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In many countries, unions have engaged in numerous strategies to halt or reverse their 
decline—such as mergers with other unions—and developed new services to become 
attractive to potential members.1 They have also increased their transnational involve-
ment, often in the hope of regaining the lost Keynesian governance regime at levels 
such as the EU or other transnational institutions. However, declining membership 
continues: labor union studies have measured the degree and speed of the decline, 
participatory influence, and power of unions. Industrial relations analysts are, in general, 
pessimistic about the situation of unions and the probable course of capitalist develop-
ment. Many people hold the opinion that only a strong union movement will be able 
to recapture the unions’ former roles in economic governance by setting wage and 
work standards through centralized bargaining and by participating in negotiations 
over public budgets and income redistribution under a Keynesian welfare state. As 
Hyman has pointed out, unions do not seem to realize they are undergoing a crisis of the 
old model of unionism—which is related to Fordism and Keynesianism—or that solv-
ing the crisis requires carving out a comprehensive set of new roles for themselves.2

In the past, the evolution of centralized wage bargaining, corporatist participation in 
the development of welfare states, and works councils in firms created a multilevel 
governance system that protected capitalism against its own destruction and made gen-
eral prosperity possible. Today’s unions should be searching for ways to overcome 
some of the defects of the current economic regime and help generate a social dynamic 
in accordance with the current aspirations of the members they help organize. In Erik 
Olin Wright’s words, in some countries in the past, labor created a positive class com-
promise that was also beneficial to capital.3 But globalization has put an end to this 
compromise: it has gravely limited the ability of the state to stabilize the economy 
through fiscal deficits, making the sphere of production the point of departure for a new 
positive class compromise.

This article builds on the lessons of Denmark and the Nordic countries to offer a 
novel and comprehensive logic of action within the emerging political economy that 
may be used to assess unions’ roles in other countries. We argue that novel union 
strategies will be important in co-constructing a new governance regime. We propose 
five lines of action for trade unions. First, they should support the formation of part-
nership as agency by assisting shop stewards in engaging management in collabora-
tive ties through, for example, works councils (WCs) and European works councils 
(EWCs) as a counterweight, and to translate strategies, benchmarks, and so on that 
trickle down from the corporate headquarters of multinationals into a strategy for local 
development. Second, unions and employers’ associations could take on a new role of 
jointly striving for the co-construction of high performance work organizations 
(HPWOs) to work on the difficult problems that arise in these organizations. Third, 
unions should engage in reforming local labor markets to form a new power base 
by developing skills and career patterns that enable the new HPWOs to become sustain-
able and provide for lucrative forms of specialization within the global division of skills 
and knowledge. Fourth, unions should transform EWCs into forums for the collab-
orative development of host localities, that is, a space to negotiate much more vigor-
ously with the headquarters of multinational corporations about which activities to 
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allocate to which localities. Such negotiations can be linked to the institutional skills 
development that is being planned in different localities. Fifth, unions should become 
more active in European-wide competition over reforms to local labor markets 
by comparing local experimental developments of labor markets and arming them-
selves with knowledge of the comparative advantages of different institutional 
arrangements that could supply evidence of and arguments for continuous nationwide 
institutional reforms.

In the language of the regulation school, what has emerged from different and suc-
cessive crises of capitalism is a reconfiguration of the form of the nexus between 
economic regulation and wage labor that has proven strong enough to have given birth 
to new growth regimes that have been impossible to predict decades ago.4 Although 
our point of departure is closely related to the regulation school,5 in which modes of 
regulation differ for a particular kind of growth regime (being supported by a variety 
of institutional architectures), we rely on a different way of thinking. In this article we 
pursue a quite strict argumentative structure circling around Norbert Elias’s concept of 
“configuration.”6 For example, a configuration captures a distinct phase of capitalist 
development, where different social agencies are constituted in a historically distinct 
way that contributes to and integrates the character of these agencies into a distinct set 
of games with other agencies that add up to the reproduction of a certain system. This 
set of games also constitutes a certain pattern of governance that reproduces the traces 
of the configuration during its expansion. However, as a distinct configuration expands, 
a number of unintended social, economic, and political effects emerge that may pro-
vide the impetus for some agencies or emergent new publics to take a new stand 
toward other agencies and to create pressure to civilize these effects to cope with the 
unintended consequences. Attempts to change the set and nature of the games within 
the old configuration may thus give rise to a change in the very configuration, and even 
create a new configuration of, for example, capitalism.

The aim of this essay is to point out in detail how unions may take on a set of new 
roles to create a union model that makes them active co-constructors of the emerging 
society and, not least, in which they gradually learn to exert a civilizing influence on 
globalization and participate in its governance. Our contribution may be seen as sup-
portive of the partnership thesis, which sees post-Fordism as benign to workers, 
provided unions develop a new role that guarantees workers improved employment 
relations, turns new human resource management (HRM) practices to their advantage, 
and finds ways of sharing profits.7 In this vision, distributive bargaining makes room 
for integrative bargaining and employees become heavily involved in governing firms 
and unions move from centralized to coordinated bargaining. Like Olin Wright, we 
therefore depart from the conviction that it is within the sphere of production that the 
search for a new positive class compromise may be found.8 However, we are not 
claiming that this compromise will be limited to this sphere; rather, a new role here 
may propel unions into negotiations from the firm level right up to the European level.

During our studies, we discovered in particular that current corporate governance 
suffers from serious defects that unions should address.9 These studies simultaneously 
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revealed how local union activists were working to solve the challenges they face, and 
how their approach could be elaborated into five courses of action to create a coherent 
new union strategy, which we discuss in this article. We believe that agency theory and 
the search for shareholder value have been of tremendous disadvantage to organiza-
tions and citizens all over the world.10 Societies need new proposals about how corpora-
tions should be governed,11 who should be involved in this new governance regime, 
and, last but not least, who should harvest its results.

This article is organized into the following three parts. First we discuss the prob-
lems created by the current financial and corporate governance regime. Then we dis-
cuss the five lines of action unions could utilize to transform the current governance 
regime into a new one that would benefit a wider range of the population. Finally, we 
present our conclusions, drawing out the implications for the trade union movement in 
respect to its organization within different varieties of capitalism.

Equity Nexus, Corporate Governance, 
and the Game of Creating Shareholder Value
The current financial crisis has made it evident that the financial system is not func-
tioning as an ideal center of gravity for governance and that its efficiency is suffering 
from a set of sociopolitical power games. Tony Golding, for instance, calls it “the 
Institutional Equity Nexus” and reveals the opportunistic processes of this “sub-field” 
and its place in the emerging configuration of new economic systems.12 For Golding, 
the Institutional Equity Nexus operates in such a way that it pays a premium to stocks 
that are issued on a large scale so that they are liquid in the eyes of portfolio managers, 
who operate with a very short-term horizon. In itself, this creates rivalry among cor-
porations to grow rapidly through mergers and acquisitions to become or maintain a 
position as a liquid stock, which again determines whether a corporation becomes the 
victim or the beneficiary of hostile takeovers. The rules of the game of maintaining 
comparably high stock prices are not just dependent on running a corporation in an 
efficient way. Rather, the Institutional Equity Nexus has become a discursive commu-
nity that continuously develops new ideas for what constitutes efficient firms and good 
managers. Thus, states, corporations, and managers are benchmarked according to how 
well they fit into shifting images of what it takes to move toward these shifting ideals. 
In earlier years, corporations with a large number of divisions and the ability to stabi-
lize cash flows were rewarded, while later focusing on core competencies. Previously, 
firms’ positions were measured by the number of employees; later, they were rewarded 
by reducing head counts, and so on.

In effect, corporations are constantly under pressure to adopt new and shifting 
benchmarks in their strategies and to translate them so as to impose them on subsid-
iaries, partly to enable a reporting regime that fits with the current discourse of the 
Institutional Equity Nexus. A stream of novel and shifting performance benchmarks 
and new demands flows from financial markets down to the supply chain. In this way 
a new governance system, based on the Institutional Equity Nexus, is able to impose 
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shifting norms of rationality and organizational forms throughout the system, pushing 
responsibilities for performance and improvements down to operational teams work-
ing within HPWOs.

On the surface, this configuration seems extremely rational, as new concepts of best 
practice spread rapidly. This creates, so to speak, a form of governance that comple-
ments and effectively exploits the potential of globalization. Corporations and 
states compete with each other to acquire cheap financial resources. Subsidiaries 
of multinationals contest to achieve new investments and larger mandates. Suppliers 
compete over contracts and continuous improvements, and so on.13

Industrial relations analysts have shown how this type of investment bargaining has 
led to concession bargaining and regime shopping in which workers and unions in one 
country give up earlier agreements to compete better with workers in another country, 
thus opening up a race to the bottom. Such mechanisms have probably played a major 
part in rescuing capitalism from the profit squeeze of the 1970s and helped generate a 
system that benefits shareholders and top managers.14

However, it has also been shown that this governance regime leads to a short-term 
game among managers,15 who manipulate performance measures to the benefit of 
their own careers, a process that risks turning corporations into warring fiefdoms that 
are so occupied with short-term victories that they may destroy the collaborative 
advantages and engage in self-destruction of their subsidiaries in the longer term.

Thus, capital itself is dependent on the involvement of the working class that civi-
lizes and protects capital against itself, as under the old positive class compromise, 
analyzed by Olin Wright. In our view, labor should create partnerships with the man-
agers of local subsidiaries to help the latter achieve their performance goals, but it 
should also combine this strategy with the long-term developmental interests of the 
local enterprises. If such partnerships become successful, they might gradually lead to 
the staffing of multinationals by collaborative executive officers.

The implication of this scenario is that unions are currently seen as being forced into 
a competitive game of giving concessions to capital. To counteract this pattern, we 
suggest that workers start a cross-national competition to search for promising ways of 
constructing desirable outcomes in the organization of work, in restructuring labor mar-
kets, and in providing institutional reforms that help their members gain new strengths. 
Unions must develop international strategies to end regime shopping, either by estab-
lishing institutions for centralized bargaining at supranational levels or by establishing 
mechanisms whereby workers can negotiate collectively and cross-nationally with 
managers in multinationals, such as through the EWCs.

The five lines of action we suggest offer unions a guide for a new political approach, 
which is emerging from experimental changes that union members and local activists 
are engaged in within the Nordic countries.16 Though these reforms are highly depen-
dent on the national contexts in which they are implemented, we think that it is  
exactly in societies with strong union representation—such as Denmark and the 
Netherlands17—that we can see the beginnings of new and proactive union roles in 
creating new governance regimes. Our understanding of governance arises from a 
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stakeholder approach in which corporate governance focuses on the entire system of 
formal and informal relations surrounding the organization; this governance estab-
lishes how control is exercised and how the risks and returns are distributed between 
various stakeholders, both within and outside the corporation.18 As we shall see, this 
means that a number of societal and international levels become the focus of interest 
for unions. By aligning new roles across this multiplicity of levels, unions may 
achieve a new coherent strategy. We base our argument on the experimental organi-
zation of manufacturing firms, comprising both skilled and unskilled labor in the 
Nordic countries. None of our companies composing our cases could be considered a 
purely high-tech company. Actually, in some, the workforce consists of only semi-
skilled workers. We therefore argue that the proposed lines of action may embrace the 
whole labor market and that a link between the high and low roads of development can 
be created. In this way, our proposal is an expansive model for a societal reconstruction 
of the labor movement that considers it possible—contrary to some authors—to increase 
the upward mobility of the labor force to reach a positive class compromise without 
blocking the preferred options of capital in a single step.19 For instance, instead of hav-
ing employment security to keep workers in stable low- or high-skill jobs, the solu-
tion is to increase workers’ positions by continuous skills development and 
flexibility, making organizations and capital increasingly dependent on the creativ-
ity of the work force.

In what follows, we consider each of the five lines of action in turn.

Five Lines of Action for a New Governance Regime
Partnership as Agency

The new emphasis on partnership between labor and capital is connected to HRM 
practices introduced primarily in the United States and the United Kingdom.20 Union 
observers have often seen these practices as permitting managers to weaken workers’ 
collaboration and turn them away from unions.21 Thus, the road to partnership is paved 
with skepticism. Proponents, however, see a great potential, as partners can support 
each other in achieving their respective objectives more effectively by enabling radi-
cal transformations of organizational structure, work systems, and the division of labor 
of firms—and by compelling people to think in new ways.22 Enterprise partnership 
may be seen as an exercise in deliberative democracy in which the different actors are 
expected to collaborate within a decision-making forum that will permit a gradual 
redefinition of both the identities and interests of participants.23 Partnerships initiate 
processes of redefining identities and interests that will feed back to redefining the 
content and form of the partnership itself. This poses a great challenge to unions, as 
their jobs as aggregators of interests become much more complex—but perhaps also 
more timely?

For managers in subsidiaries of multinational corporations, the attraction of part-
nership is that it may offer a shortcut to improved performance on a wide number of 
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benchmarks on which their individual career prospects depend. Employees, on the 
other hand, have seen partnership as a way to protect jobs from being lost to competi-
tive subsidiaries or outsourcing. Often, however, by pursuing their initial interests, 
both parties discover that they may further their interests jointly by simultaneously 
respecting the interests of their partners and former opponents. In searching to improve 
products and processes, managers are driven to a simultaneous search for good stan-
dards of employment and decent treatment of employees as a way to build and sustain 
partnership, trust, and high organizational performance. With strong management 
involvement in these issues, employees are likely to share information and knowledge 
about the practical aspects of business operations and how these can be improved as 
well as participate actively in purposeful problem solving.24 The construction of part-
nerships thus may encourage both parties to change their perceptions of each other as 
adversarial actors, thus facilitating the search for common goals and new areas of inter-
est.25 Employees increasingly understand and engage in the pursuit of solutions to the 
business problems of the enterprise, thus making it easier to improve on organizational 
performance.26

An important issue, however, is related to the power held by the parties. Partnerships 
may turn into mechanisms of domination and control by the stronger or better-posi-
tioned partner at the expense of the weaker.27 For example, the literature shows that the 
presence of worker representatives in EWCs is intrinsically problematic. In many cases, 
representatives are barred from being involved in key decisions due to a lack of train-
ing, because of difficulties in dealing with foreign languages and cultures, and 
because of management’s refusal to place items of importance to local subsidiaries on 
the agenda.28 Thus, employee representatives are accepted into a game that is totally 
defined by their opponents. One Marxist critique of partnership arrangements points 
out that, through their support, unions favor an ideology of common interests, con-
tribute to limiting their own independence, and find themselves being captured by an 
agenda imposed by the employers.29

This view misses the dynamic potential of partnerships, which actually depends on 
what actors do within its framework. The partners may civilize each other and open up 
a space for actions that none of them had envisaged. Moreover, this mutual learning 
effect depends on how unions and employers’ associations are able to support their 
members. It seems possible to develop a virtuous circle that creates agency out of local 
union representatives, depending on existing forms of worker representation at the firm 
level. In Denmark—as in the rest of Scandinavia, Germany, and the Netherlands—a 
widespread system of worker representation at the firm and locality levels, a relatively 
high rate of union membership, and a particularly strong and protected position for 
shop stewards and conveners indicate that the decentralization of collective bargaining 
and agreements has strengthened influence at the local level. The more agreements 
shop stewards and conveners negotiate, the more union education they obtain; the more 
they can establish themselves as a (paid) “office,” the more actual influence they will 
acquire.30 Thus, it takes strong union support to enable local-level activists to become 
a local agency able to participate in local partnerships.
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In one large Danish manufacturing plant, managers had welcomed representatives 
and conveners as participants in constructing and continuously redefining strategy; 
they recognized that union representatives were able to mobilize welfare and voca-
tional institutions to enable much more risky moves than were possible in other sub-
sidiaries of the multinational, thereby creating a much more favorable mandate.31 By 
creating a link between the preferred strategy of the enterprise and the aspirations pres-
ent on the shop floor, representatives and conveners became active partners with man-
agement, with the agency to act creatively in the evolution of the firm. This organization 
represented quite a diverse workforce, ranging from low-skilled to highly educated 
workers. Conflicts of interest and power struggles as well as great ambiguity were pres-
ent. The picture it provided was not one of harmony among different working groups, 
but of actors trying to build an organization that was striving to attain and retain mutual 
recognition. For these groups, recognizing their diversity of interests helped create 
flexibility in an environment that required frequent modifications or changes to for-
mal organizational structures and management practice. Shop stewards and conve-
ners played a crucial role in negotiations, assuming part of the responsibility for the 
continuous improvement of the organization—not only to protect workers from any 
downgrading of their working conditions but also to implement agreements that simul-
taneously supported the process of skills upgrading and higher productivity. The sub-
sidiary increased its reputation as an enterprise as well as its mandate and position in 
the multinational company, and workers increased their bargaining power and employ-
ability in the regional labor market.

In this way, shop stewards and conveners won an entirely new position in the plant. 
In some plants they simply became responsible for horizontal coordination and the 
holistic operation of the enterprise, thus counteracting the hierarchical coordination 
and possible suboptimation that can easily take place among middle managers in 
performance-measuring management systems. But their agency has many drivers for 
becoming expansionary.

In another case, this expansion followed an interesting dynamic. Shop stewards 
started the emerging partnership with local managers by involving themselves in work-
place transformations. They continued by negotiating training policies but started to 
worry about the potential loss of managerial partners. They negotiated themselves onto 
selection committees for managerial recruitment, thus building up their local reputation 
into a global one by assisting in resolving significant corporate-wide “crises.” This 
gave them access to distant headquarters, which they used to alter the organizational 
framework conditions (transfer prices, budgetary constraints, benchmarks) in favor 
of the gradual evolution of the local plant. Following this virtuous circle of partner-
ing, union shop-floor representatives became the architects of benchmarking facto-
ries, the principles of which were transferred to other countries by engaging even 
blue-collar workers as international consultants. Thus, the hierarchical structure of 
the subsidiary, the identities and roles of its agents, and their mutual relations were all 
changed in radical ways.
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One of the strengths that union representatives carry into this partnership is their 
knowledge of and relations with wider welfare institutions. In many ways, local union 
representatives are connecting firms and institutions in a dynamic and situational way. 
Through the network involving the wider union organization and its relations to institu-
tions, shop stewards and conveners are able to make the wider society work in tandem 
with changes in their home firms. Shop-floor union representatives may also use the 
network to influence the authorities at the municipal level, so that schemes favorable 
to both the firm and the authorities can be created for the benefit of the disabled, immi-
grants, and other potentially marginalized groups.

Obviously, there is a risk that unions and their shop-floor representatives will be 
captured by employers’ agendas and simply solve problems for them. If unions are 
unable to support shop-floor union representatives and members in taking on the part-
nership role, they risk becoming victimized by the restless fashion industry of postmod-
ern management. However, if unions and their local representatives are able to navigate 
and set a direction, they might greatly benefit from these restless shifts, which continu-
ously provide new opportunities, impulses for doubt, reflections, and reformulations 
of their own search for better alternatives and practices.

Co-construction of High Performance 
Work Organizations (HPWOs)
Although Fordism is fairly well described, this is much less the case with the emerging 
forms of organizing and arranging work and jobs. Fordism emphasized routinization 
and automation, the emerging paradigm favors flexibility, quality, lean operational 
procedures, just-in-time procedures, and continuous improvement and innovation. 
The main idea that supports the new forms of organizing is that they must base their 
competitive strategies on the development of innovative products or processes, make 
fast cost reductions to enjoy higher returns, pay better wages, and be more open to 
globalization. Today’s organizational canon seems to tie organizational success to the 
very ability to challenge habits and routines.32 New forms of organizational delibera-
tion are replacing the expert-dominated, top-down model of administration with a 
deliberative model that brings competing interests together in a situation of dialogue 
with a view to creating mutually satisfactory solutions. This new canon favors organi-
zations whose rules of association, forms of integration, organizational actors’ roles, 
and boundaries of responsibility are ambiguous and fluid. The search for continuous 
improvement and innovation strategies implies organizational cooperation for the 
adjustment of rules and formal and informal norms, which must be articulated at 
different levels to create a distinct process of decision making, which in turn 
becomes more collective and interdisciplinary. The result is a continuous restruc-
turing of roles, responsibilities, and organizational boundaries among work groups, 
departments, and even firms.

In our cases, many responsibilities have been located in teams, though the responsi-
bility for the total performance of the organization still rests with a “lean” hierarchy at 
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the very top.33 This creates a lasting tension between two principles and poles, which 
are permanently at risk of undermining collaboration in much the same way as that 
between headquarters and subsidiaries. In our view, there is no way of resolving these 
tensions structurally; rather, “the” organization must constantly be renegotiated to 
allow for unpredictable redefinitions of roles in relation to other firms externally and 
internal reconfigurations of teams and their ways of cooperating internally. By taking 
on a new role in this constant experimental process, worker representatives and unions 
may acquire an influence that is much wider in scope than any role seen thus far and 
that might be co-constitutive for HPWOs.34 Rather than being negotiated orders, HPWOs 
become negotiating reorderings.

The literature reflects this and may be divided into three streams. First, some see 
important changes following in the wake of HPWOs (e.g., empowerment, participation 
in decision making, reintegration of conception and execution, increased control over 
task allocation, and continuous improvements in skills35). The organizations require 
workers to have autonomy over their job tasks, to participate in self-directed teams, to 
be part of problem-solving and other offline teams, and to communicate regularly with 
outsiders while simultaneously improving performance.36 As different changes in 
work systems accumulate, they form complementarities that create circles of rein-
forcement, implying that the efficiency of one measure is propelled by the efficiency 
of another, and vice versa. Obviously, in the search for such complementarities, unions 
and their representatives could play a crucial role.

A second strand of more skeptical researchers is critical and argues that HPWOs may 
undermine labor.37 Management might use HPWOs to offer employees some promising 
benefits by which they reduce employee reliance on unions and then use the open field 
for the intensification of work, insecurity, and stress.38 Proponents of this view believe 
that a novel form of union militancy is required—one that can fight back, rather than 
go into partnerships to develop them further;39 meanwhile, others have blamed pro-
ponents of HPWOs for highlighting the benefits while forgetting their negative 
consequences.40

A third stream sees the changes in a more contextual perspective. The limited nature 
of involvement in decision making and the lack of investment in the training and educa-
tion of the workforce in Britain may have had a negative impact on the development of 
partnership relations. The limitations to HPWOs are likely to be greater in liberal mar-
ket economies than in coordinated market economies.41 To us, this testifies to the fact 
that life in HPWOs is dependent on the political influence of unions at both the corporate 
and institutional levels. Edwards confirms this, showing that cases might be categorized 
as different outcomes in terms of control and developmental concerns for labor com-
pared to capital, the number of different possible outcomes being large for both par-
ties.42 Vallas sees the novel citizen rights, participatory democracy, and empowerment 
(i.e., “normative” dimensions) and the increasing emphasis on surveillance, perfor-
mance improvements, market relations, flexibility, and so on (the “rational” dimension) 
as entering into the new managerial regimes simultaneously, creating a tension in prac-
tice, so that there is no stable outcome, but rather a continuous process of aligning and 
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realigning different dimensions of this “regime.”43 In our view, the outcome greatly 
depends on how the parties negotiate reordering.

This may explain why, “despite proven efficacy . . . , they [HPWOs] have failed to 
diffuse; institutional isomorphism has been blocked,”44 or why the “theoretical virtues 
of workplace transformation have so rarely been achieved in practice.”45 Simultaneously, 
the move away from Fordist practices appears to have been significant. Lorenz and 
Valeyre found that on average in the EU-15 countries in 2000, only 13.6 percent of 
employees said they were working under conditions that could be characterized as 
Taylorist, while 28.2 percent worked under lean conditions and 39.1 percent under a 
learning form of work organization.46 Thus, a way out of this paradox is to suggest that 
former forms of work arrangements are breaking up, without apparently settling around 
a consistent new model. Interestingly, however, it is in countries with strong unions that 
a new form of “learning organization” with high discretion and efficiency has diffused 
most widely, such as the Nordic countries, the Netherlands, and Austria.

Our own observations of workplace reform in a number of factories owned by mul-
tinationals in Denmark show great variability, which the usual dichotomy of “lean” and 
“socio-technical” work arrangements as benefiting either capital or labor does not cap-
ture.47 In one of our case studies in Denmark, a Swedish-owned brewery, teams have 
achieved incredible improvements in performance over the last two years, moving from 
42 percent to almost 70 percent on the “good performance” scale. This improvement 
required a different form of organization in which workers care about the time and 
resources they are using. At the brewery, organizational boundaries have been redrawn, 
the distinction between skilled and unskilled workers has become blurred, and their 
duties are less clearly defined. This is not the simple change it may appear to be; for 
several years the boundaries between the various occupational groups were well 
defined, and an ongoing struggle over professional demarcations contributed to the 
destruction of the collective action of the workforce. The ability of the shop stewards 
to discover and negotiate new organizational and occupational arrangements was 
fundamental to achieving and maintaining these changes.

Although teams are often important, they are created in very different ways, some 
being initiated by employees, others by managers. In some factories, top managers 
appoint team leaders; in others, the team members elect them. In yet others, the team 
leader position simply rotates among team members.48 In one factory, the board of the 
enterprise union club appoints team leaders from among its members. Thus, in some 
enterprises the new forms of work organization are an extension of older hierarchical 
principles, whereas in others they are an extension of the shop steward system. These 
constitutional choices may have important effects on the dynamics of micro politics 
and reflexivity in firms.

In all the firms studied, teams coexist with remnants of the old hierarchical admin-
istration. In some, the entire hierarchy down to the foremen is maintained, but instead of 
directing individual work stations, foremen are now expected to coach the autonomous 
or semiautonomous teams. In other firms, the only parts of the administrative hierarchy 
that remain are upper positions as technical and production managers and supporting 
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human resources managerial services, with whom team leaders communicate directly. 
In most cases, shop stewards and conveners have achieved greater importance. As 
noted earlier, in some cases shop stewards and conveners are seen as a force in horizon-
tal coordination, supplementing and complementing day-to-day hierarchical control of 
the managerial hierarchy. In this system, partnership and hierarchy as organizational 
principles invariably compete with each other in search of solutions to new problems. 
Finally, of course, in some of our cases neither shop stewards nor conveners play such 
an active direct role; instead, they monitor reforms, practices, and their administration 
to ensure that they are not developing in ways that contradict, break, or obscure central 
or local agreements between employer and employees or their associations.

Firms that have maintained a hierarchical structure above an HPWO based on 
decentralized responsibility for improvements in performance discover that managers at 
the top often have obsolete information about what is going on in teams, while the tech-
nical staff may be overtaken by the technical competence of teams, and so on. In effect, 
the legitimacy of the hierarchy is called into question. But firms that have considered an 
alternative to simply letting market forces decide face a new dilemma. For instance, if 
decisions about the size of different managerial and staff functions in an organization 
were handed over to the teams’ demands for managerial and technical services, only 
immediate demands and high-performing teams would be able to determine what sur-
vives and what does not. The organization then becomes excessively focused on the 
short term and unable to develop a vision for long-term growth. Emergent novel teams 
with less well-defined work tasks—the benefits of which have not yet become clear for 
the surrounding organization—will face less demand and therefore become deselected 
before they can demonstrate their potential for innovative development.

Consequently, work, managerial, sales, and research and development teams must 
join in mutual negotiations that give each team the opportunity to explain and compare 
both current performance and perceived future promises. Such negotiations allow them 
to reveal future aspirations and find ways to benchmark their possible contributions to 
the future performance of the firm and other teams. Negotiations also allow the teams 
to become informed about the possible services that other teams could help supply in 
the future. This process would institutionalize, within a regime of short-term competi-
tive rivalry, a procedure for long-term cooperation and the search for complementari-
ties that would continually pressure partners to reflect on developmental goals and to 
rationalize how these goals comply with larger societal changes. Such considerations 
point toward a constitutional ordering of the enterprise that breaks with both market and 
hierarchy, and toward a network form of organization that calls for a deliberative 
democracy, a principle that could be repeated among the subsidiaries of a multinational 
corporation.49

In such a system, unions would take on a new and crucial role. First, they could 
constantly help firm-level worker representatives formulate their goals in benchmarks, 
furnish them with alternative ways of organizing, and search for solutions to organiza-
tional dilemmas; and shop stewards could take an active role in proposing alternatives 
in negotiations on company reforms. Second, unions could find ways to develop further 
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the formal institutions of collaboration (the role of conveners and shop stewards, the 
formal authority of workers’ councils vis-à-vis both normal managerial hierarchies, and 
the adhocracies of committees and secondary teams).50 Thus, workers’ councils have 
the potential to become the monitoring centers for creating continuous improvements 
on which entire firms depend, increasing attractiveness to workers and shareholders 
alike.51 Third, unions could take on a new and unusual role. As the search for new 
experimental solutions to the problems of the new constitutional ordering goes on 
in individual firms, unions could be the bodies that monitor individual firms’ 
experiments; they could compare and develop metaorder benchmarks that allow for 
learning across firms. Without unions taking on this role, it is indeed difficult to see 
how experience can be stored and who can best compare and diffuse best practices 
among enterprises. Capturing and developing such a knowledge base would also allow 
unions to take part in setting the agenda for organizational reforms, instead of just 
simply responding to capital’s agenda.

Reform Local Labor Markets to Form a New Power Base for Unions
Globalization, regime shopping, and investment bargaining, the transition to lean 
forms of organization, the decentralization of responsibilities, outsourcing, and so on 
have not only changed the organizational life of firms and corporations but also 
affected labor markets and working careers just as dramatically and put institutions for 
employment protection under extensive pressure—for example, in Germany, France, 
and Japan. In Anglo-Saxon countries in particular, the new organizational forms have 
undermined working careers oriented toward vertical promotion within a single com-
pany; instead, a new pattern of horizontal mobility among firms is in the making, with 
job hopping being a normal phenomenon.52 The emergence of such labor markets has 
been an important explanatory variable for the success of radically innovative clus-
ters such as Silicon Valley. Flexible labor markets, often with individual contractors 
working on fixed-term contracts, constitute a new modus for creating the dynamics 
and fast learning associated with high levels of innovation. These transformations 
have had dramatic repercussions for unions; they have almost been modeled to serve 
the interests of different professional groupings that have established themselves in 
specific positions within bureaucracies. Integrating planning and execution, mainte-
nance and operation, continuous improvements and innovation, and the computeriza-
tion of offices and factories have made numerous job demarcations difficult to 
defend for unions. Unions often find they are fighting each other rather than employ-
ers, thus alienating members who are trying to enrich their jobs by abolishing the old 
separations of tasks.

During the 1980s and the 1990s, these transformations came with high unemploy-
ment and stagnant or declining wages so that weak bargaining positions made it easy 
to conclude that, in the new regime, capital played the upper hand;53 workers had to 
agree to work longer hours, under stressful conditions, which undermined their pri-
vate lives. Ironically, however, Barley and Kunda find that becoming an individual 
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contractor is as much an “unlikely rebellion” against organizational politics under the 
guise of ill-informed, opportunistic, and frequently changing managers as a search for 
egoistic ends.54 Thus, the breakup of old labor markets has many different causes and 
may have very diverse outcomes.

What has happened among itinerant expert contractors in Silicon Valley may teach 
unions a very important lesson, as contractors opted for a strategy of offensive skills 
acquisition in such a way that they always tried to accumulate skills that made employ-
ers compete for their services and agree to hire them at salaries beyond normal 
levels.55 To live with this game, the contractors have created dense personal networks 
in which they can develop, recognize each other’s skills, and exchange information on 
possible future jobs. Barley and Kunda demonstrate how such contractors develop per-
sonal networks, the magnitude of which is much larger than those of employees in 
permanent employment. These networks constitute “clusters of domain-specific knowl-
edge” that can develop in very proactive ways, serving as a mutual insurance against 
skills becoming obsolete.56 To a certain degree the networks allow participants to 
combat the regime shopping of capital through the job hopping of professionals. In 
the United States, this strategy has been reserved for certain advanced professionals, 
but unions engaged in institutional reform might be able to transfer it to lower skilled 
groups.

Danish flexicurity, which combines labor-market flexibility and social security, 
does not merely make hiring and firing easier for employers.57 Welfare benefits are not 
used solely for promoting social equality: perhaps the most important aspect of the 
welfare regime is workers’ ability to upgrade their skills through continuous training, 
not only during periods of unemployment but also at different stages in their working 
careers. The combination of high mobility and continuous skills upgrading produces 
a labor force that frequently moves between employers, builds working careers 
across many firms, and therefore accumulates many social ties. Employees see 
mobility as an important means of skills enlargement and security against unemploy-
ment. Rather than being fired, the main reason for workers changing jobs is their search 
for new challenges, in which way they simultaneously increase their bargaining 
power vis-à-vis employers.

An example of these changes at the lower end of the labor market in Denmark is the 
creation of an educational program for unskilled workers called Industrial Operator. 
The participants are older than twenty-five years old, with at least one year of experi-
ence in the industry. The program runs for eighteen months with the intention of creat-
ing generalists rather than skilled workers. Participants receive part of the training of 
a skilled worker, but do not specialize in any specific area. In several firms, workers 
spend half their time as trainees in different departments of the firm. The intention is 
to educate flexible workers who can rapidly learn to operate new machines and solve 
problems of varying magnitude. The training also involves a great amount of informa-
tion related to organization theory, industrial organization, lean production techniques, 
and philosophy, which receive special attention. The Industrial Operator scheme was 
introduced to all industrial sectors as an important tool for more general 
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organizational developments, where the use of self-managed teams has become wide-
spread in recent years.

The Industrial Operator form of education is perhaps the most widely institutional-
ized mechanism by which a worker may make the move from a low- to a high-road 
career in Denmark. But during our case studies, we found many ways in which  
local union representatives had simultaneously engaged in engineering change in 
enterprises and had created elaborate roads for workers to transform their professional 
identities toward the high end. This is probably the reason why, in Denmark, 60  
percent of employees say they work in “learning organizations” and nearly 90 percent 
say they make use of their own ideas at work.58

Does this mean that unions should simply block other, less demanding forms of 
organization or the “low road” for capitalists? Actually it is becoming increasingly dif-
ficult and highly demanding for new entrants or long-term unemployed people to enter 
HPWOs in one discrete step; it is much easier in other types of jobs. The solution is for 
unions and local employee representatives to create individualized “rites of passage” 
so that initial employment in less demanding organizational forms is used actively to 
acquire the competencies needed to jump into the arena of HPWOs; once in the orga-
nization, workers can move to more demanding work teams.

Once workers improve their skills by using welfare schemes and maintaining high 
levels of mobility, they improve their employability as well as reduce the possibility of 
downward mobility, because firms need to compete mutually to recruit the best employ-
ees by offering good wages, challenging work, and good working conditions.59 A high 
level of workforce mobility also creates a virtuous circle that improves and boosts the 
formation of networks among firms. By keeping good relationships with former col-
leagues and employers, Danish workers help firms build strong ties of collaboration 
and information sharing. High internal skill levels and rich access to external skills in 
other firms make companies look for challenges beyond current routines. In this way, 
skills become self-propelling.

Traditionally this gave craft workers highly open careers, such as becoming entre-
preneurs or high-level managers,60 which they achieved by frequent job shifts, moving 
across firms, and making use of a dense training system. Today, with new HPWOs, 
employees are moving horizontally in highly individualized ways through positions 
and training, thus effecting an experimental transformation of both firms and the work-
ing population. In this process of mutual redefinition, union activists may play a cru-
cial role in enabling different groups to engage in continuous redefining of professional 
identities. This transformation takes place by constantly broadening the scope of the 
institutions and increasing the sophistication of the levels and range of courses offered. 
In this way, the unions might create a ladder that brings the majority of the population 
into contact with the networks of innovative cooperation that globalization offers.61 To 
create, monitor, and change institutions that allow for this could be the unions’ most 
important societal role. The task is not simple. First, it requires aligning former pro-
fessional specializations with emerging new forms of work organization, which will 
partly oppose and partly be shaped by professions as they transform themselves to 
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occupy new organizational roles as team workers, leaders, coaches, benchmark design-
ers, organizers of procedural justice, negotiating bodies, and so on. Second, as profes-
sions break into “clusters of domain-specific knowledge,” organize settings where 
members can meet, develop their knowledge of and connections with international 
communities, and finally, continuously cultivate their knowledge and skills bases, 
they need an agency to take account of how the labor market forms a distinct identity 
in the international division of labor.

EWCs as Forums for the Collaborative 
Development of Host Localities
EWCs have attracted much attention, for the agreement that established them and for 
their development as organizations.62 Discussions divide basically into three different 
positions. First, some are supportive, seeing EWCs as intervening with corporate gov-
ernance by creating new structures of regulation that involve worker representation in 
decision making.63 Others, the so-called Euro-pessimists, point out the greater ability 
of companies to opt out of already limited requirements, often leading to voluntary 
arrangements, with trade unions having insufficient resources to generate cohesive 
policies and activities across Europe.64 Taking a radical position, Streeck points out 
that EWCs are neither European nor works councils and “will certainly assist [multi]
national companies (MNCs) in building company-centred and management-driven 
industrial relations or human resource regimes.”65 Though the ability of unions to 
organize transnational collaboration differs among sectors, the general impression is 
that local trade unionists will fight “to retain existing jobs, thereby accepting the 
logic of worker-to-worker competition” (p. 22).66

Although the literature is pessimistic about the future role of EWCs, Marginson and 
Sisson argue that for representatives EWCs represent a potentially vital body for cross-
border exchanges of information. With dynamic experimentation in subsidiaries and 
local labor markets, information exchange could be vital for the ability of multinational 
corporations to make rational and timely decisions; it offers a corrective to exchanges 
of information within the managerial hierarchy, where voice is influenced by opportu-
nistic, individual career considerations.

Such a development will be complex, as EWCs reflect the variability of the contexts. 
For instance, they are influenced by national industrial relations traditions in the com-
pany’s country of origin or differences in format between management and employ-
ees.67 American and British companies have resisted possible changes in the governance 
of firms that EWCs can bring about,68 because they are more management dominated 
than continental multinational corporations.69 Knudsen and Bruun reveal that the 
Scandinavian tradition of a decentralized approach to company-specific issues implies 
that employee representatives negotiate agreements, thus limiting the involvement of 
trade union officials.70

However, if employee representatives were to form partnerships with local manage-
ment and engage in ongoing transitions of subsidiaries and related transformations in 
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the institutions of local labor markets, they would bring considerable knowledge of 
future options for the multinational in different localities to negotiations in the EWCs. 
This knowledge would compensate for the lack of detailed substantial knowledge 
among top executives. Perhaps more importantly, such negotiations would make repre-
sentatives discover that their own subsidiary could benefit from having others special-
ize in new skills that are different from their own, thus discovering the potential for 
new collaborative ties. In this way, EWCs could become important bodies for 
co-constructing global dynamic complementarities, in much the same way as 
mutual negotiations among teams in local plants. In the case of the Swedish brewery, 
the EWC has become exactly that kind of institution; it allows for the exchange of 
information among trade unionists of different nationalities, enabling them to com-
pare the different competitive advantages of each subsidiary, which in turn has made 
it possible for them to negotiate with management for a better allocation of resources 
among the subsidiaries.

How might unions assist employee representatives in taking on agency and trans-
forming EWCs in this direction? As soon as this different method of investment 
bargaining has been initiated, unions might use their mutual transnational relations to 
educate each other to the best of their abilities in the art of supporting EWC represen-
tatives in how to become advanced negotiators capable of influencing and gaining the 
respect of top managers. As shown elsewhere, this dynamic might simultaneously 
combine with a major transformation of the European community, where citizens 
from different localities collaborate across country borders in reconstructing multina-
tional corporations as international collaborative associations.71 Although this possi-
bility might have looked very utopian a few years ago, the financial crisis makes it 
much more likely that in the future multinationals will have to finance their expansion 
through a consortium of financial institutions from different countries, meaning that 
the latter also impose a negotiating reordering on multinational corporations.

However, unions have not focused attention on any such transformation of corpo-
rate governance: they have preferred to use bodies such as the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC) to resist the neoliberal turn and to establish a pan-European 
corporatism that could work toward a European Keynesianism and prevent “a race to 
the bottom.”72 But as Marginson and Sisson argue, the unions are far from realizing 
this vision. Rather, in country after country, we are witnessing a turn to decentralized 
local bargaining.73 Rather than seeing this as a threat, unions should collaborate across 
Europe to expand from within this bargaining pattern.

Today European-wide issues and local concerns can be connected only arbitrarily. By 
pressing for abstract forms of regulation at the European level, unions simply speak a 
language that cannot relate to the concerns of local union activists. To the latter, it seems 
as if union bureaucracies have turned their attention in completely the wrong direction. 
This illustrates the huge dilemma that unions and employers’ associations face in the age 
of globalization. They need to work on an international scale with and within interna-
tional organizations. They also need to focus on local experiments and to find ways to 
civilize and codify them to negotiate a turn toward a gradually improving society. 



470  Politics & Society 40(3)

Obviously, given the path they have chosen so far, unions cannot move in both direc-
tions without facing a basic crisis over which route to take—especially because they face 
their own financial crisis with the gradual loss of members, even in such countries as 
Denmark.

We believe one way out of this dilemma would be for unions to focus less on central-
ized bargaining institutions and wage and employment levels. If instead, unions develop 
comparative knowledge about how new forms of work organization have progressed in 
different companies, how reforming labor markets are developing in different parts of 
the nation, and so on, it will be much easier to help local representatives discover where 
they have comparative advantages and disadvantages. In this way, they could help 
representatives prepare for sophisticated negotiations and suggest solutions where cor-
porations and localities can succeed.

As unions learn to assist local representatives in preparing for negotiations in EWCs, 
they create a channel for negotiations that may supply information about possible 
shortcomings in local labor markets in their home nations. Where local representatives 
are unable to achieve desired outcomes from investment negotiations, important 
knowledge may be generated about defects in making local labor markets competitive 
from a comparative perspective, which can constitute important knowledge for sug-
gesting reforms in national neocorporatist negotiations. Working closely with EWC 
representatives, unions are building up knowledge that strengthens their ability to take 
on new roles in national and European politics.

European-wide Competition over Reforms of Local Labor Markets
By focusing on comparative ways of transforming labor markets and the advantages 
that they offer their members, unions could become experts in suggesting and engi-
neering reforms, thus making it possible for their members to benefit from globaliza-
tion. They would need to participate actively in multiple levels of negotiation and 
engage wherever the EU Open Method of Coordination has been set in motion to 
evoke institutional innovations in regional and national labor markets.

By comparing how, through institutional reforms, different localities serve their con-
stituencies differently in creating dynamic comparative advantages or disadvantages, 
unions create the diagnostic knowledge that makes it possible to raise general questions 
while simultaneously identifying general needs for reform at the national level. In this 
way, corporatist negotiations between the state and social partners could become fun-
damentally substantiated; the more unions consult representatives at the firm and local 
levels, the better equipped they are to win these negotiations. This would simultane-
ously create significant resources for the state to maintain its comparative institutional 
competitiveness.

Offensively, these reforms might help foster and provide institutional support for 
the prospective evolution of clusters of domain-specific “professions” that can add 
dynamics and bind local labor markets into global networks of innovation. Defensively, 
this strategy could mean engaging in joint actions to help repair labor markets that have 
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evolved into stagnant or depressive states—that is, to help welfare states transform 
themselves from providing social help to enabling dynamic adaptation.

But unions can make use of the same information and knowledge in a more inter-
national and solidaristic way. Once some countries have demonstrated the possibility 
of new and different political actions, others can try adopting and translating promis-
ing solutions, given a sufficient transnational exchange of information.

Thus, instead of searching for ways to realize the social democratic vision of a 
Keynesian social Europe, trade unions in Europe could, through the ETUC, mobilize 
the EU to choose “high” instead of “low” roads to labor-market flexibility.

Mobilization in the wake of the ETUC becoming engaged in the European Charter 
of Fundamental Rights was actually one of the most successful outcomes in the recent 
history of the ETUC.74 By granting all EU citizens access to education, vocational, and 
further training (article 14), equal rights for men and women (article 23), and the occu-
pational integration of disabled persons (article 26), as well as securing a number of 
union solidarity and welfare rights (articles 27–36), unions may find ways of using 
these articles to force national governments to work toward the transformation of 
labor markets. The charter may be an important tool for imposing social concerns on 
decision makers in cases where they would tend to be more attentive to purely eco-
nomic concerns.75 Thus, the Charter points to a potential “third way” that is different 
from both the social democratic and neoliberal paths. All the articles come without 
standards, but nothing prevents unions from engaging actively in specifying high 
standards that reflect best practices among member states to monitor aspirations for 
reforms within them. In this way, unions could help in organizing a race to the top 
in the EU.

Furthermore, the ETUC does not need to wait for the European Employment 
Strategy’s Open Method of Coordination (OMC) to take on a cross-country learning 
process of novel institutional reforms and forms of work organization that enable 
employee self-transformation. This learning process could be organized within the 
ETUC itself as an internal OMC that is used to provide national unions with deeper 
insights into different institutional innovations in different countries and thus provide 
the ground for direct, concrete, and profound critiques of national policies. In this 
way, the ETUC and national unions could actively suggest the type of institutional 
reform that would make enterprise partnerships, organizational forms of firms, and 
labor markets that are favorable to workers and unions. Such an ETUC-OMC could 
directly help inform discussions at the levels of enterprise, local labor markets, and 
national institutions. In respect to the multilevel strategies being proposed, this con-
figuration would help unions set their own agenda in trying to civilize the current 
regime of corporate governance.

Conclusion
During the years of Fordism and Keynesianism after World War II, unions played a 
major role in governance by, for example, participating in centralized negotiations over 
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wages and state budgets (taxation, level, and type of spending). Within the new corpo-
rate governance regime, the financial community has taken on a new and proactive 
role, bringing together a new coalition of global organizations and creating a neolib-
eral wave that has imposed changes—to varying extents in different countries—in 
the games played by different constitutive actors. The new regime displays a strong 
emphasis on financialization, new public management, the marketization of public 
services, the global orientation of corporations, mergers and takeovers, and investment 
bargaining, thus forcing unions and wage earners into games of concession bargaining.

Seen from one angle, this configuration of the current governance regime seems 
very market driven, imposing a strong discipline of rationality fostered by global com-
petition among its participants. From a number of new studies, however, another pic-
ture is emerging in which opportunistic game playing prospers, leading to short-termism, 
self-seeking managerial careers that undermine the long-term viability of corpora-
tions, fashion-driven allocations of financial resources, and so on, that risk undermin-
ing the foundational strengths of the configuration. This situation has become very 
clear in the dramatic consequences of the current financial crisis.

The very need for a new phase to civilize the configuration of the current economic 
regime offers unions a new chance to enter the contest and capture a strong role in the 
governance and set of games that will bring about the next configuration of capitalism. 
This role, we have argued, starts by engaging the managers and shop stewards of sub-
sidiaries of (multinational) corporations in partnership as agency to counteract the 
opportunistic careers of managers and simultaneously create a counterweight to the 
games played between corporations and financial markets. Through this partnership, a 
co-construction of HPWO that simultaneously meets corporate and labor demands 
can take place, as it offers laboratories for unions to explore how human resource devel-
opment and skills upgrading can be organized jointly with continuous improvements in 
performance. However, this potential within firms may be successfully accomplished 
only if unions succeed in reforming labor markets to form a new power base. Labor 
markets must be organized in such a way that workers can pursue careers at work and 
vocational and further training that constantly increases competencies, transcends 
existing professional identities, and turns the collective of the workers of a locality into 
an attractive resource over which multinational corporations will compete for access. 
In managing labor markets with such aspirations in view, rather than seeking a monop-
oly over the organization of workers with similar and stable skills, unions can fight for 
the differentiation and advancement of skills to create routes for individuals to move 
from low to high skill levels in the course of a lifetime of employment. Unions and 
employee representatives with a vision for developing the skills of a local labor mar-
ket in a distinct direction are in a much better position to assess the costs and benefits 
of different types of investments in subsidiaries, which might turn EWCs into forums 
for the collaborative development of host localities. Investment bargaining would 
be turned on its head, and corporations might gradually be transformed into associa-
tions for generating complementary development for its host localities. As far as we 
know, nobody has an answer for how local labor markets can be transformed and how 
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the reformed institutions in which the new labor markets are embedded should be run. 
Nonetheless, unions have an opportunity to organize a search for answers to these 
questions by making transnational organizations the forum of their search; this is 
where different national experiments can be comparatively assessed and eventually 
used to influence such processes as the EU employment strategy. The International 
Labour Organization (ILO), ETUC, and other bodies may be used to initiate a 
European-wide competition over reforms of local labor markets, which may assist 
unions in moving national states toward diffusing promising social innovations and 
novel institutions.

The lines of action for the new role matrix for unions suggested here build on 
reflections on the experiences of Danish and other Nordic countries with strong local 
shop stewards and conveners, who are represented on WCs, boards of corporations, 
and corporatist bodies in vocational schools at the municipal and regional levels. They 
work within a regime of organized decentralization supported by a well-established 
system of unemployment insurance that makes it possible to participate in local politics 
on a multiplicity of levels. But does this restrict this union reform to unions that operate 
in a similar social space in other countries? We do not think so.

Although the search for a new matrix for the role of unions may be easier in Denmark 
and similar countries, its adoption may become much wider, just as the neoliberal turn 
spread from the United States and United Kingdom to a much broader spectrum of 
countries. For instance, in France, where unions were constituted for central negotia-
tions with the state and peak employers’ associations and where local union representa-
tives have less autonomy, the role matrix must be activated in the reverse manner. 
Competitive ideas for labor-market reforms from, for example, ETUC might be used 
to confront a government that might otherwise import, for example, a distorted version 
of Danish flexicurity. Such negotiations might be used to form novel labor-market 
institutions, where representatives of peak organizations of the social partners might 
monitor general ideas, but where local representatives of firms and employee group-
ings would supervise the local adaptability. Similar dual representativeness is already 
in place in the case of WCs and EWCs, and it will probably be much easier for French 
unions to make the five lines of action operate in concert than it would be for Danish 
unions. Germany, on the other hand, constitutes a controversial case. German unions 
are empowered by the concentration on employment protection and highly institution-
alized career paths within firms. This provides a multitude of possibilities but might 
also inhibit the search for novel skills in local labor markets.

Local unions in other continental European countries have pressured firms into 
experimenting with advanced organizational forms by making use of WCs in novel 
ways to create a new momentum for enterprise and vocational development.76 The 
United Kingdom and the United States probably pose the greatest challenges, as those 
country’s unions have suffered serious declines and are currently under attack. Yet as 
these states suffer with the current financial crises and need novel ways to rejuvenate 
the governance of their economies, unions may play a major role by suggesting 
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reforms in local labor markets and training institutions; from there, they will be able to 
influence corporate governance and the design of HPWOs.

Clearly, the connectivity of the five lines of action helps create a new overarching 
role where activities at one level help reinforce activities at other levels. This connec-
tivity, or interdependence, is what strongly distinguishes this approach from former 
contributions to union reforms. Unions are already actively discussing the possibilities 
suggested above, but most often they see them as challenging their existing role matrix 
as imagined from the previous regime. By taking a holistic position, we think it is pos-
sible to contribute important inputs to a new wave of labor scholarship that explores 
the potential for unions to serve as proactive organizers and system builders, seizing 
and shaping the challenges they face.77

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank Paul Thomson, Paul Marginsson, Glenn Morgan, Jonathan Zeitlin, Gary 
Herrigel, Charles Sabel, Erik Olin Wright, and the members of the editorial committee for very 
helpful comments.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, 
and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) declared the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or 
publication of this article. The authors benefitted from research grants from the Danish Social 
Science Research Council, the EU Framework 6 Translearn project and the Copenhagen 
Business School World Class project SONIC.

Notes

 1. Carola Frege and John Kelly, “Union revitalization Strategies in Comparative Perspective,” 
European Journal of Industrial Relations 9, no. 1 (2003): 7–24; Lucio Baccaro, Kerstin 
Hamann, and Lowell Turner, “The Politics of Labour Movement Revitalization: The Need 
for a Revitalized Perspective,” European Journal of Industrial Relations 9, no. 1 (2003): 
119–33.

 2. Richard Hyman, “An Emerging Agenda for Trade Unions?” (Discussion Paper DP/98/1999, 
Labour and Society Programme).

 3. Erik Olin Wright, “Working-Class Power, Capitalist-Class Interests, and Class Compro-
mise,” American Journal of Sociology 105, no. 4 (2000): 957–1002.

 4. Robert Boyer, “How and Why Capitalism Differ,” Economy and Society 34, no. 4 (2005): 
509–57.

 5. Regulationists also apply the term configuration to identify the different forms of capitalism, 
and the organization and complementarities among a variety of fields (employment rela-
tionship, relations between the state and the economy, social protection, innovation sys-
tems) within different countries; Boyer, “How and Why Capitalism Differ.” Also see 



Kristensen and Rocha 475

Bruno Amable, “Regulation Theory and the Technical Change,” in Regulation Theory: The 
State of the Art, ed. R. Boyer and Y. Saillard (London: Routledge, 2002), 168–73.

 6. Norbert Elias, What Is Sociology? (New York: Columbia University Press, 1978).
 7. Paul Osterman, Securing Prosperity: The American Labor Market: How It Has Changed 

and What to Do about It (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999); Nicholas Bacon 
and John Storey, “New Employee Relations Strategies in Britain: Towards Individualism 
or Partnership?” British Journal of Industrial Relations 38, no. 3 (2000): 407–29.

 8. Olin Wright, “Working-Class Power.”
 9. Regarding methodology, our studies include interviews with numerous Danish conveners of 

subsidiaries of multinational corporations and comprehensive case studies of the games that 
subsidiaries can play within the framework of multinationals. The authors have developed 
different research projects in recent decades that deal with how companies have upgraded 
their work organization, health and safety management, innovation strategies, and position 
within their localities as well as within multinational corporations; Peer Hull Kristensen 
and Jonathan Zeitlin, Local Players in Global Games. The Strategic Constitution of a Mul-
tinational Corporation. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2005); Robson Sø Rocha, 
“The Impact of Cross-Border Mergers on the Co-Decision-Making Process: The Case of 
a Danish Company,” Economic and Industrial Democracy 30, no. 4 (2009): 484–509; 
Peer Hull Kristensen, Maja Lotz, and Robson Sø Rocha, “Denmark: Tailoring Flexicu-
rity for Changing Roles in Global Games,” in Nordic Capitalisms and Globalization: New 
Forms of Economic Organization and Welfare Institutions, ed. P. H. Kristensen and K. Lilja 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2011); and Peer Hull Kristensen and Maja Lotz, 
“Taking Teams Seriously in the Co-creation of Firms and Economic Agency,” Organiza-
tion Studies (forthcoming). Our proposals are based on ongoing studies of how workplace 
reorganization may take different forms as well as studies of the problems that influence 
the community of interests that either divide or unify employees and, for that matter, man-
agers and employees.

10. Julie Froud, Colin Haslam, Sukhdel Johal, and Karel Williams, “Shareholder Value and 
Financialization: Consultancy Promises, Management Moves,” Economy and Society 29, 
no. 1 (2000): 80–110.

11. Ewald Engelen, “Resocializing Capital: Putting Pension Savings in the Service of ‘Financial 
Pluralism’?” Politics & Society 34, no. 2 (2006): 187–218.

12. Tony Golding, The City: Inside the Great Expectation Machine: Myth and Reality in Institu-
tional Investment and the Stock Market (London: Pearson, 2001).

13. John W. Cioffi and Martin Hopner, “The Political Paradox of Finance Capitalism: Interests, 
Preferences, and Center-Left Party Politics in Corporate Governance Reform,” Politics & 
Society 34, no. 4 (2006): 463–502.

14. Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism (London: Verso, 2007); 
Neil Fligstein, “States, Markets and Economic Growth,” in The Economic Sociology of 
Capitalism, ed. V. Nee and R. Swedberg (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 
119–43.

15. Robert Jackall, Moral Mazes: The World of Corporate Managers (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1988); and Kristensen and Zeitlin, Local Players in Global Games.



476  Politics & Society 40(3)

16. Kristensen and Lilja, Nordic Capitalisms and Globalization.
17. Antoon H. Spithoven, “The Third Way: the Dutch Experience,” Economy and Society 3, 

no. 3 (2002): 333–68.
18. Rocha, “Impact of Cross-Border Merger and Acquisitions”; William Lazonick and 

Mary O’Sullivan, “Maximizing Shareholder Value: A New Ideology for Corporate 
Governance,” Economy and Society 29, no. 1 (2000): 13–35.

19. According to Joel Rogers, societies should close capital’s access to the low road in order to 
pave the high road. This is also Olin Wright’s argument in “Working-Class Power.”

20. Peter Ackers and Adrian Wilkinson, eds., Understanding Work and Employment: Indus-
trial Relations in Transition (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2003); Michael Piore 
and Sean Safford, “Changing Regimes of Workplace Governance, Shifting Axes of Social 
Mobilization, and the Challenge to Industrial Relations Theory,” Industrial Relations 45, 
no. 3 (2006): 299–325.

21. Nick Bacon and Paul Blyton, “Trade Union Responses to Workplace Restructuring: 
Exploring Union Orientations and Actions,” Work Employment & Society 18, no. 4 
(2004): 749–73.

22. Eileen Appelbaum, Thomas Bailey, Peter Berg, and Arne L. Kalleberg, Manufacturing 
Advantage (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); and David A. Guest and Riccardo 
Peccei, “Partnership at Work: Mutuality and the Balance of Advantage,” British Journal of 
Industrial Relations 39, no. 2 (2001): 207–36.

23. Paul Teague, “What Is Partnership?” Organization 12, no. 4 (2005): 567–89.
24. Richard Walton, Joel Cutcher-Gershenfeld, and Robert McKersie, Strategic Negotiations 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000).
25. The classic treatise on such processes of mutuality can be found in Mary Parker Follett, 

Creative Experience (New York: Peter Smith, 1951).
26. John Kelly, “Social Partnership Agreements in Britain: Labour Cooperation and Compliance,” 

Industrial Relations 43, no. 1 (2004): 267–92.
27. J. Kenneth Benson, “The Interorganizational Network as a Political Economy,” 

Administrative Science Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1975): 229–49.
28. See Wolfgang Streeck, “Neither European nor Works Councils: A Reply to Paul Knutsen,” 

Economic and Industrial Democracy 18, no. 2 (1997): 325–37; Bob Hancké, “European 
Works Councils and Industrial Restructuring in the European Motor Industry,” European 
Journal of Industrial Relations 6, no. 1 (2000): 35–61; and Jeremy Waddington, “What 
Do Representatives Think of the Practices of European Works Councils? Views from Six 
Countries,” European Journal of Industrial Relations 9, no. 3 (2003): 303–25.

29. Phil Taylor and Harvie Ramsey, “Unions, Partnership and HRM: Sleeping with the 
Enemy?” International Journal of Employment Studies 6, no. 2 (1998): 115–43.

30. Steen Scheuer, Decentralisering af forhandlingskompetencen—erfaringer og ønsker. Projekt 
lokal kompetence (Copenhagen: 3F, 2003).

31. See the Horsens case in Kristensen and Zeitlin, Local Players in Global Games.
32. Charles F. Sabel, “A Real-Time Revolution in Routines,” in The Firm as a Collabora-

tive Community: Reconstructing Trust in the Knowledge Economy, ed. C. Heckscher and 
P. S. Adler (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2006), 106–56. Also see Gary Herrigel, 



Kristensen and Rocha 477

Manufacturing Possibilities: Creative Action and Industrial Recomposition in the United 
States, Germany, and Japan (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010).

33. Kristensen, Lotz, and Rocha, “Denmark: Tailoring Flexicurity.”
34. Saul Rubinstein and Thomas Kochan, Learning from Saturn (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 2001).
35. Keith Whitfield and Michael Poole, “Organizing Employment for High Performance: Theories, 

Evidence and Policy,” Organization Studies 18, no. 5 (1997): 745–64.
36. Mark Huselid, “The Impact of Human Resources Management Practices on Turnover, 

Productivity, and Corporate Financial Performance,” Academy of Management Journal 
38, no. 3 (1995): 635–73; Peter Berg, Eileen Appelbaum, Thomas Bailey, and Arne 
Kalleberg, “The Performance Effects of Modular Production in the Apparel Industry,” 
Industrial Relations 35, no. 3 (1996): 356–74.

37. Harvie Ramsay, Dora Scholarios, and Bill Harley, “Employees and High-Performance 
Work Systems: Testing Inside the Black Box,” British Journal of Industrial Relations 38, 
no. 4 (2000): 501–31.

38. Jack Fiorito and Cheryl Maranto, “The Contemporary Decline of Union Strength,” 
Contemporary Economic Policy 5, no. 4 (1987): 12–27.

39. Paula B. Voos, “Economic and Social Justice through Collective Bargaining: The USA in 
the Coming Century,” Industrial Relations Journal 28, no. 4 (1997): 292–98.

40. Stephen Wood, “Human Resource Management and Performance,” International Management 
Review 1, no. 4 (1999): 367–413.

41. Miguel Martinez-Lucio and Mark Stuart, “Assessing the Principles of Partnership: 
Workplace Trade Union Representatives, Attitudes and Experiences,” Employee Rela-
tions 24, no. 3 (2002): 305–20.

42. Paul K. Edwards, Jacques Bélanger, and Martyn Wright, “The Bases of Compromise in the 
Workplace,” British Journal of Industrial Relations 44, no. 1 (2006): 125–45.

43. Steven P. Vallas, “Why Teamwork Fails: Obstacles to Workplace Change in Four Manu-
facturing Plants,” American Sociological Review 68, no. 2 (2003): 223–50.

44. Piore and Safford, “Changing Regimes of Workplace Governance,” 316.
45. Vallas, “Why Teamwork Fails,” 226.
46. Edward Lorenz and Antonie Valeyre, “Organizational Change in Europe: National Models or 

the Diffusion of a New ‘One Best Way’” (paper, 15th Annual Meeting on Socio-Economics, 
LEST, Aix-en-Provence, France, 2003).

47. Kristensen and Lilja, Nordic Capitalisms and Globalization.
48. Kristensen, Lotz, and Rocha, “Denmark: Tailoring Flexicurity.”
49. Charles Sabel, “Design, Deliberation and Democracy. On the New Pragmatism of Firms and 

Public Institutions,” in Liberal Institutions, Economic Constitutional Rights, and the Role of 
Organizations, ed. K. Ladeur (Baden-Baden, Germany: Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, 1997), 
101–49.

50. For a perspective that anticipates the enterprise as a “community of teams” and the mutual inter-
action of a set of different types of teams, see Kristensen and Lotz, “Taking Teams Seriously.”

51. Peer Hull Kristensen, “Managing OHS: A Route to a New Negotiating Order in High-
Performance Work Organizations?” Safety Science 49 (2011): 964–73.



478  Politics & Society 40(3)

52. Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work, 
Leisure, Community and Everyday Life (New York: Perseus, 2002).

53. Jeremy Rifkin, The End of Work: The Decline of the Global Labor Force and the Dawn of 
the Post-market Era (New York: Putnam, 1995).

54. Stephen R. Barley and Gideon Kunda, Gurus, Hired Guns, and Warm Bodies: Itinerant 
Experts in a Knowledge Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).

55. Ibid.
56. Florida, Rise of the Creative Class.
57. Per Kongshøj Madsen, “How Can It Possibly Fly? The Paradox of a Dynamic Labour 

Market in a Scandinavian Welfare State,” in National Identity and the Varieties of Capital-
ism: The Danish Experience, ed. J. Campbell, J. A. Hall, and O. K. Petersen (Montreal: 
McGill University Press, 2006), 323–55.

58. See Kristensen, Lotz, and Rocha, “Denmark: Tailoring Flexicurity,” 120–34, for the insti-
tutional innovations engineered to foster this skills mobility in different parts of Denmark 
in different levels of the labor market.

59. Peer Hull Kristensen, “On the Constitution of Economic Actors in Denmark: Interacting 
Skills Containers and Project Coordinators,” in The Changing European Firm: Limits of 
Convergence, ed. R. Whitley and P. H. Kristensen (New York: Routledge, 1996), 118–58.

60. Haldor Byrkjeflot, “Management Education and Selection of Top Managers in Europe and 
the United States” (LOS-Senter-rapport 0103, Bergen, Norway, 2000).

61. Roberto Mangabeira Unger, The Self Awakened: Pragmatism Unbound (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006).

62. Wolfgang Lecher, Hans-Wolfgang Platzer, and Bernhard Nagel, The Establishment of 
European Works Councils: From Information Committee to Social Actor (Aldershot, UK: 
Gower, 1999).

63. Carsten S. Jensen, Jørgen S. Madsen, and Jesper Due, “Phases and Dynamics in the Develop-
ment of EU Industrial Relations Regulation,” Industrial Relations Journal 30, no. 2 (1999): 
118–34; Wolfgang Lecher, Hans-Bockler Platzer, Stefan Rüb, and Klaus Peter Weiner, 
European Works Councils: Negotiated Europeanization (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2002).

64. Gerda Falkner, EU Social Policy in the 1990s (London: Routledge, 1998).
65. Streeck, “Neither European nor Works Councils,” 325, 333.
66. Mark Anner, Ian Greer, Marco Hauptmeier, Nathan Lillie, and Nik Winchester, “The 

Industrial Determinants of Transnational Solidarity: Global Interunion Politics in Three 
Sectors,” European Journal of Industrial Relations 12, no. 7 (2006): 7–27. 

67. Torsten Muller and Aline Hoffman, “EWC Research: A Review of the Literature” 
(Warwick Papers in Industrial Relations 65, Industrial Relations Research Unit, War-
wick University, Coventry, UK, 2001); Paul Marginson and Keith Sisson, European Inte-
gration and Industrial Relations: Multi-level Governance in the Making (Basingstoke, 
UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

68. Michael Gold and Mark Hall, “Report on European-Level Information and Consultation in 
Multinational Companies—An Evaluation of Practice” (Luxembourg: Office for Official 
Publications of the European Community, 1992).



Kristensen and Rocha 479

69. Paul Marginson, Mark Gilman, Otto Jacobi, and Hubert Krieger, “Negotiating European 
Works Councils: An Analysis of Agreements under Article 13” (Luxembourg: Office for 
Official Publications of the European Communities, 1998).

70. Herman Knudsen and Niklas Bruun, “European Works Councils in the Nordic Countries: 
An Opportunity and a Challenge for Trade Unionism,” European Journal of Industrial 
Relations 4, no. 2 (1998): 131–55.

71. Kristensen and Zeitlin, Local Players in Global Games.
72. Waddington, “What Do Representatives Think?”
73. Marginson and Sisson, European Integration and Industrial Relations.
74. Graham Taylor and Andrew Mathers, “The European Trade Union Confederation at the 

Crossroads of Change? Traversing the Variable Geometry of European Trade Unionism,” 
European Journal of Industrial Relations 10, no. 3 (2004): 267–85.

75. Sandra Fredman, “Transformation or Dilution: Fundamental Rights in the EU Social 
Space,” European Law Journal 12, no. 1 (2006): 41–60.

76. Gary Herrigel and Volker Wittke, “Varieties of Vertical Disintegration: The Global Trend 
Toward Heterogeneous Supply Relations and the Reproduction of Difference in US and 
German Manufacturing,” in Changing Capitalisms: Internationalisation, Institutional 
Change and Systems of Economic Organization, ed. G. Morgan, E. Moen, and R. Whitley 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2005), 312-351.

77. Baccaro, Hamann, and Turner, “Politics of Labour Movement Revitalization.”

Bios

Peer Hull Kristensen (phk.dbp@cbs.dk) is a professor of the sociology of firms and work 
organization in the Department of Business and Politics, Copenhagen Business School, where 
he is currently co-leading a World Class Initiative on Institutional Competitiveness (SONIC). 
His research interest is the comparative study of national business systems, labor markets, the 
organization of multinational companies, and the ongoing mutations of capitalisms. He has 
published widely on these issues, and his book with Jonathan Zeitlin, Local Players in 
Global Games: The Strategic Constitution of a Multinational Corporation (Oxford University 
Press, 2005), is regarded as a significant contribution to international business studies. With 
Kari Lilja Nordic, he has recently published Nordic Capitalisms and Globalization: New 
Forms of Economic Organization and Welfare Institutions (Oxford University Press, 2011).

Robson Sø Rocha (rocha@asb.dk) is an associate professor at the Aarhus School of Business 
and Social Science, Aarhus University. He has a degree from the University of São Paulo and 
a PhD in business and economics from Copenhagen Business School. His interests concern the 
different forms of capitalism, processes of internationalization, and the transformation of mana-
gerial models across institutional borders. He has published in several scientific journals in the 
areas of industrial relations, human resources management, corporate governance, health and 
safety, and the internationalization of firms.




