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through industrial action. In the United States, to take an extreme exam-
ple, private sector union density declined from 24 percent in 1973 to un-
der 7 percent in 2010 (Hirsch 2003), and the number of major strikes fell 
from more than 460 per year in the early 1970s to just five in 2010. Fur-
thermore, as figure 1.1 illustrates, the decline of union membership and 
power has been closely paralleled by a decline in the incomes of the mid-
dle three quintiles of the income distribution—what Americans think of 
as the middle class.

While extreme in its manifestations, the American experience is not 
unique. Union density, power, and influence have also declined and in-
come inequality has risen in most other industrialized countries. Accord-
ing to the OECD, the wage share of national income in the OECD coun-
tries dropped from 67 percent to below 60 percent between 1975 and 
2005 (Hijzen 2007). At the same time, union membership in the European 
OECD countries has declined and collective bargaining coverage has 

Figure 1.1   union Membership Rate and Middle-class income Decline 
in the united States, 1967 to 2007

Source:  Madland, Walter, and Bunker (2011, 2), reprinted with permission. This 
figure was created by the Center for American Progress (www.americanprogress 
.org).
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and the Uninsured 2002). According to the health economist William 
 Wiatrowski, “Medical care covered 63 percent of workers in 1992–93, 
compared with 45 percent in 2003” (2004, 29).

Probably the respect in which employment in large and medium-
sized firms today differs most dramatically from the past involves the 
implicit promise of job security. As noted, firms have moved from foster-
ing a culture of permanency to fostering one of of free agency. One man-
tra frequently repeated today is that employees must manage their own 
careers. Employers today continually churn their workforces, changing 
personnel as their markets shift and as skill requirements change (Oster-
man 1999). As a result, employees face a constant threat of job loss. In 
addition, employees now have wage uncertainty because wages are in-
creasingly pegged to individualized factors and to the external labor 
market. Gone are the days of reliable and steadily progressing pay levels 
along an established salary grid.

Another important change is the decline in unions. Since the 1970s, 
union density has dropped sharply. As shown in figure 4.1, between 1973 
and 2010, overall union density fell from 24 percent to less than 12 per-
cent and private-sector union density fell from 24 percent to less than 7 
percent. Union density in the manufacturing sector—the traditional core 
of U.S. unionism—has shrunk from almost 39 percent to under 11 per-
cent in the same period.

One of the factors causing union decline is undoubtly the expansion 
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Figure 4.1  union Density in the united States

Source: Author’s calculations based on Hirsch and MacPherson (2012).
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The standard employment contract in the United States thus origi-
nated in management practice but was reinforced by industrial unions, 
who bargained for seniority and other practices that fostered job security. 
Many nonunion firms deliberately duplicated the labor practices of 
unionized firms to gain the advantages of internal labor markets without 
encountering the rigidities unions imposed. Nonunion firms such as Du-
pont Chemical, Delta Airlines, and Exxon modeled their human resource 
policies on those of its unionized competitors for decades. They paid sim-
ilar wages, offered similar health and pension benefits, utilized seniority 
when considering layoffs and promotions, and even established non-
union grievance procedures for handling complaints. Thus, even without 
the compulsion of a statute or a contract, many firms instituted the type 
of job structures that evolved into the standard contract of employment.

The standard contract of employment in the United States was never 
universal in practice. The distinguishing characteristic of workplaces 
that offered such an employment relationship was not the presence of a 
union, but the size of the employer. Large employers and medium-sized 
employers were more likely than small ones to offer job security, pen-
sions, health insurance, grievance systems, and other aspects of the stan-
dard contract of employment.

There were other exceptions as well. One was found in the craft 
unions. Although industrial unionism was the most visible and dynamic 
social movement of the 1930s, craft unionism also thrived in that decade. 
For example, the Teamsters called a successful secondary boycott on the 
West Coast in 1937 that resulted in a collective agreement for all truck 
drivers in Los Angeles (Milkman 2006, 27). Union growth in the con-
struction and transportation industries—organized on a craft basis—was 
dramatic in the 1930s. Table 4.1 shows the share of workers belonging to 

table 4.1  unionization Rates in the united States

Industry 1880 1910 1930 1953 1974 1983 2000

Agriculture, forestry, fishing  0  0.1  0.4  0.6  4  4.8  2.1
Mining 11.2 37.7 19.8 64.7 34.7 21.1 10.9
Construction  2.8 25.2 29.8 83.8 38 28 18.3
Manufacturing  3.4 10.3  7.3 42.4 37.2 27.9 14.8
Transportation, communication, 
 utilities  3.7 20 18.3 82.5 49.8 46.4 24
Private services  0.1  3.3  1.8  9.5  8.6  8.7  4.8
Public employment  0.3  4  9.6 11.3 38 31.1 37.5
All private  1.7  8.7  7 31.9 22.4 18.4 10.9
All  1.7  8.5  7.1 29.6 24.8 20.4 14.1

Author’s compilation of data from Friedman (2008).
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to define the contract and becomes inseparable from it. This might be re-
garded as the integrated paradigm of the standard employment contract. 
In other labor law systems, however, the same kind and degree of man-
datory regulation affecting the standard employment contract might 
nevertheless be regarded as separate from the contract itself. Such sys-
tems might therefore be regarded as based on the nonintegrated para-
digm of the standard employment contract.

In the next section, I map the location of several legal systems in rela-
tion to these two variables. More important, I indicate how these vari-
ables interact with each other in a manner that may determine the mean-
ing and understanding of the standard employment contract within 
those systems, and may affect the way in which they evolve around or 
away from that contract.

approaches to the Standard employment 
contract: comparative observations

I argue that we can draw some significant comparative contrasts among 
labor law systems by deploying our two notions of a regulation variable 
and an integration variable. I suggest that variations in respect of the 
integration variable are especially important in determining what the 
standard employment contract means in any given legal system and 
how deeply it is embedded.

To aid in our comparison between various legal systems, it is useful to 
regard the regulation variable and the integration variable as two axes 
whose intersection produces four quadrants or zones (see figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1  the two axes of Regulation and integration

Source: Author’s figure based on a diagram in Freedland and Kountouris (2011).
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citizens working in the European domain. After all, Europe is now en-
dowed with a hard, as well as a soft, program of fundamental rights fol-
lowing the incorporation of the Charter of Nice into the Treaty of Lisbon, 
whereby social rights are placed on the same level as civil and political 
rights.

the personal Work contract 
and the constitutionalization 
of private and contract law in europe

All of these hypotheses—one that contemplates the endogenous trans-
formation of the SEC, and one that extends the SEC to include contrac-
tual models until now considered external—lead us to consider the fu-
ture of the work contract. This consideration must take place in a 
supranational rather than a purely national context.

The supranational European perspective, much like Russian matry-
oshka dolls, includes multiple layers. For example, much—arguably ex-
cessive—abstract discussion in Italy centers on whether labor law schol-
ars should be involved in the construction of a European Civil Code 
inspired by principles of social justice and enshrined in the EU’s com-

Figure 6.1  graduated protections Model

Source: Reprinted with permission from Perulli (2003, 246).
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ments, the decline of wage drift within enterprises, and the growing de-
viation from collective bargaining norms, both by an enlarged nonunion 
sector and by company failure to comply with collective bargaining 
norms despite being members of employers’ associations (Bispinck 2009).

However, low wage increases did not stem from a concerted offensive 
by employers’ associations. In fact, these associations had to deal with 
growing conflicts among their members, a growing critique of collective 
bargaining agreements, and a growing incidence of companies resigning 
from membership in them. These problems affected the coverage of col-
lective bargaining and resulted in a decline from about 80 percent in the 
mid-1980s in West Germany to 65 percent in 2009 (see figure 7.1) and a 
parallel and even more severe decline in East Germany.

Employers’ associations reacted in two ways. First, many of them cre-
ated new forms of associations, so-called OT-associations, whose mem-
bers were not bound by collective bargaining agreements. Membership 
in most of these associations has continued to grow to the present, but it 
remains unclear whether they have recruited defectors from the old em-
ployers’ associations, thereby weakening them, or new members whose 
presence will increase the overall membership of employers’ associa-
tions (Haipeter 2010a). Second, employers’ associations have opted for 
further decentralization of the collective bargaining system, giving more 
leeway to individual firms. This explains why they demanded clauses in 

Figure 7.1  collective Bargaining coverage
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industry agreements that would permit deviations from collective bar-
gaining norms at the firm level in the sense that local norms of wages or 
working times undercut the industry norms. In many industries, these 
demands for derogation clauses have been rather successful, though der-
ogation clauses have been implemented earlier in some industries than 
in others. They have also been relatively consensual in some places, such 
as the chemical industry, but the result of conflictual negotiations in oth-
ers, such as in the metalworking industry.

That unions agreed to the decentralization of collective bargaining in 
the form of derogation clauses can be explained by the weakness they 
were experiencing. One important indicator of union weakness is the 
long-term decline in trade union density that had already started in the 
mid-1980s and was interrupted only temporarily by German unification. 
Since 2007, union density has even fallen below 20 percent (see figure 
7.2). Today it is only slightly higher than the average of the OECD coun-
tries, and below the average figures for the EU fifteen (OECD 2012).

The decline of union density does not reflect directly on collective bar-
gaining coverage, which, as noted, depends on a company’s member-
ship in an employers’ association. However, what has happened since 
the 1990s, and what remains important to understanding Germany’s de-
centralization of collective bargaining, is that unions have not been able 
to defeat increasing numbers of employers’ defections from collective 
norms either by mobilization or by strike.

One reason for the increasing importance of informal deviations from 
collective norms in the course of the 1990s has been the appearance of 
“local alliances” between management and works councils, the term for 

Figure 7.2  trade union Density in germany
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to compare, because in one agreement several topics can be combined, 
such as working-time extensions and pay cuts. However, the comparison 
of the respective figures shows a common trend in time. As can be ob-
served, in both industries, the number of derogations or topics increased 
considerably from 2004 to 2005. These increases were closely linked to 
widespread demands from employers and their associations for in-
creases in working time without increases in compensation.

In the eyes of both unions, the growth of derogations was a serious 
threat to collective bargaining agreements. Both unions reacted in a simi-
lar way—by trying to regain, or more precisely to gain, actual control 
over the number and contents of local agreements on derogations. Both 
the chemical workers’ union (IG BCE) and the metalworkers’ union (IG 
Metall) developed and implemented rules of coordination that were in-
tended to standardize processes of derogations and improve the control 
exerted by union headquarters. They included detailed investigations of 
the economic situation of the firms demanding derogations and of the 

Figure 7.3  Derogations and agreements
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effects of derogations on other firms or locations within one company, 
the duty to inform union headquarters about demands for derogations, 
and the right of headquarters to make the final decision about whether to 
accept derogation. Both unions also wanted their local members in the 
plants to participate in decision-making. In IG BCE, such participation 
was to be based on meetings of members. In IG Metall, members were to 
participate in decision-making through ballots about whether to initiate 
negotiations or to accept any agreement that might be reached.

Coordination rules have been a rather successful organizational inno-
vation. There has also been a decrease in the number of derogations and 
topics since 2006, companies with derogations reaching a stable level of 
about 10 percent. Another indicator of improved control is the rising 
quality of derogations, especially those concerning employment protec-
tion to encourage investments and extended rights of codetermination 
(figure 7.4). Furthermore, counterconcessions by companies were more 
than just cosmetic. Between 2004 and 2006, investment promises of more 
than €3 billion were made in the derogation agreements of the metal-
working industry—nearly 4 percent of all investments made in the met-
alworking sector during this period (Haipeter 2009). These agreements 

Figure 7.4  counterconcessions in Derogation agreements
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the extraordinary diffusion of part-time, flexible, and independent em-
ployment in the Netherlands, as well as policies that have enabled 
unions and companies to negotiate flexibility for standard employees. 
Certain regulatory innovations in the areas of part-time work and semi-
mandatory employment laws have made possible these efforts to facili-
tate flexibility while protecting worker security. I evaluate the success of 
these innovations and discuss lessons that other countries might learn.

It is crucial for my argument to distinguish between nonstandard em-
ployment and nonstandard employment relationships. The rise of non-
standard employment does not necessarily entail the decline of the stan-
dard employment relationship, as shown in this Dutch story. Associated 
with the rise of nonstandard employment is, however, a change in em-
ployment contracting, a development toward what I call poststandard 
employment relations.

Nonstandard employment has been defined as work that is not full 

Figure 8.1  unemployment Rates
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percent during the same period among women in the same age span. 
Since 1990, the rate of nonstandard employment, calculated over the en-
tire working age population, has during this period risen from 5 to 8 per-
cent among men and from 13 to 20 percent among women. In the same 
period, the rate of standard employment slightly decreased from 60 to 58 
percent among men and increased from 28 to 44 percent among women. 
Figures 8.2 and 8.3 compare this development with the (nonweighted) 
average for fourteen (western) EU countries, showing that among men 
the standard employment rate and among women the nonstandard em-
ployment is much higher in the Netherlands, resulting in a much higher 
overall employment level. Developments point in the same direction, 
however. Before examining how that may be related to regulation, I in-
troduce the legal setting and collective bargaining regime in the Nether-
lands.

Bargaining in the Shadow of the law

In the Netherlands, collective agreements negotiated between one or 
more unions and one or more employers or employers’ associations 
apply to 82 percent of all employees. This percentage has hardly changed 
since the 1980s, in contrast with the declining unionization rate, from 35 
percent in the early 1980s to just over 20 percent in 2009. The coverage 
rate varies by industry (highest in the manufacturing sector and the 

Figure 8.2  Male employment population Rates
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public sector, lowest in business services and retail) and firm size (lower 
in the small firm sector). Many collective agreements exclude students, 
people with training contracts, on lease or short-duration contracts, on 
the one hand, and directors and executives, on the other. Temporary 
work agencies negotiate their own collective agreements with tempo-
rary workers.

Collective bargaining is regulated by the act of 1927 to standardize 
employment conditions and protection of workers. Trade unions and 
employers’ associations are free to negotiate, or refuse negotiations, and 
can decide how much standardization and protection above the mini-
mum levels defined in the law (on working time, pay, employment pro-
tection, or social security) they want, and whether to allow deviations 
from legally mandated or collectively negotiated standards. If they reach 
agreement, Article 14 of the act makes it obligatory for employers to ap-
ply the terms of the agreement to all their employees, regardless of 
whether they are members of a contracting union.

Employers can choose between single (company) and multiple- 
employer (sector) bargaining, in the latter case delegating negotiations to 
an employers’ association. Company bargaining currently applies to 
about 700,000 employees (in 678 companies) and sector bargaining to 4.6 
million employees (in 214 multiemployer agreements). These propor-

Figure 8.3  Female employment population Rates

Source: Author’s calculations based on European Commission (2010).
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specific programs, but does not always do so (see also Schmid 2010). It is 
for this reason that, for some time, discussion has centered on the extent 
to which the new forms of contract should be regarded as what Alison 
Booth, Marco Francesconi, and Jeff Frank (2000) have called either “step-
ping stones or dead ends.” This is the approach often taken by labor 
unions through firm-level or territorial bargaining. The objective of pro-
grams in the third quadrant is to encourage hiring on stable employment 
contracts, but within organizational settings broader than those of an in-
dividual firm. Common to the various modes in which this takes place 
(GdEs, labor pools, hiring by work agencies) is the intent to favor the 
shared use by several firms of human resources of which those firms 
have occasional need because they possess specific skills or experience.

The aim of the schemes in the other two quadrants is to support work-
ers entering and remaining in the labor market by active employment 
policies structured according to the needs of the local economy. The sec-
ond quadrant includes programs intended to stimulate the labor-market 
entry or reentry of inactive or unemployed workers by providing non-
standard employment opportunities, accompanied by incentives or ser-
vices that increase their attractiveness according to the characteristics of 
the local labor market. Implicit in these programs is that the desirable out-
come is ultimately access, in the future, to stable forms of employment.

The fourth quadrant includes the various initiatives—often still em-
bryonic—intended to identify appropriate forms of protection for work-
ers who, because of their qualifications and skills, and because of the 
characteristics of the local economy, can accept and may prefer high la-
bor-market mobility. It is evident that in this case, unlike the previous 
one, focus is on the availability of support in the enhancement, develop-
ment, and recognition of workers’ skills and qualifications.

table 9.1  patterns of intervention

Security Through 
Membership Within 
Organized Settings

Security Through 
Permanence on the 
Labor Market

Job security and
skills development

Low

I
Promotion of paths 
leading to a standard 
contract in a firm

II
Compensated promo-
tion of opportunities for 
atypical work

High

III
Programs for the 
shared use of human 
resources by several 
firms

IV
Invention of protections 
and rights independent 
from stable member-
ships

Source: Author’s compilation.



176    Rethinking Workplace Regulation

Previously, all individual labor-related disputes in Japan had to be 
filed with the ordinary courts, and were heard by judges who were pro-
fessional jurists but not necessarily specialists in adjudicating labor mat-
ters. Nor were there special civil procedures governing labor litigation. 
However, as noted, Japan’s labor tribunal system, which went into force 
on April 1, 2006, has provided a new and specialized forum for the adju-
dication of individual labor disputes (see figure 10.1). This system was 
created for several reasons, the most fundamental of which was the rapid 
increase in individual labor disputes since the 1990s. 

Figure 10.1  overview of labor Dispute Resolution Systems in Japan
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Legislation to Promote Individual Labor 
Dispute Resolution

In 2001, the government enacted the Act to Promote Resolution of Indi-
vidual Labor Relations Disputes, which newly authorized the prefec-
tural labor offices—that is, local offices of the Ministry of Health, Labour, 
and Welfare—to provide counseling and mediation services to workers 
and employers. Under the act, the head of the local labor office has the 
power to transfer grievances to the mediation procedures of the Dispute 
Adjustment Committee (Funso Chosei Iinkai). This body can provide a 
mediation proposal, but it is up to the parties whether to accept it, and 
the committee performs no adjudicatory function. 

Despite the 2001 act, the number of complaints received by the labor 
offices has increased annually (see figure 10.4), which indicates that there 
are more underlying individual labor disputes in Japanese workplaces 
than previously assumed (see figure 10.5).

Figure 10.2  Ratio of Standard to nonstandard employees in Japan

Source: Author’s compilation based on Labor Force Survey 1990–2008 (Ministry 
of Internal Affairs and  Communications, various years).
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Source: Author’s compilation based on Supreme Court Secretariat (1991–2009).

Figure 10.3  newly Filed labor cases at First instance in Japan
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Employment
management 1.7%

Recruitment/
hiring 1.4%

Child and family
care 0.8% Transfer or job

location 3.6%
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retirement 7.7%

Dismissal 22.9%

Other working
conditions 21.5%

Bullying or
harassment

12.5%

Others 15.5%
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of working
conditions

12.5%

Figure 10.5  consultation cases on civil individual Disputes, FY 2007

Source: Reprinted with permission from Japan Institute for Labour Policy and 
Training (2009).

Figure 10.4  consultations at labor offices

Source: Reprinted with permission from Japan Institute for Labour Policy and 
Training (2009).
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A Limited Number of Labor Cases

Although the 2001 legislation did not stop the growth of individual labor 
disputes, the absolute number of labor cases in Japan has remained ex-
tremely small compared with other countries. The number of newly 
filed labor-related cases in Japanese district courts (first instance) in 2004 
was only about 3,000, versus 156,000 in France, 115,000 in the United 
Kingdom, and 590,000 in Germany at about the same time (table 10.1).

On the other hand, the limited number of litigated labor cases does 
not necessarily mean that there are correspondingly few complaints or 
disputes in Japanese employment relations. On the contrary, there is a 
distinct possibility that many complaints or grievances have simply re-
mained invisible for various reasons. Two have already been mentioned. 
First, it was thought impractical or unwise to bring disputes to the courts 
or other external dispute resolution forums under the long-term employ-
ment system. And, second, Japan had neither special labor courts nor 
special procedures for labor litigation; thus workers were likely to be dis-
couraged from filing claims because of the unsuitability of judicial proce-
dures, the high cost and time-consuming nature of litigation, and lack of 
access to legal representation. 

The content of substantive labor laws may also explain the relative 
absence of labor litigation. In Japan, many important legal rules govern-
ing employment relations—such as restrictions on unjust dismissals,4 
termination of repeatedly renewed fixed-term employment contracts,5 
abusive disciplinary actions,6 and unilateral alteration of terms and con-
ditions of employment7—were not legislated but remained simply as un-
written case law until recently. Given the difficulty encountered by ordi-
nary employees in ascertaining the content of the law, it seems likely that 
many complaints were not filed because the aggrieved employees sim-
ply do not know their rights. This problem was partly solved by the en-
actment of the Labor Contract Act of 2007, which codifies some of the es-
tablished case law rules and makes them more accessible to the workers 
they were meant to benefit (see Yamakawa 2009).

table 10.1  newly Filed labor cases

Japan Germany
United 

Kingdom France

3,168 590,442 115,042 156,442
(2004) (2004) (2003–2004) (2004)

Source: Author’s compilation based on Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und 
Arbeit (2004), Employment Tribunals Service (2006), and Ministère de la Justice 
(2006).
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Source: Author’s compilation.

•
•

•

Unemployment insurance administered by unemployment insurance funds (1907)
Public employment service responsible for reintegration and unemployment
insurance funds responsible for benefit administration (1969)
Municipalities responsible for social assistance (1976)

•
•
•
•

September Compromise between capital and labor (1899)
Regulation by collective agreements
Law on Salaried Workers (1938)
Many SMEs

Flexible
labor

market

Generous
income
security

Continuing
vocational

training

Active
labor

market

•

•
•
•

•

Financed by the public budget
for employed and unemployed
Transferable, general skills
Administrative corporatism
Rights to training in collective
agreements
Indirect subsidy to the competi-
tiveness of Danish firms

•
•
•

Activation policies from early 1990s
Learn-fare rather than work-fare
Administrative corporatism



216    Rethinking Workplace Regulation

in such “insecure” employment relationships (for instance, more job pro-
tection, rights to an indefinite contract after a specified number of renew-
als of fixed-term contracts, income transfers when unemployed, sick, or 
injured, pension entitlements, rights to education and training and leave 
entitlements). It remains unclear, however, how such policy strategies 
will at the same time increase the flexibility of either atypical or standard 
workers.

Second, to include situations where flexicurity describes a certain 
state or condition of the labor market, as in the Danish case, Wilthagen 
and Tros add another definition:

Firstly a high degree of job, employment, income and combination security 
that facilitates the labor market careers and biographies of workers with a 
relatively weak position and allows enduring and high-quality labor mar-
ket participation and social inclusion, while at the same time providing a 
degree of numerical (both external and internal) and functional and wage 
flexibility that allows for labor markets’ (and individual companies’) 
timely and adequate adjustment to changing conditions in order to main-
tain and enhance competitiveness and productivity. (compare Wilthagen 
and Tros 2004, 170)

This definition better captures the Danish version of flexicurity, even 
if the normative addition about facilitating the labor market careers and 
biographies of workers in a relatively weak position is not particularly 
relevant. The Danish case is a stylized description of the ordinary- 
normal labor market and not particularly addressed at weaker groups.

The third definition of flexicurity conceives of it as an analytical ap-
proach to empirical analyses that combine security and flexibility in vari-
ous national labor market systems or in specific programs or policies. It 
is important that both flexibility and security are multidimensional con-
cepts. The innovation of flexicurity as an analytical concept is to combine 
the dimensions of flexibility with various dimensions of security. There 
are many ways to combine flexibility and security, as shown in table 12.1.

The matrix in table 12.1 offers a heuristic tool that can be applied to 

table 12.1  Flexibility Versus Security trade-offs

Flexibility-Security 
Job 

Security
Employment

 Security
Income
Security 

Combination 
Security

External-numerical
Internal-numerical
Functional 
Variable pay

Source: Author’s compilation based on Wilthagen and Tros (2004).
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among the top performers in Europe both before and also during the cur-
rent global economic crisis. As seen in table 12.2, Danish participation 
and employment rates remain among the highest in the European Union. 
Unemployment rates are among the lowest, despite a rapid increase in 
unemployment due to the crisis. Furthermore, the structure of unem-
ployment shows that Denmark’s share of long-term unemployment and 
youth unemployment is among the lowest in the European Union (see 
table 12.2).

The causality between flexicurity and labor market performance is not 
simple and, so far, not well documented empirically. The relationship be-
tween employment protection and the standard employment relation-
ship seems more straightforward. We may assume that countries with 
stringent Employment Protection Legislation (EPL) for regular workers 
must resort to other types of flexibility to achieve productivity and com-

table 12.2  labor Market indicators in 2009

Denmark Sweden Netherlands
United

Kingdom Germany EU-27

Labor force 
participation 
rate (percentage 
of  population 
age fifteen to 
sixty-four) 80.7 78.9 79.7 75.7 76.9 71.1

Employment rate 
(percentage of 
population age 
fifteen to 
sixty-four) 75.7 72.2 77.0 69.9 70.9 64.6

Unemployment 
rate (percentage 
of labor force 
fifteen and 
older)  6.0  8.3  3.4  7.6  7.5  8.9

Long-term 
unemployment 
rate (percentage 
of labor force)  0.5  1.1  0.8  1.9  3.4  3.0

Youth unemploy-
ment rate 
(percentage of 
labor force 
fifteen through 
twenty-four) 11.2 25.0  6.6 19.1 10.4 19.6

Source: Author’s compilation based on European Commission (2010c).
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join community unions; enterprise-based unions with 100 or more mem-
bers were supposed to join industry-wide federations, even if they were 
organized with the assistance of regional branches and community 
unions. Finally, union fees were set at 1.5 percent of monthly wages, 
about the same level as that adopted by industry-wide union federa-
tions. In general, before this policy was adopted, community unions had 
been viewed as interim structures that would ultimately evolve into for-
mally constituted enterprise-based unions affiliated with industry-wide 
federations as soon as conditions permitted. By contrast, the new policy 
aimed to give community unions a well-defined mandate and a perma-
nent local presence.

Community unions organized on average about 2,300 workers annu-
ally from 1999 to 2009. As of September 2009, JTUC community union 
membership was 15,500. Not all organized workers retained their mem-
bership in community unions for lengthy periods; some left once their 
individual problems were resolved; and some small enterprise-based 
unions grew in size and graduated from community union status to af-
filiation with industry-wide federations. Figure 14.1 shows the growth in 
membership of JTUC community unions between 1999 to 2009.

In 2005, the JTUC decided to reorganize its 471 regional branches cov-
ering cities and towns into 300 regional branches, each of which would 

Figure 14.1  Development of Jtuc community unions

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Japanese Trade Union Confederation 
(1999, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2009).
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Despite these aggregate numbers, the issue of nonstandard workers 
requires additional clarification. For instance, many part-timers work 
long hours. According to one statistic, more than 40 percent of those 
deemed to be part-time workers regularly work more than thirty-five 
hours per week (Nitta 2001, 84). Another statistic shows that just 33 per-
cent of part-time workers say that they are on a limited-term contract of 
less than one year (Statistics Bureau 2008).These statistics suggest that 
the two main criteria for defining a nonstandard worker—working 
hours and type of contract—do not provide enough of a basis to clarify 
the status of nonstandard workers in Japan.

Another example of the difficulties of defining nonstandard work-
ers in Japan concerns the term arbeiter. Originally the term was the Ger-
man word for worker. Japanese students began using it, however, to 
describe part-time student jobs, the implication being that such jobs 
are side jobs. Today, arbeiter generally refers to young nonregular work-
ers who are either male or female. The distinction between part-timer 

table 14.1   Workforce composition by employment type from 1982 
to 2007 (in thousands)

Category 1982 1987 1992 1997 2002 2007

Total 57,888 60,502 65,756 67,003 65,009 65,978
 Percentage 100 100 100 100 100 100
Self-employed 9,536 9,071 8,442 7,931 7,041 6,675
 Percentage 16.5 15 12.8 11.8 10.8 10.1
Family workers 5,869 5,255 4,712 4,052 3,114 1,876
 Percentage 10.1 8.7 7.2 6 4.8 2.8
Private-sector executive 2,751 3,089 3,970 3,850 3,895 4,012
 Percentage 4.8 5.1 0.6 5.7 6 6.1
Regular employee or staff 33,009 34,565 38,062 38,542 34,557 34,324
 Percentage 57 57.1 57.9 57.5 53.2 52
Total part-timer or arbeiter 4,675 6,563 8,481 10,342 12,061 12,935
 Percentage 8.1 10.8 12.9 15.4 18.6 19.6
Part-timer 4,677 5,967 6,998 7,824 8,855
 Percentage 7.7 9.1 10.4 12 13.4
Arbeiter — 1,886 2,514 3,344 4,237 4,080
 Percentage 3.1 3.8 5 6.5 6.2
Contract worker 695 730 880 966 2,477 3,313
 Percentage 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.4 3.8 5
Agency workers — 87 163 257 721 1,608
 Percentage 0.1 0.2 0.4 1.1 2.4
Others 1,325 1,118 1,008 1,025 946 965
 Percentage 2.3 1.8 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.5

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Statistics Bureau (1983, 1988, 1993, 1998, 
2003, 2008).
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As these numbers confirm, overall union membership hit its highest 
point in Japanese history in 1994, decreased each subsequent year until 
2006, and then became relatively stable after 2007. They also show that 
unionization of regular workers peaked in 1994 and has continued to de-
crease ever since as existing enterprise-based unions have lost members 
due to massive employer layoffs. However, the ranks of unionized part-
time workers have been increasing steadily over the past two decades. 
The data thus support the claim made at the beginning of this chapter 
that the long-term declining trend of union membership in Japan was 
halted by the active organization of part-time workers aided by enter-
prise-based unions.

Efforts to Organize Part-Time 
and Nonstandard Workers

The Japanese labor movement is built around enterprise-based unions 
that—though affiliated with industry-wide federations and national 
labor centers—generally remain independent in terms of finance and ad-
ministration. Typically, these unions represent standard or regular em-
ployees working in a particular enterprise and protect neither workers 
employed in other enterprises nor nonstandard workers in the same en-
terprise. They have long been criticized for limiting their responsibilities 
in this way and have been described as a labor aristocracy that takes 

table 14.2  Development of labor union Members

Year
Total

Number
Regular
Workers

Part-Time
Workers

1990 12,265 12,167  97
1994 12,699 12,531 168
2000 11,539 11,279 260
2006 10,040  9,525 515
2007 10,080  9,492 588
2008 10,065  9,449 616
2009 10,078  9,377 700
2010 10,054  9,328 726

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare 
(1990, 1994, 2000, 2006, 2007, 2008a, 2009, 2010).
Note: Numbers in thousands. Part-time workers here refer to those who work 
fewer hours than regular workers in establishments, or those who are called 
part-time workers in establishments. The number of unionized regular workers 
is calculated by subtracting the part-time worker union membership from total 
union membership. The regular workers here, therefore, include some nonstan-
dard workers such as temporary workers, contract workers, agency workers, 
and so forth.
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advantage of low-paid nonstandard workers. In response, enterprise 
unions have sometimes claimed that nonstandard workers themselves 
are unwilling to become members—because of union fees, union duties, 
and so forth—but their exclusionary policies have remained in place.

In a significant shift, traditional enterprise-based unions and industry-
wide federations have begun to organize part-time workers employed in 
already unionized enterprises, as well as in enterprises that were previ-
ously unorganized. These initiatives have yielded annual average in-
creases in their membership of about 65,000 workers (Nakamura 2011). 
The federation most prominent in this new organizing strategy is the 
Japanese Federation of Textile, Chemical, Food, Service and General 
Workers’ Unions (UI Zensen) (see Nakamura, Sato, and Kamiya 1988, 
chapter 8).

Table 14.3 shows the ways in which enterprise-based unions have, 
since 1993, organized or made other efforts to reach out to develop insti-
tutional ties with various types of nonstandard workers by giving them 
quasi-membership, cooperating with their existing organizations or, at 
minimum, attempting to organize them.

The proportion of unions that organized temporary workers increased 
from 3.3 percent in 1993 to 11.2 percent in 2008. In the same period, the 
proportion of unions that organized part-time workers and contract 
workers increased, from 8.9 percent to 23.0 percent, and 15.0 percent to 
23.3 percent, respectively. Despite these increases, 70 to 80 percent of en-
terprise unions still do not represent nonstandard workers within their 
enterprise. 

table 14.3  enterprise-Based unions Dealing with nonstandard Workers

Category Approach 1993 1998 2003 2008

Temporary 
workers

Organize
 3.3  3.3  6.1 11.2

Other organizational 
initiative 11.1  8.8  7.8  5.5

Part-time 
workers

Organize
 8.9  4.9 16.6 23.0 

Other organizational 
initiative 11.7 14.7 11.0 10.6

Contract 
workers

Organize
15.0 23.3

Other organizational 
initiative  9.8  7.3

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare 
(1993, 1998, 2003, 2008b).
Note: Numbers in percentages.
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cent—from 18 to 23 percent of the workforce—between 1983 and 1998, 
and that the proportion of women in part-time work fell from 89 percent 
of all part-time workers to 80 percent during the same period. Figures 
16.1 and 16.2 illustrate that temporary work expanded in the United 
Kingdom during the recession of the 1990s, that is, between 1992 and 
1996, before falling back and then declining in the decade from 1997 for-
ward. It appears to be rising again since the economic crisis of 2007, espe-
cially for men; part-time work has increased steadily since 1993 (figure 
16.2). As figures 16.3 and 16.4 show, many of these are workers who 
would prefer full-time jobs.

It is difficult to correlate data on employment and occupational pen-
sions over the longer postwar period. However, it appears that as non-
standard forms of employment have become more widespread, occupa-
tional pension coverage has declined in the United Kingdom in the 
private sector. Figure 16.5 shows that from the early 1960s to 2009 overall 
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rates of coverage, as defined by the number of active members of occu-
pational pension schemes, have declined. Bearing in mind that the total 
number of people in the labor market increased during the same period, 
the decline in the percentage of the working population covered by pen-
sion schemes was even greater. In 1995, there were approximately 5 mil-
lion members of private-sector DB schemes and 1 million in DC schemes. 
By 2009, these numbers had fallen to 1 million and 0.9 million respec-
tively (ONS 2009, 10). Moreover, the character of contracted-out private-
sector schemes changed: in 2004, 72 percent of active members were en-
rolled in DB schemes; by 2009 this proportion had declined to 63 percent 
(12). If we compare public and private sectors, we see that men’s mem-
bership rates in the public sector were over 80 percent (of employees) 
between 1997 and 2009, whereas in the private sector they fell from 52 to 
40 percent (ONS 2009, 5–7). Women’s membership rates increased from 
75 percent to 82 percent in the public sector, but in the private sector rose 

Figure 16.2  part-time u.k. Workers

Source: Author’s compilation based on ONS (2010).
Note: Seasonally adjusted.
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from 37 to 41 percent between 1997 and 2003 before falling back to 29 
percent in 2009—an even larger reduction than for men.

It was against this background of declining occupational pension cov-
erage that the British government established the Pensions Commission 
early in the millennium. The commission produced three reports that 
recommended a range of measures to increase the sustainability, fair-
ness, and affordability of all three pillars of the U.K. pensions system. As 
for occupational pensions, a key recommendation was the establishment 
of a National Pensions Savings Scheme (NPSS) to cover low- and mid-
dle-income earners without access to a workplace scheme (Pensions 
Commission 2004). Proposed as a funded DC scheme based on individ-
ual accounts, the scheme represented the government’s tacit admission 
that private occupational coverage, and the DB model in the private sec-
tor, were in serious decline.

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

Year

All
Male
Female

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Figure 16.3   temporary employees Who could not Find a permanent 
u.k. Job

Source: Author’s compilation based on ONS (2010).
Note: Numbers in thousands and seasonally adjusted.



306    Rethinking Workplace Regulation

The establishment of what is now called the National Employment 
Savings Trust (NEST) ushered in one of the biggest pension reforms in 
recent decades. NEST is an entirely new second-tier public scheme and 
therefore an implicit heir to SERPS. Between October 2012 and 2017, de-
pending on the size of firm, all U.K. employers will be required to begin 
contributing a minimum of 3 percent of each employee’s eligible earn-
ings into a pension fund unless the employee decides to opt out. Em-
ployees will also be required to pay a personal contribution of 4 percent 
with a further 1 percent tax relief being added to make the minimum 
contribution 8 percent. This compares with average contribution rates of 
5.4 percent for employees and 14.9 percent for employers in open DB 
schemes in 2009, and 3 percent for employees and 6.4 percent for em-
ployers in open DC schemes (ONS 2010). Moreover, if many auto- 
enrolled employees choose not to contribute the maximum £3,600 per 
annum, the amounts accrued for low-paid workers will be minimal. 
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table 16.1  comparing Multi-tier pension Systems across Welfare Regimes

Mandatory Voluntary

First Tier
(Public): Type

Second Tier
(Earnings-Related):

Public or Private

Second Tier:
Percentage of

Private Coverage

Third Tier:
Percentage of Coverage by 

Occupational Schemes

Liberal
 Australia 1,2,3 resource-tested private, DC 68.5 data not available
 Canada 2 resource-tested, basic public, DB n.a. 33.9
 United Kingdom 4 resource-tested, basic, 

minimum
public, DB n.a. 49.1

 United States 3,5 resource-tested public, DB n.a. 32.8
Conservative
 France 6 minimum public, DB* n.a. 3.5
 Germany 7 resource-tested public, points n.a. 32.2
 Japan basic public, DB n.a. data not available
 Italy resource-tested public, NDC n.a. 7.5
Social Democratic
 Denmark resource-tested, basic private, DC ATP: ~70.0 n.a.

QMO: ~59.0
 Netherlands basic private, DB 69.3 n.a.
 Sweden 3 minimum public, NDC and private, DC PPM: ~76.0 n.a.

QMO: ~78.0
Post-socialist
 Czech Republic basic, minimum public, DB n.a. n.a.
 Poland minimum public, NDC and private, DC 53.0 1.2
 Slovak Republic minimum public, points and private, 

DC
36.5 n.a.

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2011, 106, 173). 
Notes: Percentage figures in columns 4 and 5 relate to coverage of private 
schemes by type of plan, 2009, as a percentage of working age population (six-
teen to sixty-four years).
DB = defined benefit, DC = defined contribution, NDC = notional defined contri-
bution. ATP, QMO, and PPM are names of specific private second-tier schemes 
in Sweden and Denmark. n.a. = not applicable. 
1 Data refer to the total mandatory and voluntary.
2 Data refer to 2008.
3 OECD estimate based on data provided by national authorities as a percentage 
of total employment. See OECD (2011, 173).
4 Data may include multiple counting between active and deferred members of 
occupational schemes, and occupational and personal pensions. The percent-
ages are based on a working life of sixteen to sixty-four for men and sixteen to 
fifty-nine for women.
5 Data refer to 2006.
6 OECD does not include the American first-tier resource-tested scheme in its 
table.
7 Coverage of occupational pensions refers to 2007 and includes all second-pillar 
pensions.
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table 16.1  comparing Multi-tier pension Systems across Welfare Regimes
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schemes by type of plan, 2009, as a percentage of working age population (six-
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bution. ATP, QMO, and PPM are names of specific private second-tier schemes 
in Sweden and Denmark. n.a. = not applicable. 
1 Data refer to the total mandatory and voluntary.
2 Data refer to 2008.
3 OECD estimate based on data provided by national authorities as a percentage 
of total employment. See OECD (2011, 173).
4 Data may include multiple counting between active and deferred members of 
occupational schemes, and occupational and personal pensions. The percent-
ages are based on a working life of sixteen to sixty-four for men and sixteen to 
fifty-nine for women.
5 Data refer to 2006.
6 OECD does not include the American first-tier resource-tested scheme in its 
table.
7 Coverage of occupational pensions refers to 2007 and includes all second-pillar 
pensions.
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would prefer other employment arrangements of longer duration. Blank 
finds that between 4.6 and 8.5 percent of the workforce is a problem con-
tingent worker (1998).

Clearly the measure of contingent employment varies depending on 
how survey questions are framed and which categories of nonstandard 
work are included. However, two conclusions can be drawn from the 
data. First, the narrowly defined BLS contingent worker data show a 
change in stability of employment for middle-age and older workers. 
Second, if we look at nonstandard work more broadly, we see it repre-
sents a large and growing feature of the U.S. labor market.

Europe and Japan Temporary employment in Europe and Japan has in-
creased overall during the past two decades. The OECD has collected 
data on temporary work in most European countries and Japan over the 
past twenty-five years, using a much broader definition than the BLS in 
the United States.

According to the OECD, a job may be regarded as temporary if it is 
understood by both the employer and the employee that the termination 
of the job is determined by objective conditions such as reaching a cer-
tain date, completion of an assignment, or the return of another em-
ployee who has been temporarily replaced. In the case of a work contract 
of limited duration, the condition for its termination is generally men-
tioned in the contract. The term “temporary” includes persons with a 

Figure a.1  contingent u.S. Workforce Forty-Five and older, 1995–2005
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seasonal job, persons engaged by an employment agency or business 
and hired out to a third party to carry out a work mission (unless there is 
a work contract of unlimited duration with the employment agency or 
business), and persons with specific training contracts. If no objective cri-
terion for the termination of a job or work contract exists, the worker is 
regarded as permanent or of unlimited duration (OECD 2012).

Figure A.2 shows changes in the percentage of total temporary em-
ployment in selected European countries and Japan since 1985.2 Between 
1985 and 2009, the percentage of workers on fixed-term contracts more 
than doubled in France, the Netherlands, and Italy. There were also sub-
stantial increases in the percentage of workers with temporary jobs in 
Germany, Japan, and Spain, but not in Denmark or the United Kingdom.

It is also important to appreciate the orders of magnitude involved. 
Temporary employment in Germany increased from 10 percent of the 
workforce in 1985 to 14 percent in 2009; in Italy from 5 percent in 1985 to 
12 percent in 2009; and in Spain from 16 percent in 1987 to 33 percent in 
2005, before falling to 25 percent in 2009 (OECD 2012a).

Moreover, it is likely that figure A.2 understates the trend because its 

Figure a.2   Workforce in temporary employment, Selected 
european countries

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012a).
Note: Data from Spain are for 1987 through 2009. All numbers in percentages.
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terminal date is 2009—the most recent year for which data were avail-
able. Because 2009 fell in the midst of the Great Recession and because in 
recessions, temporary workers are the first to be let go, it is likely that 
when there is a recovery, the percentage of the workforce in temporary 
employment will prove to be even greater.

The OECD also collects data in which individual workers are asked 
whether they have temporary or permanent jobs. It defines permanent 
employment as “employees with paid leave entitlements,” and excludes 
employees on a fixed-term contract or whose expected job duration was 
less than one year (OECD 2012b). Using this definition, the OECD data 

Figure a.3   Young persons in permanent employment, Selected 
oecD countries
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Figure a.5  trends in number of Registered Dispatched Workers in Japan, 1994–2005

Source: Reprinted with permission from Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare (2008).
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mask the extent of changes for men and is thus misleading to those inter-
ested in understanding trends in the standard contract of employment.

Job Tenure Trends

For the foregoing reasons, aggregate job tenure data is an imperfect mea-
sure of trends in the standard contract of employment. Instead, the labor 
market experience of men in their middle earning years provides more 
accurate insight into changes in the standard contract of employment 
than job tenure data overall.

United States Labor economists have debated whether there has been a 
change in job tenure in the United States over the past three decades (Os-
terman and Burton 2004; Farber 1995, 1998; Jaeger and Stevens 1999; 
Neumark 2001) On the one hand, aggregate data—for women and men 
of all ages—show very little change in job tenure since 1983. On the other, 
job tenure for mid-career men has been declining in the United States 
since 1980, both in terms of average tenure of individual workers in their 
present jobs (figure A.6), and in terms of the percentage of workers who 
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have held the same job for more than ten years (figure A.7). And signifi-
cantly, job tenure of men over age forty has declined most dramatically. 
At the same time, those in the twenty-five to thirty-four age group did 
not decrease—a likely illustration of the age effect discussed earlier.

By contrast, job tenure for women in the United States has not changed 
substantially over the years (figures A.8 and A.9). This trend reflects a 
gendered phenomenon. As I explain in chapter 4, the standard contract 
of employment in the United States was a social practice found primarily 
in large firms that established internal labor markets. These internal mar-
kets, which offered stable long-term jobs, were largely closed to women 
for most of the twentieth century. When women entered the core labor 
force, beginning in the late 1970s, the long-term employment system was 
already in decline. Thus, the best indicator of the trend away from long-
term employment is the change in the labor market experiences of mid-
career men. And by that measure, we see significant decline.
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Europe The OECD publishes job tenure data for European countries. 
Although organized differently, the OECD data reveals trends that paral-
lel those in the United States. That is, although overall job tenure has not 
changed dramatically, it has changed for specific groups. Table A.5 shows 
changes in the percentage of male workers in a job lasting more than ten 
years in selected European countries between 1995 and 2009. In all the 
countries depicted except Germany and the Netherlands, the share has 
declined.

As in the United States, the percentage of women of all ages who have 
held a job for more than ten years in Europe has not shown the same 
downward trend. Instead, as table A.6 shows, the percentage of women 
holding their jobs for ten years or longer has been either flat or increasing 
in all of the countries except Denmark, where women’s job tenure de-
clined 4.7 percent. The largest increases have been in Germany and the 
Netherlands—the same countries that saw increases in the rates for men. 
The increases in Germany and the Netherlands could be part of a larger 

Figure a.8  Median Job tenure, u.S. Women

Source: Author’s compilation based on U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (1998, 
2008, 2012).
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trend in those countries that has affected both men and women. Alterna-
tively, because job tenure data does not distinguish between part-time 
and full-time employment, the increase for women could be attributable 
to policy changes over the past two decades that have made part-time 
work more attractive for women in Germany and the Netherlands.

When we look at job tenure of workers in Europe by age, we see a 
trend everywhere except in Germany. Table A.7 shows that the share of 
workers in the thirty-five to thirty-nine age group, including both men 
and women who have been in the same job for ten years or more, has 
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However, for men over age fifty-five and those under age thirty-five, 
the OECD data show considerable variation among countries. These 
findings are consistent with the age effects discussed earlier. What is 
most striking in the European countries studies, and most parallel to the 
U.S. experience, is that job tenure for men in mid-career is declining.

Canada The aggregate OECD job tenure data for Canada, like that in the 
United States and Europe, shows little change over time. However, if we 
look at the data for men in their mid-career years, we see dramatic 
changes similar to those observed in the United States and most of Eu-
rope. Figure A.10 shows the time on the job for men in the forty-four to 
forty-nine age group since 1985. It shows that the percentage of men in 
that age group, with ten years or more tenure in their current job, has 
declined from over 50 percent to 35 percent.

Figure A.11 shows the number of men in different age groups who 
held their jobs for ten years or more in 1985 and 2009. For example, it 
shows that the number of men in the age group of thirty to thirty-four 
declined from 23.5 percent to 10.8 percent between 1985 and 2009—a de-
cline of more than half. Substantial declines occurred for men in each age 
group, although, consistent with the age effect, the magnitude of the de-
cline diminishes for those over fifty.
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to nonmembers. And in Australia, until 2005, federal arbitration awards 
secured by unions effectively operated to fix the terms of employment 
throughout the relevant sectors and within all states (for a good sum-
mary of these mechanisms, see OECD 1994).

However, collective bargaining coverage, like union density, has declined 
in almost all industrialized nations since the late twentieth century. Figures 
A.14 to A.24 show the trends in union density and collective bargaining cov-
erage in eleven countries over the past fifty years. Since 1970, union density 
in the Netherlands, the United States, and Japan has steadily declined. In 
Australia, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, and the United King-
dom, union density rose until the late 1970s or mid-1980s and then went into 
decline. The data on collective bargaining coverage shows a similar decline 
since the 1970s, although on a slightly different timetable. The decline has 
been relatively consistent since the 1970s in Japan, the United States, and It-
aly, and since the early 1990s in the United Kingdom, Canada, Germany, 
and the Netherlands. Australia saw a steep decline in award coverage (the 
Australian analogue to collective bargaining coverage) beginning in 1960.

Figure a.13  change in union Density

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.14  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, australia

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.16  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, Denmark

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.17  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, France
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Figure a.18  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, germany

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.20  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, Japan

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.21  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, netherlands

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.22  union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, Spain

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).
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Figure a.24   union Density and collective Bargaining coverage, 
united States

Source: Author’s compilation based on Visser (2009).

In sum, despite variations in institutional arrangements and in tim-
ing, all of the countries discussed have experienced a decline in both 
union density and collective bargaining coverage.

It is unclear whether the trend in union density and collective bargain-
ing coverage is a cause of, or a result of, the erosion of the standard con-
tract of employment. Several stories are plausible. For example, it is pos-
sible that the decline of unions led to the decline in the standard contract 
of employment because weakened unions were unable to achieve or re-
tain job security protection either in bargaining or the legislative arenas. 
Further, as unions decline, nonunion employers no longer feel obliged to 
offer their workers long-term employment to dissuade them from join-
ing unions. On the other hand, it is possible that the decline of unions is a 
result of the decline in the standard contract of employment. As workers 
change jobs more frequently, employer-centered unions may seem less 
effective or important to one’s career, so workers may be less likely to 
join. Alternatively, union density and collective bargaining may have de-
clined because changes in modes of production and management tech-
niques have eroded the conditions that fostered union solidarity in the 
era of the standard employment contract. Or, arguably, the decline in the 
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standard employment contract and the decline in union density are both 
attributable to neoliberal, antiunion government policies that deregu-
lated labor markets and repealed labor protective arrangements. These 
changes, in turn, are very likely related to the increasingly globalized na-
ture of production and commerce.

This is not the place to explore causal hypotheses. At the very least, 
the data show a parallel between the decline in the standard contract of 
employment and the decline of unions. Whatever the causal explanation, 
the fact that these trends coincide in time suggests that the developments 
in global trade, production, and economic arrangements over the past 
few decades have undermined many key features of the previous em-
ployment paradigm.

Rise of income inequality

Another trend in contemporary labor markets that has operated in par-
allel with the decline in the standard contract of employment and the 
decline of unions is an increase in income inequality. In most industrial-
ized countries, the share of national income going to labor has been de-
clining for the past two decades. Figure A.25 uses the Gini coefficient as 
a measure of income inequality, and it shows an increasingly unequal 

Figure a.25   change in gini coefficient Between Mid-1980s 
and late 2000s for Working age population

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012d), using data for working 
age population.
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tern emerges. The data reveal that contingency is no longer confined to 
younger workers, but instead, an increasing percent of older workers are 
now contingent under each of the three definitions. For example, using 
Estimate 3, the percentage of all contingent workers who were between 
the ages of forty-five and fifty-four grew from 12.6 percent in 1995 to 15.3 
percent in 2005—an increase of nearly 3 percentage points. Similarly, the 
percentage of all workers over the age of forty-five who were contingent 
under Estimate 3 grew from 22.2 percent in 1995 to 29.2 percent in 2005—
an increase of 7 percentage points. Figure A.1 shows the pattern for all 
workers over age forty-five using all three BLS contingency estimates. 
Contingency of employment has been moving up the age distribution 
and many middle-age and older workers, whose employment previ-
ously was secure, are experiencing significant changes.

The BLS data has been criticized for being based on workers’ self- 
reporting and the use of a highly specialized definition. One study esti-
mated that if the survey results included those who were uncertain as to 
their status, contingent employment would be considerably larger (Bel-
man and Golden 2000).

Other economists have attempted to derive a better estimate of the 
extent of temporary and contingent work in the United States using an-
other BLS dataset that measures alternative employment arrangements  
(for an overview of the attempts to measure contingent employment in 
the United States, see Gleason 2006). One economist reports that if these 
categories are included, then about 10.7 percent of the workforce would 
have been termed contingent in 2005 (Gleason 2006). Another scholar in-
cludes temporary workers, part-time workers, business service workers, 
and the self-employed to conclude that between 25 and 30 percent of the 
workforce consisted of contingent workers in 1988 (Belous 1989, 16, table 
2.1). However, Belous has been criticized for including many workers 
whose employment relations may be of long duration. In contrast, Dep-
uty Secretary of Commerce Rebecca Blank has developed an estimate of 
“problem contingent workers,” in which she includes those part-time 
workers, temporary help workers, and independent contractors who 

table a.1  percent u.S. Workforce in contingent employment

Estimate 1 Estimate 2 Estimate 3

1995 2.2 2.8 4.9
1997 1.9 2.4 4.4
1999 1.9 2.3 4.3
2001 1.7 2.2 4.1
2005 1.8 2.5 4.1

Source: Author’s compilation based on U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (1999, 
2001, 2005) and Hipple (2001).
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example, dispatched workers make up 20 percent of all workers in the 
Japanese auto industry. Thus, the very firms that have been the mainstay 
of Japan’s lifetime employment system are now shifting some of their 
workforce to temporary agency employment.

Australia Temporary agency employment in Australia since the early 
1990s has also increased rapidly. The Australian Government Productiv-
ity Commission conducted a study of temporary agency employment, 
that it terms the “labour hire employment,” in 2005 and concluded that

Based on consistent and comparable survey estimates, the number of la-
bour hire workers in workplaces with 20 or more employees grew from 
33 000 in 1990 to 190 000 in 2002, an increase of 15.7 per cent per year. Fur-
ther, the proportion of labour hire workers among all employees of these 
workplaces grew almost fivefold, from 0.8 per cent in 1990 to 3.9 per cent in 
2002. These estimates support claims of a rapid expansion in labour hire 
employment over the 1990s and early 2000s. (LaPlange, Glover, and Fry 
2005, 4)

Part-Time Work

Another type of nonstandard employment that has increased in indus-
trialized countries in the past twenty-five years is part-time work. The 
OECD has collected data on the prevalence of part-time work in Europe 
and the U.S. since 1985. The OECD defines part-time workers as “per-
sons who usually work less than 30 hours per week in their main job” 
(OECD 2011). Table A.2 shows that part-time work as a percentage of 
total employment increased substantially in Germany, Italy, the Nether-
lands, and Spain; increased a small amount in Canada, France, and the 
United Kingdom; and slightly declined in Denmark and the United States.

table a.2   percent employed Workers employed part-time, 
Men and Women

1985 1995 2005 2009 Change

Canada 17.1 18.8 18.4 19.3 2.2
Denmark 21.1 17.5 17.6 19.4 –1.7
France 11.7 14.8 13.9 14.0 2.2
Germany 10.6 14.2 21.8 22.4 11.8
Italy 8.2 11.5 15.6 16.9 8.7
Netherlands 19.7 29.2 36.1 37.7 18.0
Spain 4.1 6.8 10.9 12.3 8.2
United Kingdom 20.1 22.5 23.0 23.8 3.7
United States 14.7 14.0 12.8 14.1 –0.6

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012a).
Note: Data from Spain from 1990 to 2009. Numbers in percentages.
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Tables A.3 and A.4 break down the data by gender and reveal two im-
portant trends. First, the percentage of men working part time increased 
in every country, more than doubling in Germany, the Netherlands, 
Spain, and the United Kingdom. Second, for women, the increases were 
less dramatic but nonetheless significant in Germany, Italy, the Nether-
lands, and Spain.

The OECD did not publish data on part-time employment in Japan 
before 2005, but the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare 
conducts its own employment surveys, which include data on part-time 
work. The Ministry defines part-time workers as people who work less 
than thirty-five hours during the reference week. This definition is differ-
ent than that used by the OECD, but it is nonetheless useful for measur-
ing trends in Japan. Using its definition, the ministry found that part-
time employment increased from 10 percent of the workforce in 1980 to 

table a.3  percent employed Workers employed part-time, Men, all ages

1985 1995 2005 2009 Change

Canada 8.8 10.8 10.9 12.0  3.2
Denmark 8.0  9.7 11.7 13.6  5.5
France 4.5  5.6  5.0  5.1  0.6
Germany 1.7  3.4  7.3  8.0  6.2
Italy 3.8  4.8  5.3  5.9  2.1
Netherlands 6.1 11.8 15.3 17.0 10.8
Spain 2.4  2.4  3.8  4.4  2.0
United Kingdom 4.3  7.4  9.6 10.9  6.5
United States 8.6  8.3  7.8  9.2  0.6

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012a).
Note: Data from Spain from 1990 to 2009. Numbers in percentages.

table a.4  percent employed Workers employed part-time, Women, all ages

1985 1995 2005 2009 Change

Canada 28.3 28.5 27.2 27.1 –1.2
Denmark 35.2 25.8 23.9 24.8 –10.4
France 21.6 24.8 22.6 22.4 0.8
Germany 25.4 29.1 38.8 38.1 12.7
Italy 16.6 21.1 28.8 30.5 14.0
Netherlands 45.5 55.1 60.7 59.9 14.3
Spain 12.0 15.8 21.5 21.4 9.4
United Kingdom 41.1 40.8 38.5 38.8 –2.3
United States 21.6 20.2 18.3 19.2 –2.4

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012a).
Note: Data from Spain from 1990 to 2009. Numbers in percentages.
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Tables A.3 and A.4 break down the data by gender and reveal two im-
portant trends. First, the percentage of men working part time increased 
in every country, more than doubling in Germany, the Netherlands, 
Spain, and the United Kingdom. Second, for women, the increases were 
less dramatic but nonetheless significant in Germany, Italy, the Nether-
lands, and Spain.

The OECD did not publish data on part-time employment in Japan 
before 2005, but the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare 
conducts its own employment surveys, which include data on part-time 
work. The Ministry defines part-time workers as people who work less 
than thirty-five hours during the reference week. This definition is differ-
ent than that used by the OECD, but it is nonetheless useful for measur-
ing trends in Japan. Using its definition, the ministry found that part-
time employment increased from 10 percent of the workforce in 1980 to 

table a.3  percent employed Workers employed part-time, Men, all ages

1985 1995 2005 2009 Change

Canada 8.8 10.8 10.9 12.0  3.2
Denmark 8.0  9.7 11.7 13.6  5.5
France 4.5  5.6  5.0  5.1  0.6
Germany 1.7  3.4  7.3  8.0  6.2
Italy 3.8  4.8  5.3  5.9  2.1
Netherlands 6.1 11.8 15.3 17.0 10.8
Spain 2.4  2.4  3.8  4.4  2.0
United Kingdom 4.3  7.4  9.6 10.9  6.5
United States 8.6  8.3  7.8  9.2  0.6

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012a).
Note: Data from Spain from 1990 to 2009. Numbers in percentages.

table a.4  percent employed Workers employed part-time, Women, all ages

1985 1995 2005 2009 Change

Canada 28.3 28.5 27.2 27.1 –1.2
Denmark 35.2 25.8 23.9 24.8 –10.4
France 21.6 24.8 22.6 22.4 0.8
Germany 25.4 29.1 38.8 38.1 12.7
Italy 16.6 21.1 28.8 30.5 14.0
Netherlands 45.5 55.1 60.7 59.9 14.3
Spain 12.0 15.8 21.5 21.4 9.4
United Kingdom 41.1 40.8 38.5 38.8 –2.3
United States 21.6 20.2 18.3 19.2 –2.4

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012a).
Note: Data from Spain from 1990 to 2009. Numbers in percentages.
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table a.5   Workers at the Same Job ten Years or More, Selected european 
countries, Men

1995 2009 Change

Denmark 34.3 29.4 –4.9
France 44.8 43.6 –1.2
Germany 40.5 44.8 +4.3
Italy 51.3 49.3 –2.1
Netherlands 39.3 44.4 +5.1
Spain 41.8 40.7 –1.0
United Kingdom 36.5 32.9 –3.6

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012c).
Note: All ages. Numbers in percentages.

table a.6   Workers at the Same Job ten Years or More, Selected european 
countries, Women

1995 2009 Change

Denmark 29.3 24.5 –4.7
France 41.3 42.8 +1.5
Germany 31.5 39.7 +8.2
Italy 44.0 42.2 –1.8
Netherlands 26.0 35.8 +9.8
Spain 31.0 31.4 +0.3
United Kingdom 25.1 28.4 +3.4

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012c).
Note: All ages. Numbers in percentages.

table a.7   Workers at the Same Job ten Years or More, Selected european 
countries, Men and Women

1995 2009 Change

Denmark 30.2 18.5 –11.7
France 48.7 41.5 –7.2
Germany 34.9 38.3 +3.4
Italy 51.7 39.2 –12.5
Netherlands 40.1 36.9 –3.2
Spain 42.2 32.3 –10.0
United Kingdom 32.9 27.9 –5.0

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012c).
Note: All ages. Numbers in percentages.
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table a.8   average Years on Job, Selected european countries, 
Men and Women

Country 1992 2009 Change

Denmark  7.94  7.63 –3.9%
France  9.95 11.64 17.0%
Germany 10.31 11.12  7.9%
Italy 10.75 11.72  9.1%
Netherlands  8.31 10.86 30.8%
Spain  8.48  9.61 13.3%
United Kingdom  7.77  8.53  9.8%

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012c).
Note: All ages.

table a.9  change in Job tenure 1992 to 2009, Men

Ages 
25 to 

29

Ages 
30 to 

34

Ages 
35 to 

39

Ages 
40 to 

44

Ages 
45 to 

49

Ages 
50 to 

54

Ages 
55 to 

59

Ages 
60 to 

64

Denmark –26.8 –20.5 –24.5 –22.9 –14.8 –21.4 –9.3 –13.3
France   5.4  –5.2 –12.2  –7.1   0.8   8.2 15.4   3.6
Germany –10.0  –6.0  –4.6  –7.1  –8.4  –5.7 –6.4  –5.2
Italy  –4.9 –10.9 –13.4 –13.6  –8.6   0.1  8.3  –3.0
Netherlands  14.5  –8.1 –11.1 –14.5  –9.5  –3.5  7.7  19.0
Spain  24.2 –12.6 –13.1 –11.3  –2.5   7.7 13.8   5.5
United Kingdom  –9.0 –15.5 –13.6 –13.9 –13.0  –5.1 –7.7 –13.6

Source: Author’s compilation based on OECD (2012c).

declined significantly—over 10 percent in Denmark, Italy, and Spain, 
and 5 percent or more in France, the United Kingdom, and Australia. 
This suggests a change in the labor market experience for those in the age 
cohort who entered the labor market fifteen to twenty years ago—just as 
the heyday of the standard contract of employment was ending.

The OECD also has collected data on workers’ average length of time 
on the job since 1992. Table A.8 shows the average job tenure of men and 
women combined for all ages. It evidences no decline, instead showing 
an increase in average job tenure between 1992 and 2009 in all countries 
except Denmark. 

However, when the data is disaggregated, a striking pattern emerges. 
Table A.9 shows the decline in job tenure for men by age group between 
1992 and 2009. Note that for mid-career men—those between the ages of 
thirty and fifty—job tenure has declined in all of the selected European 
countries with the exception of France. Even in France, job tenure de-
clined for those age thirty to forty-five, and had less than a 1 percent in-
crease in the forty-five to fifty age group.
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