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This summary report presents the findings and

recommendations from a series of Inquiries led by a

Panel of “Social Partners” (trade unions and

employers organisations) from different EU countries

between October 2005 and February 2006. By

interviewing witnesses from a wide range of

backgrounds the Panel sought to find ways in which

trade unions and employers could encourage ways of

working that bring benefits to organisations and their

employees alike. The report highlights the crucial role

of trade union stewards, union officials and

employers’ organisations in helping policy makers and

managers create the conditions for positive and

sustainable change. It provides a practical guide,

spelling out the implications for each group of the

challenges facing Europe, including the need for a

new vision and ways of responding effectively.
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SHAPING THE FUTURE OF WORK

Europe faces many challenges: increasing competition in
the global economy, low rates of innovation and growth,
pressure on public services, an inadequate skills base,
intensification of work, job insecurity, an ageing
workforce . . . and a growing recognition that we need
to make better use of our shared talents and resources. 

In particular we need to rethink how we work. We
need more workplaces in which employees can develop
and use their competencies and creative potential to the
fullest extent, thereby enhancing the organisation’s
capacity for innovation and competitiveness whilst also
enhancing quality of working life.  

Yet Europe enjoys several potential advantages, not least
a recognition that shared spaces for negotiation and
discussion between employers, trade unions, employees
and policy makers can enrich decision making and
stimulate collective action, leading to win-win solutions.
This idea of Social Dialogue plays a key role in shaping
the future of Europe. 

But existing Social Dialogue must be strengthened if it is
to engage the knowledge and creativity of everyone
concerned: it needs to be more inclusive, more
concrete, and to focus more clearly on the workplace.
Social Dialogue also needs to be evidence-based,
bringing researchers and practitioners together to
analyse trends at work.

This project is funded by the EU to explore ways of
strengthening Social Dialogue on the changing nature of
work. It brings together a diverse group of employer
representatives, trade unionists, policy makers and
researchers from 12 European countries to share
experiences, to learn from good practice and to identify
ways of working together. 

There is a clear need to move beyond dialogue and into
action. Our inquiries have identified three main
priorities:

• Building the capacity of trade unions and 
employers’ organisations at national and regional 
levels to promote and develop positive approaches 
to change.

• Bringing social dialogue to the workplace, enabling
unions and employees to share ideas and knowledge
with management to improve organisational 
performance and enhance the quality of working life.

• Putting the right policies in place, making sure that 
EU intervention encourages the right sort of changes
in the workplace and that national and regional 
governments actively support innovation by
employers, trade unions and employees.

The full report and recommendations, together with
electronic copies of this summary, are available at
www.ukwon.net. 

Background
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Globalisation, changing demographics and new
management doctrines pose serious challenges to all
sections of European society – as well as opening new
opportunities:

For employers the world is changing rapidly, with
growing competitive pressure in the private sector from
the global economy and growing pressures in the public
sector to meet increasing demands on services with
fewer resources. Skills and talent are becoming harder
to find, with fewer young people entering the labour
market and older workers showing few signs of wishing
to delay retirement. Outsourcing to lower cost countries
has not been a panacea, often involving hidden costs,
customer dissatisfaction and even the erosion of public
esteem. Other management ‘solutions’ have proven
equally hard to realise, with a rapid succession of
fashionable doctrines failing to deliver the transformation
they once promised. Yet there are impressive examples
of organisational transformation throughout Europe –
though for most managers it is hard to discover how to
design and implement sustainable change.

For trade unions rapid economic restructuring over a
sustained period of time has led to a growing crisis of
membership in many parts of Europe, and to profound
internal reflection about the changing nature of their role
in an increasingly volatile future. Can collective
bargaining continue to provide their prime raison d’étre

in an increasingly individualistic society? Should they
principally become suppliers of personal services to their
individual members? Or is there any evidence of new
roles emerging for trade union stewards and officials in
shaping the world of work?

For employees the old certainties have long gone. “Jobs
for life” are vanishing rapidly and many people are facing
uncertainty throughout their careers. Stress at work is
increasing, and many people remain trapped in
monotonous and boring work. Stories abound of how
organisational change alienates or displaces employees.
Growing levels of sickness and long-term absence from
work are reported across Europe. Surveys also report
high levels of employee disengagement from work, and
early retirement remains a major aspiration for many. At
the same time the new economy offers diverse and
exciting opportunities for knowledge workers with
imagination and ambition. Even some employers in
more traditional workplaces are beginning to recognise
quality of working life as an important factor in
sustainable business success . . . and skills shortages
resulting from an ageing workforce are likely to increase
this trend. But employees will have to become even
more responsible for their own employability in an
uncertain labour market – continuously updating their
skills and competencies and developing a passion for
lifelong learning.

New challenges 
and opportunities

In the UK . . .

• 63% of employees admit to being disengaged at work
• At least 25% of workforce is actively looking for new jobs
• McKinsey reports productivity losses of 45% during major transitions
• Up to 25% of top performers decide to leave within 90 days of a major change announcement

SOURCE: Nicholson Consulting
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Lisbon, March 2000. The Council of the European
Union meets to endorse a vision:
“The Union has today set itself a new strategic goal for
the next decade: to become the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world,
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and
better jobs and greater social cohesion.”

Some critics argue that this is a little optimistic: it defines
“the European version of American ‘apple pie’: not just
growth, not just employment, but good jobs and even
social cohesion as well . . . No hard choices, just
everything you want.” 1

Yet a society which takes seriously the reduction of
inequality through access to education, health and
employment is one which benefits from a far wider
range of human talent and potential. If there is
distinctiveness about Europe’s place in the world it is in
blending economic performance with deeply embedded
individual rights to safe employment, healthcare, social
protection and education. Social dialogue is a potentially
powerful resource, not just for safeguarding this balance
but for harnessing knowledge, skills and ideas in pursuit
of common goals both strategically and in the workplace
(see for example the Irish National Workplace Strategy2).

In practice there are some hard issues to be faced: 

For employers short-term cost reduction or profit-
enhancing measures must not undermine sustainable
longer term competitiveness. Lean organisations often
lack time and resources for innovation and
responsiveness. Work needs to be designed in ways

which replenish energy, competencies and creativity,
providing regular opportunities for reflection and
learning. The key to sustainable work organisation is
partnership – open and constructive dialogue with trade
unions and employees.

For trade unions willingness and ability to work in
partnership with management and employees is effective
in breaking down traditional barriers and in achieving real
gains. Union stewards possess workplace knowledge
which is invaluable in designing and implementing
sustainable change. In return stewards should expect
improvements in working life and other benefits for
employees. Trade union officials can exchange
experience between workplaces and ensure that
stewards are adequately prepared for their new roles.
However unions must recognise that employees need
opportunities for direct involvement and participation.
Rather than seeing this as a threat to union power there
must be an understanding of – and willingness to defend
– the rightful role of employees.

For employees there has been a steady strengthening
of the right to be informed and consulted (for example
the Information and Consultation Directive now being
implemented throughout the EU). Many employers now
recognise the real value of an engaged and committed
workforce. Yet with rights come responsibilities.
Constructive engagement in dialogue and open sharing
of knowledge on issues of importance to the workplace
is a core part of the job. Employee-driven innovation
enhances an organisation’s performance and
sustainability, giving individuals and teams opportunities
to use and develop their competencies to the full.

New Goals

1 Paper by James Wickham, Trinity College Dublin, for ICTU: www.ictu.ie/html/publications/ictu/Essay2.pdf
2 www.ncpp.ie
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The EU, national government, and even regional and
local administrations have a key role to play in building
sustainable workplaces. Public policy sets baselines for
the organisation of work by defining acceptable
standards in areas such as healthy working, information
and consultation, and employment rights. Public policy
allocates resources for the provision of such essential
activities as vocational education, training and lifelong
learning. More proactively, public policy can directly
promote workplace innovation through initiatives such as
the Finnish Workplace Development Programme or Value
Creation 2010 in Norway.

Yet if public policy concerns the formulation and delivery
of shared goals then it implies collaborative action.
Sustainable change on the broad scale needs new
coalitions and alliances at every geographical level.
Employers’ organisations and trade unions have a central
role to play. Our three main priorities, identified after
intensive dialogue and sharing of experience, were
highlighted in the Introduction:

Building the capacity of trade unions and 
employers’ organisations
Social partner organisations need to reflect on their own
competence and capacity to respond to new challenges.
In many parts of Europe, unions and employers’
organisations have few resources to act outside the
traditional industrial relations sphere, lacking appropriate
skills, knowledge, access to research facilities and
experience of emerging practice. Partners should
collaborate in building shared competence and capacity
supported by public resources at European and national
levels. Building cross-European mechanisms for pooling
knowledge and resources is vital. Trade union
representatives can play an important role in the
generation of actionable knowledge at the workplace,

perhaps by building ‘researcher-practitioner partnerships’
which capture and analyse real-life stories from the front line. 

Bringing social dialogue to the workplace
Managers, trade union representatives and employees
should work together towards the creation of sustainable
work systems based on the following principles:

1) Trade union and employee representatives are 
involved at an early stage in all strategic decisions, 
and react constructively by sharing their full 
knowledge of problems and opportunities within 
the organisation.

2) An appropriate balance between the representative 
role of trade unions and the direct involvement of 
employees has been negotiated and acknowledged.

3) Workplace culture at all levels treats employees as 
responsible people who will react constructively and 
who want to contribute to the full extent of their 
individual capabilities.

4) Changes are explicitly informed by win/win 
perspectives in which union representatives and 
employees influence the potential for improvements 
in job quality and working life.

Putting the right policies in place
Public agencies and social partners working together are
of proven value in stimulating and resourcing new forms
of work organisation through, for example: the provision
of knowledge-based services; the creation of
opportunities for networking and exchange of
experience; support for action research on innovative
approaches to change, especially in new settings: the
creation of new regional, national and European
coalitions. All of this requires new vision, new leadership
and new policy mechanisms from policy makers, not
least at EU level. Social dialogue is central to the process.

New Processes 
and Policies
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3. A Social Partner Policy Forum which will 
proactively investigate and debate emerging policy 
issues with relevant officials from the European 
Commission and member state governments 
drawing on the innovative practice at workplace, 
regional and national levels represented in the European 
Workplace Strategy. Suggested issues include flexicurity, 
innovation and employment, and the ageing workforce.

4. National/Regional Workplace Development 
Forums led by national social partner organisations 
with the participation of public policymakers and 
researchers. By establishing territorial development 
coalitions of enterprises, trade unions and other actors 
the aim is (a) to build capacity and competence within 
national/regional social partner organisations; (b) to 
explore the potential for territorial coalitions as a means 
of modernising the organisation of work through social 
dialogue at the local level; (c) to capture and 
disseminate front-line experiences as a contribution to 
strands 2 and 3 on this page. 

Several cross-cutting themes should run through each of
these strands, and particular attention should be paid to
developing activity and competence within new Member
States and the Southern European countries.

The Way Ahead

The Panel believes that it has identified clear
challenges and opportunities for social partners. It
has also built a sustainable social partner-led network
committed to extending dialogue in the areas
identified above.

The Network has identified the following immediate
actions as means of building social dialogue in the
three spheres of public policy, institutional
competence and workplace innovation:

1. Scenario Building for social partners, policy 
makers and researchers, designed to explore the
future of work and organisations, and to 
articulate and inform the strategic choices faced 
by key actors. 

2. Social Partner Inquiries which will critically 
interrogate practitioners involved in workplace 
innovation as a means of identifying and 
disseminating actionable knowledge relating to 
sustainable dialogue-based approaches to the 
organisation of work. This process should lead to
the production of a practitioner-focused 
European Workplace Strategy, centred on 
evidence-based approaches to organising work.



CONTACT

Peter Totterdill
UK Work Organisation Network Ltd (UKWON)

32A Stoney Street
Nottingham NG1 1LL, UK

Email peter.totterdill@ukwon.net
Web www.ukwon.net 


