Norge (LO), had been the 
dominant confederation at the national level. Over time, the balance has shifted 
somewhat. In particular, confederations representing the interests of employees 
with higher education have developed and increased their membership.5 

In 2017, almost half of the working population (49 per cent) in Norway 
were members of a trade union. This represents a fall from the 1990s, when the 
unionization rate was 57 per cent. However, compared with many other countries, 
trade unions have enjoyed stable and high support.

Table 1. Norwegian trade union confederations, 2017

Established Number of 
unions

Percentage of 
the workforce

Percentage 
of union 
members

Norwegian Confederation of 
Trade Unions (LO)

1899 26 24 49

Confederation of Vocational 
Unions (YS)

1977 13 6 12

Confederation of Unions for  
Professionals (Unio)

2001 13 10 21

Federation of Norwegian  
Professional Associations 
(Akademikerne)

1997 13 5 11

Unions not affiliated with a 
confederation 

ca. 20 3 7

Total ca. 85 49 100

Source: Nergaard, 2018a

5	 However, a separate confederation of salaried employees of the type found in Denmark, 
Sweden and Finland has not been developed in Norway.
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For many years, the Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO, previ-
ously N.A.F.) remained the single dominant employers’ organization. NHO is a 
merger between a traditional industry federation, a craftsmen’s federation and an 
employers’ association. However, a number of employers’ associations (sectoral and 
cross-sectoral) now also play a role in their respective industries. The second largest 
private sector employers’ association is Virke (which mainly represents enterprises 
in private services industries), followed by Spekter, which has members among in-
dependent State-owned enterprises (including public hospitals), and KS, which rep-
resents local and regional authorities (except the municipality of Oslo). In the State 
sector, the Ministry of Local Government and Modernization is the bargaining 
partner on the employers’ side.

All the major employers’ associations are currently “mixed” or, in other words, 
they organize both employer/labour market interests and other business interests. 
As a result, their contacts with the authorities concern issues ranging from wage 
formation, pensions and the working environment to business policy and matters 
concerning enterprise profitability. 

In the private sector, the proportion of employees in workplaces where the em-
ployer is a member of a confederation has increased since 2000 (Nergaard, 2018a). In 
2017, approximately two-thirds of the workforce in the private sector were employed 
by enterprises organized in employers’ associations. Members of Norwegian employers’ 
associations are not automatically bound by a collective agreement by virtue of their 
membership of the employer organization, but only if requested by a trade union and 
when certain criteria are met (usually the requirement of 10 per cent union members) 
or upon the extension of an industry-level agreement (see below). 

Table 2. Norwegian employers’ organizations, 2017

Established Number of affiliated 
enterprises

Number  
of employees

Confederation of Norwegian 
Enterprise (NHO)

1900 
(1989 in present 
form)

25 800 706 600

Virke, the Enterprise Federation 
of Norway

1938
(1990 in present 
form)

21 100 236 400

The Employers’ Association 
Spekter

1993 240 216 400

Norwegian Association of Local 
and Regional Authorities (KS)

1972 
(by merger)

800 432 500

Other employers’ associations 13 700 218 000

Share of total (private sector) (%) 70

Source: Nergaard, 2018a, and Stokke, 2000.
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If the representativeness of the organizations declines in the years to come, 
this may constitute a threat to existing tripartite cooperation. While membership of 
employers’ organizations is increasing, the proportion of workers who are members 
of trade unions has fallen slightly. Tripartite cooperation is currently based on the 
idea that representation of both workers and business makes cooperation demo-
cratic. Without sound representativeness, the legitimacy of the social partnership 
could be eroded.

The unionization rate is important for the legitimacy of cooperation. If organ-
izations are representative and have support … it gives legitimacy to decisions. For ex-
ample, when we drew up the new public service pensions system, a lot of emphasis was 
placed on the eight main confederations signing and endorsing it. This sets a framework 
for the deliberations of the Storting.

(Anniken Hauglie, Minister of Labour and Social Affairs)

For the social partners to be able to act with credibility, there needs to be a high 
unionization rate, a strong basis.

(Hans-Christian Gabrielsen, LO President)

Although the union density rate in Norway is high and relatively stable in 
an international context, there are concerns about a downward trend. Such con-
cerns are voiced in particular by trade unions, but are also shared by the main em-
ployers’ organizations and the Government. In a report by the public commission 
that was examining the wage-setting model, it was emphasized that high density 
rates and high collective agreement coverage are important for wage coordination 
(NOU, 2013: 45-47). High density rates among employers and employees are also 
important for cooperation between the social partners at the company and sectoral 
levels. Norwegian unions are now looking at ways to strengthen the union density 
rate, and in 2019 the traditionally competing union confederations joined forces to 
strengthen the recruitment of new members. The issue has also been the subject of 
tripartite discussion, among others, at a seminar held in 2018, where Mrs Hauglie, 
the Minister of Labour and Social Affairs, invited the social partners to discuss the 
issue and potential measures to be taken.6 

Significant changes in the labour market can also upset the balance of power 
between organizations. LO has been the dominant trade union for over 100 years. 
The higher unionization rates of people with higher educational levels have spurred 
the growth of other organizations, which have started engaging in tripartite cooper-
ation. Both trends show the dynamic nature of the industrial relations system.

6	 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/aktuelt/presseinvitasjon-seminar-om-organisert-arbeid-
sliv/id2621126/ (accessed on 20 May 2019)

https://www.regjeringen.no/no/aktuelt/presseinvitasjon-seminar-om-organisert-arbeidsliv/id2621126/
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/aktuelt/presseinvitasjon-seminar-om-organisert-arbeidsliv/id2621126/
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Cooperation through formal institutions
The social partners and the authorities cooperate on a range of issues, and they meet 
in both formal and informal forums. Their relations are characterized by mutual 
trust and respect, and the possibility to make direct phone calls or hold infor-
mal meetings is recognized as a key element of Norwegian tripartite cooperation. 
Even though several institutions have been set up by the government to facilitate 
tripartite cooperation, NHO and LO both stress the importance of their bipartite 
cooperation.

In our model, the tripartite cooperation is based on bipartite cooperation. It is the 
bipartite cooperation that brings tripartism forward (….) It is a decisive factor for the 
success of our model that tripartite cooperation is not organized and governed by the 
authorities.

(Rolf Andreas Negård, NHO Head Negotiator) 

Key tripartite cooperation institutions

The Government Contact Commission for Wage Settlements is chaired by the Prime 
Minister and includes several cabinet ministers, trade unions and employers’ 
confederations, and organizations for agriculture and fisheries. The remit of the 
Commission is to facilitate the exchange of information between the partners 
prior to and during wage settlement rounds. The Commission usually meets 
twice a year.

The Technical Calculation Committee for Wage Settlements (TBU) is composed of 
representatives of all trade union and employers’ confederations, as well as rep-
resentatives of Statistics Norway, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, the 
Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Local Government and Modernization, 
which represents the Government as an employer. 

The Committee’s remit is to provide the social partners and the authorities with 
the best possible shared understanding of the economic situation. This includes 
wage and income trends over the preceding year, price trends and any changes 
in competitiveness. In this way, the partners can agree on the facts. The Com-
mittee also provides an inflation forecast for the coming year. 

The Council on Labour and Pension Policy was established by the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Affairs in 2004. The Minister and the social partners can 
discuss key challenges related to labour and pension policies. In recent years, 
the Council has discussed how to follow up the social contract for an expan-
sion of the number of apprenticeships, how to integrate asylum-seekers into the 
labour market more rapidly, and the gig economy and its effects on wages and 
labour conditions. The Council is also responsible for following up the Inclusive 
Working Life Agreement (IA Agreement). It may appoint temporary or permanent 
working groups to review specific topics or for long-term monitoring. For exam-
ple, a special forum has been established for gender equality.
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Both the Government and the labour market partners agree on the import-
ance of the TBU in establishing a common understanding between the parties prior 
to the annual bargaining rounds. 

Agreeing on such factors as estimated price inflation reduces the potential for conflict.
(Frank Emil Jøssund, Ministry of Finance) 

I think that being able to agree on facts is a real strength. The TBU is completely 
unique. It’s an arena where the partners agree on the facts and on the general situation. 

(Anniken Hauglie, Minister of Labour and Social Affairs)

The TBU is an outcome of tripartism. It is a gem in cooperation between the labour 
market parties and the Government.

(Hans-Christian Gabrielsen, LO President)

Norway also has a political tradition of including the parties concerned in 
councils and commissions that deliberate and prepare new policies. The trade unions 
and employers’ associations have been involved in all major deliberations concern-
ing wage formation, and normally in those related to pensions, the working envir-
onment, skills development, research and capacity building, inclusion and diversity 
in working life. While this type of representation was previously restricted to LO 
and NHO (N.A.F.), a wider range of organizations are currently included. All four 
trade union confederations and five employers’ associations are now represented on 
tripartite committees such as the TBU, as well as on relevant ad hoc labour market 
committees. This has helped to broaden representation and lend more legitimacy to 
decisions (Nergaard et al., 2016). 

There has been a recent trend for an increase in expert committees, which 
has been criticized by the social partners. Neither of the social partners was, for in-
stance, directly represented on a working time commission established in 2015. The 
committee was composed of economists, legal experts, human resource managers 
and social scientists, who were mainly not affiliated with any of the social partners 
or their institutions. This is in line with a general trend during the period 1972-
2016, when the proportion of specialist experts on public committees increased sig-
nificantly.7 This trend has been criticized by the trade union side, and especially by 
LO, who argue that the social partners should be invited more often, both in their 
formal capacity and as experts with extensive insight into work-life related issues.8

7	 https://forskning.no/sosiologi-ny-politikk/okt-makt-til-ekspertene-kan-bli-et-
problem/325562 (accessed on 11 May 2019).

8	 See https://frifagbevegelse.no/nyheter/regjeringa-set-ned-nytt-ekspertutval--utan-ek-
spertane-seier-lo-6.158.532729.310ae2efb4 and https://frifagbevegelse.no/nyheter/-juvelen-er-tru-
et-6.158.191662.30955fc4dc (accessed on 21 May 2019). 

Frank Emil Jøssund

https://forskning.no/sosiologi-ny-politikk/okt-makt-til-ekspertene-kan-bli-et-problem/325562
https://forskning.no/sosiologi-ny-politikk/okt-makt-til-ekspertene-kan-bli-et-problem/325562
https://frifagbevegelse.no/nyheter/regjeringa-set-ned-nytt-ekspertutval--utan-ekspertane-seier-lo-6.158.532729.310ae2efb4
https://frifagbevegelse.no/nyheter/regjeringa-set-ned-nytt-ekspertutval--utan-ekspertane-seier-lo-6.158.532729.310ae2efb4
https://frifagbevegelse.no/nyheter/-juvelen-er-truet-6.158.191662.30955fc4dc
https://frifagbevegelse.no/nyheter/-juvelen-er-truet-6.158.191662.30955fc4dc
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With regard to collective bargaining and wage formation, special emphasis is 
placed on the importance of the bodies established in 1915 – the Labour Court and 
the National Mediator. Similar institutions are found in all Nordic countries. 

The Labour Court and the National Mediator

The Labour Court is composed of legally qualified judges, as well as lay judges 
proposed by the social partners, and rules on conflicts related to the interpret-
ation of collective agreements and violations of the duty of labour peace. Parties 
to collective agreements must refrain from collective action for as long as they 
are bound by a collective agreement, and this requirement is based on both 
statutory law and on clauses in all collective agreements. Taking a case to the 
Labour Court is considered to be a last resort. The partners recall that most mat-
ters are settled by voluntary means, and never reach the courts. 

The Mediation Institute includes a permanent national mediator and a number 
of other mediators who undertake mediation on a part-time basis. The National 
Mediator is independent of the authorities. If the bargaining parties cannot 
come to an agreement during the negotiations, they have to notify the mediator. 
Mediation is compulsory and must be undertaken before industrial action can 
be taken. While awaiting the result of the mediation, the mediator routinely 
prohibits industrial action when the parties fail to reach agreement in the main 
bargaining rounds. This practice is uncontroversial and the parties claim that the 
Mediation Institute helps to reduce the number of conflicts. If mediation fails, 
the Mediation Institute cannot prevent an industrial conflict from occurring.

Strong tradition of workplace cooperation
While tripartism in Norway is mostly concentrated in dialogue between the central 
parties, the importance of cooperation between the social partners at the workplace 
level should not be ignored. The Norwegian representation system is based on so-
called single-channel representation, meaning that representation at the workplace 
level is based on the representatives of trade unions. Co-determination in the work-
place primarily occurs through the trade union officials elected by and from employ-
ees, as regulated by the relevant basic agreements concluded between the parties at 
the central (confederation) level. Employee representatives have important functions 
at the workplace, both in bargaining, as a partner of the employer and as a watch-
dog for wages and working conditions. In a survey conducted by NHO among its 
member companies, nine out of ten companies agreed that they gained from cooper-
ation between trade union representatives and management at the workplace level.9

9	 ht t p s ://w w w. n ho . no/tem a /a r b eid s l i v/a r t i k ler/p a r t s s a m a r b eide t- s k ap er- 
jobber-og-bidrar-til-lonnsomhet/ (accessed on 10 May 2019)

https://www.nho.no/tema/arbeidsliv/artikler/partssamarbeidet-skaper-
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Workplace coordination increases productivity…a well-functioning dialogue with 
the local trade union representative can for instance make re-structuring easier and 
more efficient.

(Nina Melsom, NHO Director of Labour Relations)

The social partners also set aside funds for common projects, often aimed at 
developing better and more efficient ways of organizing the workplace.10 Such pro-
jects often involve parties at the company and sectoral levels, and experiences are 
shared within the sector. 

10	 http://fellestiltak.no/ (accessed on 20 May 2019)

http://fellestiltak.no/
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4.	 SOCIAL DIALOGUE AND  
	 TRIPARTISM TODAY 

Social partnership and dialogue in Norway are, in their orientation and outcomes, 
shaped by challenges in the economy, working life and other issues on the polit-
ical agenda. While wage formation constitutes the foundation of this partnership, 
the parties also periodically engage in cooperation on a variety of other issues. This 
takes the form of both bipartite or tripartite dialogue at the central level and bipar-
tite dialogue at the company level. This section reviews some of the outcomes of tri-
partism and social dialogue over the past 20 years.

Coordinated wage bargaining 
Norwegian wage formation is still considered to be highly coordinated, even though 
company level bargaining has increased in importance in several industry agreements 
(Dølvik, 2013). Effective articulation between the company and central levels gives 
the central organizations of employers and trade unions the capacity to act strategi-
cally, and to commit their memberships to a course of action (Marginson, 2013).

During the main settlements (when the entire collective agreement is subject 
to negotiation), bargaining is generally undertaken for each industry-level collective 
agreement separately. In practical terms, coordination is ensured by the exposed 
industries (manufacturing) bargaining first to set a ‘norm’ for wage growth to be 
followed by other sectors in subsequent bargaining rounds (the pace setting model). 
The ‘norm’ is an estimate of total annual wage growth in the export sectors pro-
vided by NHO in “understanding with LO”. If broad cross-sectoral issues are to be 
addressed, the main confederations often engage in cross-industry bargaining. In 
the public sector, bargaining is always carried out by the confederations representing 
the labour side and the relevant public authorities.

As trade union confederations tend to compete for members, several indus-
tries are covered by more than one collective agreement for the same category of 
employees. This can occasionally cause trouble in the bargaining round, as the 
employer organization has to negotiate with several trade unions having different 
priorities. Usually, the smaller trade unions accept the result of the negotiations 
between the biggest trade union and the employer organization. However, when 
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the trade unions are of equal size or represent different kinds of employees, this 
can create a challenging situation for the employer organization. In addition, 
company level bargaining takes place under the industrial peace requirement in 
most industries, based on the financial position, productivity, competitiveness and 
future prospects of the enterprise. These bargaining rounds provide the compa-
ny-level partners with an opportunity to adjust wage growth in accordance with 
local circumstances. The importance of enterprise level bargaining varies between 
sectors. Among blue-collar workers in the manufacturing sectors, these types of 
increment may account for two-thirds or more of the annual wage increase. In the 
private sector, wage bargaining for white-collar workers only takes place at the 
enterprise level.

One of the key elements of tripartite cooperation is the coordination of wage 
formation. To prevent trade unions with a high level of bargaining power from 
breaking out of this coordinated wage formation, strong confederations and institu-
tional frameworks are required (Calmfors and Driffill, 1988). Wage regulations are 
coordinated horizontally across industries and across the private and public sectors, 
as well as vertically, between the enterprise and central levels (Nergaard et al., 2016). 
If a moderate settlement is agreed at the central level, it is crucial for the partners 
to refrain from undermining it by agreeing to significantly higher wage increases at 
the company level. 

This practice of coordination is important so that exposed industries can 
accept moderate wage settlements, and so that sheltered industries support the bar-
gaining model. Even though a duty of coordination is not laid down by law, there is 
a common understanding of its importance among the partners.

While wage bargaining is the responsibility of the social partners, emphasis 
should be placed on the important role of the Government in providing support-
ing institutional frameworks. The bargaining system depends on the presence of 
tripartite committees, such as the TBU, and access to mediation. In addition, the 
partners occasionally request assistance from the Government in the form of spe-
cific measures, legal amendments or financial allocations for special initiatives. For 
instance, in 2015, funding was set aside for language training at the workplace (for 
migrant workers), while in 2016 the social partners requested changes in the system 
for temporary lay-offs. 

Adjustments through tripartite commissions
The bargaining model has been adjusted on several occasions. Since 2000, wage for-
mation has been discussed by a number of tripartite temporary commissions with 
a view to resolving tensions in the wage formation model and poor coordination. 
In the late 1990s, many groups of public sector employees with higher education 
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claimed that they were disadvantaged in wage settlement. These groups often belong 
to unions outside LO, and the dominant role of LO and NHO was questioned. 

One of the challenges of the pace-setting model was that wage growth among 
blue-collar workers served as the only criterion for calculating the standards to be 
followed in all other areas. White-collar workers in the manufacturing industries, 
whose wages were solely determined through enterprise bargaining, had enjoyed 
better wage development than their blue-collar colleagues. As a result, educated 
groups in manufacturing experienced higher wage growth than equivalent groups 
in the public sector. The commissions submitted recommendations calling for a 
continuation of the existing wage bargaining system, but with some amendments. 
One result was that the pace-setting model was expanded to include white-collar 
employees in the calculation of the economic framework for wage settlements in 
industries which followed the pace-setting industries.

These commissions are examples of the way in which Norwegian tripartite co-
operation manages to safeguard endorsement of the wage formation model, but also 
shows a willingness to make the necessary adjustments. Although the commission 
reports are not legally binding agreements, the concomitant discussions and unani-
mous reports ensure that the parties support the conclusions reached. 

The relevance of the pace-setting model, high growth in white-collar wages 
and the falling unionization rates and coverage of collective agreements are all 
topics that are discussed regularly. This mainly affects the private sector, as union 
density rates in the public sector are still very high (80 per cent), and all public 
sector employees are covered by collective agreements. 

Table 3. Collective agreement coverage by sector (per cent)

  1998 2004 2008 2013 2016 2017

Private sector 63 60 59 58 54 52

Public sector 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total 77 74 74 73 70 69

Note: Based on questions in labour force surveys.

Source: Nergaard, 2018a

The relationship between the private and public sectors represents a further 
area of tension, which is also related to the gender pay gap, as public sector employ-
ment is dominated by women. The wage structure in the public sector is much more 
compressed and groups with comparable educational levels (such as teachers and 
nurses) are paid less than employees with the same educational level in the private 
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sector. Annual coordination of wage growth across sectors makes it complicated  
to redress structural disparities. In practice, it would be difficult to resolve this 
perceived imbalance unless the public sector broke away from the norm set by the 
pace-setting sectors. 

As a result of this strong coordination, some groups have a poorer outcome 
than could have been achieved through their own market power, while others 
benefit. The question is thus why the partners and their members refrain from 
breaking away from the model. The answer is that, despite its challenges, the part-
ners still believe that the pace-setting model produces the best outcome for both 
employees and enterprises, as well as for the Norwegian economy as a whole. The 
model ensures relatively small wage disparities, an adaptable business sector and 
labour market stability.

When we reach agreement, we cannot do it without close coordination, a coord-
ination that LO and NHO represent. The fact that we have shown over so many years 
that we can deliver allows the Norwegian model to do away with a lot of red tape, and 
things run much smoother. 

(Hans-Christian Gabrielsen, LO President) 

Collective bargaining intervention
The Norwegian authorities have over the years chosen to intervene in a number of 
industrial conflicts by referring them to compulsory arbitration, that is through the 
adoption by Parliament of measures to declare an on-going industrial conflict un-
lawful. In such cases, the dispute will be decided by the national wage arbitration 
tribunal. The possibility of referring an industrial dispute to compulsory arbitration 
as a last resort is an integral part of the Norwegian labour market model. Although 
all parties emphasize that industrial conflicts should in principle be resolved by the 
parties themselves, assessment of when an intervention is necessary varies amongst 
the social partners (Alsos, 2010). The practice is often criticized by Norwegian trade 
unions, which regard it as interference in the right to independent bargaining. The 
imposition of compulsory arbitration is also deemed by the ILO supervisory bodies 
as being generally contrary to the principles of freedom of association and collective 
bargaining, with certain exceptions. 

It should be noted that the Norwegian authorities have been cautious in their 
use of compulsory arbitration and restrict it to situations in which life and health 
are deemed to be at risk (Seip, 2018). Ministers of Labour and Social Affairs, who 
are responsible for deciding when an intervention is necessary, have on several occa-
sions expressed their regret at having to resort to compulsory arbitration and have 
recalled the responsibility of the social partners to avoid situations in which con-
flicts threaten to damage life and security.



23

Use of ILO Conventions and supervisory bodies

ILO Conventions have on several occasions been invoked by trade unions in order to 
pursue their interests, for instance as regards compulsory arbitration.  The ILO Com-
mittee on Freedom of Association (CFA) has on several occasions commented on Nor-
way’s intervention in legal conflicts, in essence recommending that Norway should 
implement a system of minimum services rather than using compulsory arbitration. 
For instance, in response to a complaint from the trade union Industri Energi on the 
Government’s intervention in a strike in launderettes in 2014, the CFA concluded:

“Observing that the issue of the use of compulsory arbitration by the Government 
to end a legitimate strike and impose the terms of collective agreement in order to 
safeguard public health and safety has arisen in the country on various, while excep-
tional, occasions as attested by the previous complaints, the Committee encourages 
the Government to discuss with the social partners possible ways of ensuring that 
basic services are maintained in the event of a strike, the consequences of which 
might endanger the life or health of the population.” (CFA, Case No. 3147) 

The LO Congress in 2017 decided that the core ILO Conventions should become 
part of the Norwegian Human Rights Act. A bill in accordance with this position was 
discussed in Parliament in the spring of 2019, but seems to lack the backing of a 
Parliamentary majority.

When a conflict is halted, a publicly appointed National Wage Board, with 
representation of the social partners, is called upon to determine the outcome. In 
the same way as the National Mediator and the Labour Court, this board has inde-
pendent status (Alsos, 2010).

Skills and training
For many years, skills and training have been an important area of cooperation 
between the social partners and the authorities in Norway. Even though the State 
bears the main responsibility for the education system, the partners play a key role 
– not least in vocational training. Since Norway is a high-wage/high-cost and high 
productivity country, enterprises depend on skilled workers and on employees up-
grading their skills and qualifications.

The Norwegian model of vocational education and training (VET) is mainly 
based on combining classroom and workplace training (apprenticeships). The Edu-
cation Act (1998) calls for the establishment of various bodies with representa-
tion of the social partners relating to vocational training in enterprises (Nyen and 
Tønder, 2016). The social partners are in the majority on county level vocational 
training boards, and are frequently appointed to so-called examination boards, 
which approve new candidates. The partners also participate in the bodies that  
discuss curricula and the organization of training. In 2013, the social partners 
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signed a social contract on cooperation with the authorities to ensure the avail-
ability of apprenticeships.11 

For many years, tripartite cooperation has also included matters related to 
life-long learning and workplace training, i.e. adult education. Between 1998 and 
2001, a statutory entitlement to unpaid study leave was introduced. Adult employ-
ees who had not completed basic education (primary/lower secondary or upper sec-
ondary) were given opportunities for specially adapted training, and schemes were 
developed to document prior learning and work experience (Payne, 2006; Skule, 
2004; Nyen and Tønder, 2014). The social partners and the authorities cooperated 
on these reforms. However, the call by the trade unions for the establishment of 
a fund to finance further and continuing education was rejected by the employers 
for financial reasons, and this was never included in the reform. Today, skills and 
training are given high priority by the social partners and the State as an important 
instrument to prepare for the future of work (see below). 

Diversity and inclusion
Norway has had an inclusive tripartite working life agreement since 2001 (the IA 
Agreement), which was rooted in concern at rising levels of sick leave and the tran-
sition rate to disability pensions. It is a voluntary agreement that aims to reduce the 
rate of sick leave and improve inclusion, as well as encouraging a longer working life. 
The agreement is renegotiated every four years and a number of instruments have 
been added, including the so-called Inclusive Workplace Support Centres, which 
provide assistance to businesses for their work on inclusion. A separate coordination 
group has also been established, which includes participation by the social partners. 
The IA Agreement sets out goals for lower rates of sick leave and reduced transition 
rates to early retirement and disability benefits.12

When the IA Agreement was renegotiated for the period 2019–22, the failure 
to achieve its goals was on the agenda, with the question of whether cooperation 
should be continued. The goal of reducing the rate of sick leave was only met in part 
of the private sector.13 The new agreement therefore places broad emphasis on the 
joint efforts of the parties in the workplace. Industries with high levels of sick leave 

11	 See http://lærlingløftet.no/ (accessed on 10 May 2019)
12	 See https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/asd/dokumenter/2016/

ia_agreement_-2014_18.pdf for Norwegian Letter of Intent regarding a more inclusive working 
life (in English, covering the 2014-18 period, accessed on 10 May 2019). The agreement for 2019 
– 2022 is only available in Norwegian (https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/
asd/dokumenter/2018/ia-avtalen-2019-2022.pdf) (accessed on 10 May 2019)

13	 https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/43da268314c14e1dbccc7442cd793b3a/
underveisvurdering-ia-avtalen-alpr.pdf (accessed on 21 May 2019)

http://ftet.no/
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/asd/dokumenter/2016/ia_agreement_-2014_18.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/asd/dokumenter/2016/ia_agreement_-2014_18.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/asd/dokumenter/2018/ia-avtalen-2019-2022.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/asd/dokumenter/2018/ia-avtalen-2019-2022.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/43da268314c14e1dbccc7442cd793b3a/underveisvurdering-ia-avtalen-alpr.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/43da268314c14e1dbccc7442cd793b3a/underveisvurdering-ia-avtalen-alpr.pdf
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have to devise their own programmes with specific goals, and the aim of reducing 
sick leave by 10 per cent from its 2018 level. 

Another example of the work of the social partners on inclusion is the so-called 
“fast track”, which is cited as an example of a good social partnership by both LO and 
NHO. In December 2015, as large parts of Europe were facing a considerable influx 
of refugees, LO and NHO sent a joint letter to the Prime Minister proposing meas-
ures to boost labour market integration.14 The social partners did not want a separate 
low-wage strategy for refugees, but wished to build on existing arrangements, such as 
Government-subsidized wages and work experience placements. 

LO and NHO banded together to find the best solution to get refugees into work. 
We [NHO] have a responsibility. We do not want a low-wage labour market for refugees. 
We took the initiative, and wrote a letter to the Government in cooperation with LO.

(Nina Melsom, NHO, Director Work Life)

LO and NHO saw a public debate in Norway that we did not like. We chose the 
skills track and not the low-wage track.

(Hans-Christian Gabrielsen, LO President)

Social protection
Universal government schemes play a greater role in Norway than in other Nordic 
countries. The social partners have been active in the development of new welfare 
schemes and the outcomes are often a result of interplay between negotiations and new 
legislation (Alsos and Nergaard, 2015). The State pension and health insurance scheme 
(the National Insurance Scheme, introduced in 1967) was partly based on earlier agree-
ment-based schemes. A collective agreement based early retirement scheme (AFP) was 
introduced as part of the wage settlements in 1988 and extended in the early 1990s. 
The scheme covers employees at workplaces covered by collective agreements. 

The period of parental leave has also been increased considerably, from 18 weeks 
in 1977 (previously 12 weeks) to 49 weeks in 2019. This is a statutory scheme, but the 
increase in the number of weeks was a result of a compromise on incomes policy. 

Since 2000, pensions have been on the agenda of the social partners and the 
authorities (Grødem and Hippe, 2018; Hippe and Pedersen, 2019). A major pension 
reform was initiated with the appointment of the Pensions Commission in 2001. 
Ten years later, in 2011, a new pensions system was implemented, which includes the  
adjustment of pensions for changes in life expectancy. It is based on non-financial 

14	 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokument/dep/kd/hoeringer/hoeringsdok/2016/
horing-endring-i-introduksjonsloven-innforing-av-forsokshjemmel/Download/?vedleggId=8e1f-
da12-5265-4de0-99cf-17abe18fce7a  (accessed on 10 May 2019)

http://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokument/dep/kd/hoeringer/hoeringsdok/2016/horing-endring-i-introduksjonsloven-innforing-av-forsokshjemmel/Download/?vedleggId=8e1fda12-5265-4de0-99cf-17abe18fce7a
http://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokument/dep/kd/hoeringer/hoeringsdok/2016/horing-endring-i-introduksjonsloven-innforing-av-forsokshjemmel/Download/?vedleggId=8e1fda12-5265-4de0-99cf-17abe18fce7a
http://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokument/dep/kd/hoeringer/hoeringsdok/2016/horing-endring-i-introduksjonsloven-innforing-av-forsokshjemmel/Download/?vedleggId=8e1fda12-5265-4de0-99cf-17abe18fce7a
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defined contributions (the NDC-system) with flexible pensionable ages (from 62 
years) on actuarially neutral terms. The AFP scheme was renegotiated to accommo-
date these principles and a compulsory occupational pension was introduced by law 
as from 2006. 

The reforms of the pensions system have mainly been based on broad compro-
mise and show that the social partners and the Government are willing to take on 
difficult issues. 

Gender equality and part-time work 
Norway is regarded as a country with a high degree of gender equality in working life. 
The rate of labour market participation among Norwegian women is high, but a large 
proportion of women work part-time, which is considered a barrier to gender equal-
ity. Involuntary part-time work is seen as being especially problematic. In 2017, 20 per 
cent of Norwegian women (excluding students) in part-time work were dissatisfied 
with their working hours.15 Both in hospitals and the municipal sector, the parties 
have signed letters of intent to increase the number of full-time positions. Most of the 
measures have been implemented in individual workplaces, while the parties at the 
central level have agreed on guidelines and recommendations. In addition, new legis-
lation has been introduced to accommodate more full-time positions and strengthen 
the situation of involuntary part-time workers (Kavli et al., 2019). Part-time versus 
full-time work is also a subject of debate in wage bargaining. Despite extensive efforts, 
increasing the proportion of full-time positions in women-dominated occupations in 
health and welfare has been a challenge. However, working time among women has 
increased substantially over recent years (Nätti & Nergaard, 2019). 

Working environment standards
Comparative international studies show that Norway is at the forefront in terms of 
working environment standards (NOA, 2018). The concept of the working envir-
onment is synonymous with health, safety and the environment.16 

Nevertheless, workers with lower educational levels often have more stressful 
jobs than others, as well as fewer opportunities for self-determination in the organ-
ization and performance of their work (NOA, 2018: 38). 

To secure health and safety in enterprises without safety delegates, the scheme 
of regional safety representatives (RVOs) was established by the State in 1981 as a 

15	 Analysis by the authors based on the Labour Force Surveys. See also Nergaard (2018b). 
This includes part-time employees who are dissatisfied with their working hours but who do not 
necessarily request full-time positions. 

16	 According to Lindøe et al., the concept of the “working environment”, as applied in a 
Norwegian and Nordic context, does not have a corresponding international meaning (2001: 17). 
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three-party cooperation between the Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority and 
the social partners. This scheme was first established in building and construction in 
view of the specific working conditions in that sector, and is financed by an annual fee 
paid by companies in the industry, where there is a high risk of accidents, injuries and 
health problems. The RVOs are safety representatives for workers who do not have 
their own safety representative, including single person enterprises. Their duties in-
clude contributing to improving safety and the working environment for all employ-
ees and single entrepreneurs. RVOs make unannounced visits to workplaces.

The role of the RVOs is to assess the conditions of temporary jobs and encour-
age companies to increase their efforts to improve safety. They do this by providing 
information on regulations, advising on solutions for working environment issues and 
pointing out shortcomings. In workplaces where there is no elected safety represen-
tative, the RVO has the same obligations and rights as an ordinary safety represen-
tative. RVOs are required to contribute to the election of a safety representative and 
the establishment of a working environment committee. RVOs can also shut down 
the work if they believe that there is an imminent threat to the health and safety of 
employees (Working Environment Act § 6-3). This also applies to single-person enter-
prises.17 In 2013, RVOs were established in hotels and restaurants and in the cleaning 
industry due to the challenging working conditions in those sectors. 

Measures to ensure safety at the workplace

All businesses with 10 employees or more must have a safety delegate. Safety 
delegates are employees who are appointed by their fellow workers, and their task 
is to protect the employees’ interests in matters concerning the working environ-
ment. They have a duty to inform both employees and the employer if they learn of 
circumstances that may result in accidents, etc. The employer has to consult the 
safety delegate on the planning and implementation of measures of significance 
for the working environment. Safety delegates have the right to stop the work if 
they consider that the working environment constitutes an imminent risk to health 
and life (section 6-3 of the Working Environment Act). 

Working environment committees have to be established in businesses that normally 
have at least 50 employees. They have to endeavour to ensure a safe and secure 
working environment, for example, by contributing actively to the planning and 
follow-up of the company's systematic work on health, safety and the environment.

In 2016, 81 per cent of the working population indicated that there is a safety 
delegate where they work, and 56 per cent reported that a working environment 
committee had been established.18 

17	 https://ba-en.rvofond.no/what-does-the-health-and-safety-representatives-do (accessed 
on 26 April 2019)

18	 https://www.ssb.no/308976/tilknytning-til-arbeidsplassen-og-andre-arbeidsforhold 
(accessed on 26 April 2019)

https://ba-en.rvofond.no/what-does-the-health-and-safety-representatives-do
https://www.ssb.no/308976/tilknytning-til-arbeidsplassen-og-andre-arbeidsforhold
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‘Old’ problems with new relevance 
The enlargement of the EU (and the European Economic Area) in 2004 and 
2007 brought new challenges to the Norwegian labour market. Due to a shortage 
of labour in sectors such as agriculture, construction, shipbuilding and cleaning, 
migrant workers were very welcome. However, a large influx of migrant workers 
from low-wage Eastern European countries raised questions concerning integra-
tion, wages, health, safety and protection against exploitation. According to regis-
ter-based employment statistics, labour migration from Eastern and Central Europe 
(EU-11) accounted for about two-thirds of employment growth in Norway between 
the fourth quarter of 2001 and 2012, including residents and labour migrants on 
short-term stays in Norway (NOU, 2013:13 page 104).19

Since 2006, successive Governments have developed measures to combat low-
wage competition, social dumping and work-related crime.20 The extension of col-
lective agreements has been an important measure, and had been introduced in nine 
industries by 2019.21 The bargaining partners have not always agreed on the need for 
general application. NHO’s stance has varied from strong resistance (shipyards) to 

19	 These numbers may include some posted workers, but not all of them, due to the way in 
which they are registered in employment statistics. There is no exact data on the number of posted 
workers (Næsheim, 2019). 

20	 The red-green coalition government, headed by Jens Stoltenberg, mainly addressed 
“social dumping”, while the conservative coalition government, headed by Erna Solberg, was 
mainly concerned to combat “work-related crime”.

21	 Construction, farming/market gardening, cleaning, shipyards, electricians, fish process-
ing, tour buses, transport of goods, hotels and restaurants. 
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strong support, for example in the cleaning sector, where they have worked with the 
Government to combat social dumping, work-related crime and violations of labour 
legislation. 

Regulation has been adopted in a number of other areas, including the exten-
sion of the application of the Labour Clauses (Public Contracts) Convention, 1949 
(No. 94), to the whole public sector, increased funding for the labour inspectorate 
and the introduction of RVOs, as noted above.

In January 2015, the Government launched a strategy to strengthen efforts 
to combat work-related crime and violations of labour legislation. The strategy was 
revised in 2017 and 2019. The measures were devised in consultation with the social 
partners, and are being followed up through broad-based cooperation. The main 
strategy is broad and sustained cooperation between all actors in organized working 
life and improved coordination between public agencies to ensure that their joint 
efforts are as effective as possible. Through prevention and other measures, the Gov-
ernment is aiming to reduce the market space for criminal operators, by making it 
easier to find the serious operators and more difficult for rogue operators to offer 
their services. This will be done, among others, through initiatives targeting public 
and professional purchasers based on raising consumer awareness. The Government 
also wishes to increase knowledge of work-related crime, including its scope, causes, 
consequences and development, with a view to effectively preventing and combating 
such issues as tax crime, the use of unregistered workers, the exploitation of labour 
in violation of the law and collective agreements, and human trafficking.22

22	 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/strategi-mot-arbeidslivskriminalitet-2019/
id2628152/sec3 (accessed on 26 April 2019)

https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/strategi-mot-arbeidslivskriminalitet-2019/id2628152/sec3
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/strategi-mot-arbeidslivskriminalitet-2019/id2628152/sec3
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Tripartism in practice: The case of the cleaning sector 

Sectoral programmes are good examples of how tripartite cooperation emerges 
from bipartite cooperation. The initiative is taken by the social partners them-
selves, for example in the cleaning sector. 
(Anniken Hauglie, Minister of Labour and Social Affairs) 

Norway is one of the European countries with the highest proportion of migrant 
cleaners, which rose from 44 per cent of the workforce in the sector in 2007 to 
67 per cent in 2016. Many of these workers have a poor knowledge of Norwegian 
laws and regulations, which places them in a vulnerable situation.    

From 2008–09 onwards, the organized part of the sector became increasingly 
concerned at low-wage competition from companies without collective agree-
ments. Media stories about lack of control, “slave contracts” and illegal work, 
together with tax evasion and human trafficking, fueled the perception that hard 
regulation was needed, underpinned by stricter control and sanctions (Ander-
sen et al., 2016). With a growing number of companies operating outside what 
were generally regarded as acceptable labour standards, a cross-class coalition 
emerged in favour of statutory regulation (Trygstad et al., 2018).

In 2011, the sectoral social partners successfully requested the Norwegian 
authorities (Tariffboard) to extend their collective agreement by law. In con-
trast with several other sectors in Norway, the union’s request for extension 
was actively supported by the employers’ organization NHO Service and Trade. 
Organized cleaning employers therefore chose a more proactive strategy than 
was common among employers. The extension of minimum wage rates, revised 
through annual bargaining rounds, is still in force.

As part of a “tripartite sectoral programme” for the cleaning sector, the social 
partners agreed to a number of further statutory regulations. Since 2012, public 
approval has been required for all cleaning providers. To obtain approval, com-
panies need to document compliance with the minimum wage rate and other 
legal requirements, such as employment contracts and respect for health and 
safety regulations, and cleaners are required to carry ID cards authorized by the 
labour inspectorate. At the same time, it became illegal to buy cleaning services 
from non-approved suppliers (Trygstad et al., 2018). 

Statistics Norway’s wage statistics show that the general application of the 
cleaning agreement has had an impact. In September 2011, before the exten-
sion, the hourly wage of 31 per cent of cleaners was below the minimum wage,  
compared with just 5 per cent in 2016. 

In the following years, tripartite sectoral programmes were also established in 
HORECA (hotels, restaurants and catering), the transport industries and car ser-
vices. 
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5.	 TRIPARTITE COOPERATION ON 
	 THE FUTURE OF WORK 

There are going to be major changes, but tripartite cooperation has proved to be robust 
and adaptable…. I think cooperation is dynamic enough for it to succeed. 

(Anniken Hauglie, Minister of Labour and Social Affairs)

Technological developments, the transition to a sustainable environment, de-
mographic change and globalization are often cited as trends that will change future 
working life (ILO, 2018 and 2019; Dølvik and Steen, 2018). In many areas, the 
Norwegian labour market is well equipped for future challenges, with a well-quali-
fied workforce, high productivity, an adequately regulated labour market and good 
welfare schemes. Cooperation at the workplace to meet the need for new skills and 
qualifications, as well as possible restructuring, will be an important tool to manage 
labour market transitions in the coming years. To address these challenges, the 
Norwegian ILO Committee, with representatives from the social partners, together 
with the tripartite ILO committees in the other Nordic countries, has initiated a 
Nordic project called the Future of Work inspired by and intended to feed into the 
ILO’s global Future of Work Initiative. 

The question is whether tomorrow’s changes will be so extensive or will take 
place so rapidly that they will require special measures, and whether Norwegian 
tripartite cooperation will be a hindrance or an advantage in that respect.

In its report on the Future of Work, the ILO Global Commission calls for a 
human-centred agenda (ILO, 2019) based on three pillars of action: investing in 
people’s capabilities through life-long learning and support in labour market transi-
tions; investing in the institutions of work; and investing in decent and sustainable 
work. 

Skills development is vital
In discussions of the challenges in the changing world of work, the question is what 
needs to be done to equip the workforce to meet these challenges. Even though 
employers may be frustrated by high wage levels in Norway, they have been forced 
to address this through restructuring and investment in skills. In so doing, they 
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consider that they are now better able to meet the need for further restructuring to-
wards digitalization and robotization in the future of work.23 

However, the ability to further develop and adapt the skills of Norwegian em-
ployees is a critical success factor. In a short and medium-term perspective, that is 
over the next 10 to 20 years, there is a need to both develop and change the skills 
of the current workforce. In 2017, the Norwegian Prime Minister, Erna Solberg, 
together with five Government ministers and the heads of the eight main confed-
erations of trade unions and employers, signed the Norwegian Strategy for Skills 
Policy 2017–2021.24 The Skills Policy Council, established when the Strategy was 
launched, is a tripartite group tasked with following up the Strategy. 

The Government has also appointed committees to examine different areas of 
future skills needs. The work will be used both in national and regional planning, 
but also as a basis for strategic decisions about the skills needs of individuals and 
businesses. 

Whether the steps already taken are adequate remains to be seen. However, 
the partners firmly believe that existing tripartite cooperation is well suited to 
addressing future challenges. The history and examples provided above have also 
shown that the social partners are able to establish platforms in new areas as the 
need arises. 

New technology on the agenda of tripartite cooperation 
Indicators place Norway and the Nordic countries at the top in relation to the level 
of digitalization.25 Nevertheless, the social partners are engaged in continuous co-
operation to improve the competitiveness of Norwegian enterprises. In 2014, the 
idea of a state-of-the-art industrial centre emerged through discussions on digitali-
zation strategies for small and medium-sized businesses, which are often too small 
to develop their own strategies. In calling for industrial centres, the social partners 
were inspired by sports centres of excellence, where the idea is for athletes from 
different disciplines to learn from each other. This can contribute to the exchange 
of knowledge across businesses and industries. At the initiative of the social part-
ners, the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries launched a centre of this type in 
2016. Initially, it was a pilot project of which ten of the largest Norwegian-owned 

23	 https://www.aftenposten.no/okonomi/i/l1zzle/Her-er-LO-og-NHO-enige-Hoyt-lonn-
sniva-kan-vare-bra-for-naringslivet (accessed on 20 May 2019)

24	 In addition to the leaders in the Sami Parliament and the Norwegian Association for 
Adult Learning.

25	 See, for instance, the 2018 Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) ranking of the 
European Commission.

https://www.aftenposten.no/okonomi/i/l1zzle/Her-er-LO-og-NHO-enige-Hoyt-lonnsniva-kan-vare-bra-for-naringslivet
https://www.aftenposten.no/okonomi/i/l1zzle/Her-er-LO-og-NHO-enige-Hoyt-lonnsniva-kan-vare-bra-for-naringslivet
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companies were founder members, and in which research institutions, universities, 
public agencies, clusters, NHO, LO and the authorities were central partners. The 
purpose is to accelerate the digitalization of Norwegian industry, while also ensur-
ing that subcontractors are part of the new digitalized industry.26

Another example is Digital 21, which was established by the Government in 
2017 following an initiative by the leaders of NHO and LO. The name refers to the 
Government’s digital strategy aimed at helping businesses to implement new tech-
nology. The steering group consists of representatives of various sectors of society, 
including the social partners.

Climate
A third central theme for the future of work is the transition to a sustainable soci-
ety. In contrast with skills and technology, which clearly have close links to com-
petitiveness, climate and carbon neutral industry are more complex. While the 
Government has presented a strategy on how Norway can meet the EU quota 
regime (Meld. St. 41 (2016-2017), trade unions and employers’ organizations still 
focus on the core functions of their organizations of securing their members’ in-
terests in relation to safeguarding jobs and obtaining the best possible conditions 
for companies. This can be seen in the discussion regarding the Norwegian oil in-
dustry, where the trade unions and employers’ organizations in the industry share 
the common interest of continuing and expanding oil production, while NGOs are 
calling for it to be scaled down. At the same time, the sustainability pact introduced 
by LO and NHO in 2016 addresses several initiatives to reduce carbon emissions. 

International agreements are also placing pressure on the social partners 
to implement measures at the national level. Following the adoption of the Paris 
Agreement at the Climate Conference in December 2015, LO and NHO agreed to 
discuss the goals that should be pursued by Norway. It emerged that a distinction 
needed to be made between the sectors that are covered by the EU quota regime and 
those that are not. Discussions were then held on what could be done in individual 
sectors, what contributions were necessary from the authorities and what the busi-
ness community could do locally. They agreed on restructuring and investments in 
new and greener technology as part of the solution.

26	 https://digitalnorway.com/

https://digitalnorway.com/
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6.	 STAYING TOGETHER

Tripartism in Norway has long historical roots. Tripartite institutions are mainly 
characteristic of the period since 1945 although the 1935 Basic Agreement already 
represented the start of a new era of social dialogue and cooperation between the 
labour market parties: LO and N.A.F. and their affiliated federations. As indicated, 
wage-setting institutions are vital, but the model also depends on trust and cooper-
ation between employers and trade unions – social dialogue at the central, sectoral 
and workplace levels. The parties in tripartite cooperation have both common and 
conflicting interests. The conflicts regularly lead to loud disagreements. However, 
the long tradition, as well as the consensus that this is the best way of doing things, 
seem to bring everyone back to the table. 

Well-functioning tripartite cooperation requires ongoing trust and confidence 
between the partners. In the interviews, it is emphasized that good personal rela-
tions are important to discuss matters through informal channels without the risk 
of leaks. The senior management of NHO and LO tend to be in contact several 
times a week. Contacts between Government ministers and the social partners 
varies depending on the issues involved, but there is ongoing contact there as well. 
Such contacts may be stronger during certain periods than others, but informal 
contacts and discussions take place irrespective of the type of government. 

Informal contacts are very important. Even if we do not agree on political issues, 
it is important that we do not communicate through the press, but have a direct chan-
nel both prior to and during a debate. 

(Hans-Christian Gabrielsen, LO President) 

Although personal relations are important, they are not the determining 
factor. The organizations on each side are large and have a long tradition of cooper-
ation. For day-to-day work, persons further down the ladder on each side cooperate 
on a wide range of issues, and there are also many tripartite bodies dealing with 
day-to-day subjects. 

Respect for specific roles is also a key concept highlighted in the interviews. 
Each of the partners must be able to justify their decisions to their support base, 
which means that it is not always possible to reach compromise. For tripartite co-
operation to work, the partners must understand and respect that this is part of 
their role, and not due to a lack of good will.
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A prerequisite for preserving and developing tripartite cooperation is that the 
partners continue to invest in it, and that all major partners are included in dia-
logue. It is sometimes argued that tripartite cooperation has in practice become bi-
partite. This was clearly expressed by NHO in relation to the working methods of 
the former red-green government.27 NHO believed that the channels between the 
Labour Party and LO had become so strong that decisions had already been taken 
before tripartite discussions were held. The other confederations have also expressed 
dissatisfaction, claiming that tripartite cooperation is not sufficiently inclusive.28 
However, such criticism tends to shift over time, depending on the Government 
that is in office. 

It is argued that tripartite cooperation suits the Norwegian culture, but this 
is probably related to the fact that it has developed at its own pace for over 100 
years. Norway, in the same way as the other Nordic countries, is a small country, 
and an outstanding proponent of equality, which no doubt makes it particularly 
suited to solving conflicts of interest through cooperation and dialogue. Even so, 
strikes, lock-outs and bitter public exchanges are also part of Norwegian working 
life. But the organizations are able to switch between close cooperation and tough 
negotiation when needed. 

Even though the Nordic model is now considered a success story, its ability to 
ease the transition to a changing world of work for the Nordic countries remains to 
be seen. Historically, there are several examples of the ability to solve major social 
and economic challenges being dependent on the social partners joining forces. If 
tripartite cooperation is able to retain its representativity and legitimacy, there is 
no reason that this should not also be the case in future. The sustainability pact 
launched in 2016 shows that the social partners regard cooperation as necessary for 
Norway to meet the challenges arising out of new technologies, increased global 
competition and the shift to more climate- and carbon-neutral production. This 
bodes well for the handling of future issues that arise in working life. 

27	 NHO President, Kristin Skogen Lund, in Aftenposten, 7 October 2011
28	 https://www.aftenposten.no/norge/i/8mz0W/Kritiserer-LOs-maktposisjon (accessed on 

10 May 2019)

https://www.aftenposten.no/norge/i/8mz0W/Kritiserer-LOs-maktposisjon
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Interview with Anniken Hauglie,

Minister of Labour and Social Affairs 

What is the most important outcome of social dialogue and tripartism in 
Norway?
There are several good and important results to be mentioned. For instance, the 
Technical Calculation Committee for Wage Settlements (TBU), where the 
members agree on the facts important for wage bargaining. It is a great strength and 
advantage that we do not spend time discussing facts, and that the bargaining par-
ties support the pace-setting bargaining model.

What are the most important prerequisites for cooperation to work?
Openness and trust in both formal and informal interaction, as well as role respect 
among all the parties involved.

What is the most important task for social dialogue in the future of work?
Dynamic cooperation that makes it possible to develop the best answers to future 
challenges. Social dialogue and tripartism have proved both robust and flexible, as 
shown by the last IA agreement, and it is essential to continue this cooperation. 

What is the greatest threat to tripartism? 
Immediately, I think of the level of organization. Representative organizations are 
important for the legitimacy of tripartite cooperation.

INTERVIEWS
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Interview with Hans-Christian Gabrielsen, 

LO President 

What is the most important outcome of social dialogue and tripartism in Norway?
I would say trust, both between people and institutions, a community with low 
economic inequality and a labour market with high productivity and restructuring 
capacity.

What are the most important prerequisites for cooperation to work?
Several prerequisites are important, but the most important is an organized 
working life with representative organizations that enables coordinated wage 
formation. Support for coordination is also affected by the policies followed in 
a number of areas. For instance, economic governance within financial policies 
needs to be solid, with incomes policies that support the parties, a good public fi-
nanced welfare system for all, despite the economic situation. Furthermore, there 
have to be institutions that make the wage formation system work smoothly, 
such as the Technical Calculation Committee for Wage Settlements (TBU), the 
National Mediator, the Wage Board, the Government Contact Commission for 
Wage Settlements and, last but not least, the statistics and research departments 
of Statistics Norway.

What is the most important task for social dialogue in the future of work?
Together, we must secure an organized working life. It must pay off to follow regu-
lations. This means that we must focus on promoting skills development to pre-
vent a skills divide leading into low-wage jobs. More companies should be bound by 
collective agreements, and more employees should unionize.

What is the greatest threat to tripartism? 
Those companies that do not want a collective agreement or unionized employees. 
Politicians who support unorganized working life and employers who intentionally 
and systematically undermine decent wages and working conditions. 
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Interview with Nina Melsom, 

NHO, Director of Labour Relations 

What is the most important outcome of social dialogue and tripartism in Norway?
That we have all together formed one of the best and most productive working lives 
in the world, based on trust, co-determination and mutual respect. That we are able 
to balance different needs between companies and employees on issues that concern 
everything from wages to frameworks and rights. In this way, tripartism contributes 
to making Norway a good country to live and work in. 

What are the most important prerequisites for cooperation to work?
The most important issues are dialogue, mutual respect and the willingness to com-
promise. This requires both parties to be wise and generous with each other. Strong 
front lines are detrimental to cooperation. We have to unite to solve the challenges 
in the changing world of work.

What is the most important task for social dialogue in the future of work?
In a working life where work is increasingly conducted across borders, and technol-
ogy makes the impossible possible, it is important for use to cooperate to safeguard 
the cornerstones of Norwegian working life. In Norway, both enterprises and em-
ployees are in favour of a proper working life, with a predictable and clear frame-
work. Furthermore, we need to be able to restructure. This requires us together to 
create a safety net that makes it possible. Only in this way will we stay competitive.

What is the greatest threat to tripartism? 
The greatest threat is that trust disappears and that the support of the organized 
labour market crumbles. If we are to maintain the position attained in Norwegian 
in relation to finding balanced solutions on everything from wage formation to 
labour issues, we need to be relevant, and we therefore need members at both LO 
and NHO.
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