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The University of Manchester’s Law School and Alliance Manchester

Business School (both parts of the Faculty of Humanities) completed

a research project exploring the transformation of joint regulation and

labour market policy during the economic crisis and its negative

impact across Europe. The study took place in 2014 and involved

the collection and analysis of primary empirical data, mostly focusing

on understanding the impact of collective bargaining restrictions in

the manufacturing industries of each of the countries.1

The research was funded by the European Commission and

coordinated by academics at The University of Manchester with the

collaboration of teams from various European universities. Labour

market policies and measures are radically transforming national

systems of collective bargaining in a number of EU member states

including those countries examined and compared in the research:

Greece, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, and Spain. A list

of all those participating is presented in the endnotes, and their

related publications are referenced in the text where relevant. 

The rationale for the selection of the seven countries was

twofold. Firstly, they were amongst the European countries most

affected by the economic crisis. Secondly, their labour law and

industrial relations systems had undergone major changes

associated with loan agreements and/or recommendations by

European institutions. They also, in the main, represent a key

constituency within the ‘new Europe’ that entered the European

Union at a later stage and which have therefore not always been at

the centre of core decision making (with the exception of Italy). 

In our study, we highlighted how trade unions in the countries

assessed are increasingly constrained in their ability to regulate the

conditions of work through collective agreements, which have

systematically deteriorated, making it difficult to sustain mobilisation

and negotiation strategies. This has had a deleterious effect on pay

and working time. Broader austerity measures have also had a

substantial impact on areas such as labour inspection, judicial

processes and state mediation services, leading to heightened

disorganisation of labour relations with negative effects for both

workers and management. The impact of neo-liberal and anti-trade

union ideas initially inspired by the New Right in the United Kingdom

and the United States of America during the 1980s has played a

significant role in shaping the ideology behind this shift in EU policy

Preface
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towards ‘weaker states’. We therefore argue that this political

heritage of disorganising labour relations carries great risks in social

and organisational terms for all actors concerned, especially workers

and their representatives. To this end, we develop the critique of de-

regulation outlined in Ewing et al (2016) and argue that coordinated

structures are important for questions of social justice.
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The Context of De-regulation 

1.1 The ongoing popularity of neo-liberalist ideologies and the

impact of state-imposed austerity measures has been having a

detrimental impact on the structure of industrial relations within the

European Union (EU), especially in southern and eastern Europe.

There are ongoing ‘reforms’ to the coverage, content and

implementation of collective bargaining in countries such as Greece,

Portugal and Spain, for example, which have seen a systematic

deterioration of working conditions and labour standards. They

reflect the outcomes of neo-liberal national government responses to

the economic crisis since 2008, as well as the specific political

conditions established by European-level institutions (most notably,

the European Commission and the European Central Bank) and

various supranational institutions (such as the International Monetary

Fund). They also reflect the increasing belief that market measures

and greater economic and market ‘freedoms’ are the only way to

resolve the fiscal and economic crisis of the state in the current

period. They are in many ways the embedding of a series of social

and political values which were first seen in the Anglo-Saxon world in

the 1980s when Margaret Thatcher in the UK (United Kingdom) and

Ronald Reagan in the USA (United States of America) saw labour

regulation and labour rights as a barrier to economic change and

further development. The Great Recession, as some call it, has not

led – as yet – to a rejection or systematic questioning of

marketisation and de-regulation as a political and economic idea, but

instead to its ironic reinvigoration and further embedding in political

thinking. The focus has well and truly concentrated on the need to

‘reform’ the body of workers’ rights and regulations that are current

in Europe. Even within France, which is not covered directly by this

report, the political playing field appears to focus on workers’ rights

in terms of working time and redundancy issues as a ‘problem’ for

the country’s economic viability. 

1.2 We will argue in this report that the imperatives for change are,

generally speaking, driven by a political and neo-liberal logic where

labour and not capital (especially the nature of financial capital) is the

Chapter 1: 
Introduction
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problem. These ‘reforms’ are also configured in such a way that they

play on stereotypes of southern Europe as being ‘inefficient’ or

‘inflexible’, and therefore deserving of substantial ‘reforms’ and, in

effect, ‘punishment’. These ‘reforms’ – as well as having detrimental

social and employment impacts – are premised on a

misunderstanding of the challenging and difficult context in which

labour rights were configured and developed after decades of

authoritarian governments such as those found in Greece, Spain and

Portugal from the 1930s through to the 1970s. 

The Research

1.3 This report therefore starts with an outline of the economic crisis

and context in the European Union, especially ‘Peripheral Europe’,

focusing on the nature of the economic crisis, the problems with

current models of growth, and the pressures of regulating through

the Euro. It outlines the persistence of neo-liberal reform mentalities.

It then focuses on the backgrounds of the countries being studied,

especially in terms of the character of labour regulation. Finally, it

attempts to de-bunk the myth that such systems were and are ‘rigid’

and dysfunctional in terms of labour regulation. This section brings

the historical context and difficulties faced by these countries in

creating democratic dialogue back to the centre of the agenda,

which has been dominated by neo-liberal fantasies and quasi-racist

views of southern European working traditions. 

1.4 However, regardless of the reality, the fantasy of the superiority of

neo-liberal ‘reform’ persists and the following sections deal with the

EU’s continued obsession with these views, which represent the

legacy of New Right Thatcherite thinking within the EU in relation to

industrial relations. We then look at the impact of the changes on a

range of dimensions. The economic impact has been the excessive

focus on reducing wages, which may over the long term undermine

real productivity gains and potentially reduce competitiveness and

sustainable economic growth. It has also included measures that

have weakened trade unions and constrained joint regulation,

thereby leaving many employees receiving below-acceptable rates of

pay or losing their jobs. 

1.5 The social impact of neo-liberal ‘reforms’ will then be discussed

in terms of the increasing divisions and inequities in the workforce,

such as differences in pay and working conditions between existing

and new employees; along gender and age lines; and between those

in permanent contracts and those in atypical employment. In some

countries, such as Greece and Romania, the measures led to
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unintended negative outcomes, such as the growth of the grey

market and undeclared payments that reduce the state’s revenue

from taxes and social security contributions. Then we will discuss

the labour relations impact of the neo-liberal ‘reforms’. Trade unions

have been increasingly constrained in their ability to regulate and

monitor agreements, although they have begun to formulate

strategies to sustain their role (such as raising awareness of low pay

issues, and sustaining a combination of mobilisation and negotiation

strategies). Furthermore, austerity measures have had a great impact

on areas such as labour inspection, judicial processes and state

mediation services, which are undermining the state’s ability to

respond to legal and monitoring issues. But it is not only workers’

representatives that have criticised the ‘reforms’. This section also

outlines how employers and human resource managers are

concerned with the ability of organisations and local management to

cope with greater decentralisation and fragmentation within work

and employment.

Conclusion 

1.6 In the final section, we summarise the key findings of our research

and reflect on the changes and continuities within the nations

studied, as well as the relevance of these findings for understanding

the vulnerability of even the most heavily regulated systems of

collective bargaining in Europe. We will also argue that collective

bargaining and the agendas of the social partners need to move back

to the centre of the European agenda if further social and labour

fragmentation is to be avoided. The problem is not one of high labour

costs or inflexibility but of the failure to configure a broader

discussion of what is wrong with the marketised direction of the

European economy and its policies – including the case of the UK,

which has been a point of inspiration for these neo-liberal ‘reforms’.

The focus on labour problems, regulation (and indeed labour

regulation being seen as a problem) has in effect hampered our ability

to understand the deeper problems and to discuss alternatives.2

Lastly, we will discuss how the undermining of multi-employer

bargaining and the emergence of an Anglo-Saxon approach to

industrial relations within Europe has led to concern over the potential

cost of fragmentation to social dialogue and social justice.
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