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I. Introduction 


In 1980 Colin Crouch published an article on "Varieties of Trade Union Weakness." The same title is even more apposite today and could apply far beyond the cases of Germany, Sweden, and the U.K. which Crouch examined. The past two decades have witnessed a long retreat of organized labor across the developed world that has embraced the U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan as well as Western Europe. The causes of this decline are broadly similar across the globe, have been well rehearsed, and are associated with heightened competition in a more global economy. Nevertheless, Crouch's title remains valid and there are important differences in the situations, problems, and tasks that confront national labor movements. 





It is this claim that underpins what follows. It is argued that labor in the U.S. and the countries of Western Europe faces a common problem of decline but that the task of revitalization is rather different in each case. This difference, moreover, provides a fertile ground for borrowing and the transfer of lessons and techniques between the two continents. In the U.S. labor is handicapped by a weak institutional inheritance and needs not just to reverse decline but to create new institutions, including new forms of unionism, that will allow it to become more effective. The task is to reconfigure as well as revitalize American trade unionism. European labor is itself diverse but in most countries its institutional inheritance is stronger. Labor in Europe has generally been more effective in attracting and retaining membership and has exercised broader social and political influence. Nevertheless European labor is in decline and has shown little of the dynamism and sense of movement that characterizes the "new" American labor movement in the U.S. 





These different problems can provide the basis for mutual learning. The U.S. needs a labor movement that is less dependent on collective bargaining, less fragmented and focused on the worksite, and can draw on a stronger framework of supportive labor law. American labor needs a new institutional settlement and elements of this can be extracted from European experience. For its part, European labor needs consciously to initiate a program of revitalization, of the kind launched by the AFL-CIO and its supporters in recent years. American labor has sought to renew itself as a social movement and, as such, provides an attractive model to rather jaded European trade unionism. 








II. Learning from Europe: Institutions Matter 


Research in individual countries has shown consistently that unions benefit working people and that unionized employment is superior on many dimensions to work without union protection (Freeman, 1992; Metcalf, 1994). Comparative research, however, has shown that union effects differ across countries and that some national union movements are more effective than others (Adams, 1995; Heery, 2000). What this research indicates is that institutions matter and that the effects of union representation are shaped by the institutional context in which unions operate, including the system of employment law, the structure of collective bargaining, and the form of unions themselves. 





This insight may be of value to American labor. European union movements are themselves diverse, but in several cases they have been more successful than their U.S. counterparts, not just in attracting and retaining membership, but in civilizing the market order. Particularly in northern Europe, labor has proved more effective in reducing income inequality, influencing government policy on welfare, tax, and education and training, and regulating multinational business through the institutions of the European Union. This greater success is partly a function of the characteristics of European trade unions, as well as the political and economic environment in which they operate. Simplifying, it can be said that European labor has used different methods, has been structured differently, and has relied on different institutional supports, and these differences have allowed a broader and more positive set of influences. 





Union Methods. Beatrice and Sidney Webb, the founders of academic industrial relations in Britain, identified three primary union methods: collective bargaining, or the method of "joint regulation," "mutual insurance," or the provision of security benefits to members, and "legal enactment," or the use of political pressure to obtain protective legislation. To this list can be added tripartite regulation of the economy through "social pacts" between labor, business, and government, in which unions exchange wage restraint and cooperation in business restructuring for influence over economic and social policy. To an outsider, American labor seems particularly reliant on the method of joint regulation (with associated grievance-handling), while European unions have supplemented collective bargaining with additional methods. Each of these additional methods, moreover, has been subject to further elaboration in recent years 





The European union movements with the highest levels of membership are those that rely on the Ghent System (Belgium, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden) in which unions administer unemployment insurance funds and have a role as labor market intermediaries, finding jobs for their members (Western, 1997, pp. 50-65). This arrangement is sometimes regarded as an anomalous survival, which in most countries has been replaced by state-administered welfare. The restructuring of welfare states and systems of vocational education and training, however, may provide new opportunities for unions to engage directly in social provision. In the U.K. unions have offered to supply the Government's new second or "stakeholder" pension to companies and under the Union Learning Fund have become involved directly in the provision of education and training services to members. This kind of provision, moreover, is a particular feature of unions with contingent workers in membership, for whom collective representation, at least at the level of the enterprise, may have little relevance (Heery et al., 2000a). These initiatives are on a modest scale at present though they are paralleled in other European countries, such as the Netherlands. What they suggest is that greater reliance on nongovernmental organizations to provide public goods, coupled with increased demand for security and labor market services from more insecure workers, may provide scope for reviving the method of mutual insurance. 





European unions have also relied heavily on the method of legal enactment, and in many cases there is a closer integration of union and legal regulation of the labor market than is reported to be the case in the U.S. (Weiler, 1990). Even the British labor movement has rejected its attachment to voluntarism and has placed legal action on low pay, equality, and contingent work at the center of its program (Brown, 2000; Howell, 1999). Further integration of unions in the legal regulation of the employment relationship, moreover, has been actively promoted in the social policy of the European Union. Under the procedure for "social dialogue" there is scope for European directives to be negotiated by the social partners, and to date there have been framework agreements on parental leave, part-time work, and fixed-term contracts that have been adopted as European legislation. There is further scope, moreover, for directives to be implemented at the national level through collective agreement, as opposed to national legislation, and typically there is also scope for "derogation," that is, the flexible application of employment law at enterprise level provided this is done through agreement with worker representatives. Within Europe, therefore, the function of unions is not simply to press for legal regulation though this continues to be a core activity. Increasingly, they are involved in the creation and implementation of law through negotiations with employers in such a way that limits the capacity of law to function as a rival system of regulation to collective bargaining. 





Perhaps the most striking contrast between European and U.S. labor, however, is the continuing reliance of the former on tripartite regulation. Despite claims that the phase of "organized capitalism" is at an end (Lash and Urry, 1987), neo-corporatism remains a feature of the political economy of several European states. Indeed, recently it has undergone a revival with social pacts concluded in Belgium, Finland, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Spain (Crouch, 1999, pp. 353-60). Stimulus for these developments has again come from the European Union, indirectly through monetary union and consequent pressure to restructure economies and welfare states and directly through the system of agreed National Action Plans on employment required under the Treaty of Amsterdam (Gill et al., 1999). Tripartite regulation is variable in its incidence and significance across the states of western Europe and in recent years its function for labor has been largely defensive; to limit the erosion of social welfare and labor market regulation by threatening economic forces. Nevertheless, neo-corporatism continues to extend the reach of trade unions across a broad range of policy and allows them to shape aspects of social and economic life that lie beyond the compass of collective bargaining. 





Union Structure. In structure as well as method there is wide diversity across European trade unionism, with unions variously formed on the basis of occupation, industry, religion, and political affiliation. However, despite this diversity, and in contrast with American labor, there is a tendency for European labor movements to be structured as "encompassing" organizations that represent the broad mass of working people. Partly this is a function of higher membership density but it is also a function of internal centralization, the broader role of many European confederations and systems of collective bargaining that are either themselves centralized or which are based on the accepted leadership of key sectors. Whether it is manifest through the system of "basic agreements" that underpin industrial relations in Scandinavia, the involvement of central confederations in Italy, Ireland, and the Netherlands in the negotiation of "social pacts," or the lead role assumed by IG Metall in the German bargaining round, European union movements (with the notable exception of the U.K.) operate in a more co-ordinated manner than their American counterpart. 





This feature of European labor has allowed it to generate relatively benign effects within European economies. The generally lower levels of income inequality and the narrower gender pay gap arise from co-ordinated union action through centralized systems of bargaining (Heery, 2000, pp. 59-63). Co-ordination also imposes two significant constraints. First, union wage bargainers are under pressure not to maximize the return on bargaining power because of the obvious and unavoidable effects of central agreements on national economic performance. The need to tailor wage agreements to allow for the impact on employment, inflation, and competitiveness is ever-present within a co-ordinated system but is largely absent from the decentralized system of bargaining through which the more fragmentary U.S. labor movement operates. This constraint itself can have benign consequences, however, as governments seek the co-operation of labor in managing the economy and yield influence over aspects of policy, via tripartite regulation, in return. 





The second constraint is the need to absorb internal conflict over bargaining priorities and reconcile the interests of workers with high bargaining power with those who are poorly organized. Co-ordinated bargaining is a recipe for internal labor conflict, and according to many commentators, this problem is becoming more serious as the traditional male, industrial work force, with its "mechanical solidarity," is giving way to a more diverse working population (Leisink, 1997). The need to accommodate diversity and build new forms of "organic solidarity" across dissimilar and competing groups has been identified as one of the most pressing for European labor (Hyman, 1999). However, the pressures for fragmentation should not be exaggerated. There has been a decentralization of bargaining in recent years but this has mainly taken the form of "co-ordinated decentralization," in which bargaining at enterprise level is licensed and occurs within a framework established at higher levels of the system (Crouch, 1999, p. 355). With the exception of the U.K., co-ordinated bargaining and encompassing unionism continue to mark much of Western Europe. 





Union Security. Union security is the term coined by Clegg (1976, p. 9) to refer to the system of support for trade unionism, which facilitates the recruitment, retention, and representation of members. On this dimension, as on others, there are notable differences between the U.S. and the majority of European countries. One striking difference is the absence of certification legislation in Europe with the exception of the U.K., which introduced a form of certification in 2000. There is also an absence of compulsory unionism and, in fact, Europe constitutes an entire "right-to-work" area, as the right to join and not to join a trade union is guaranteed under the European Convention of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Because of this, in most European states the proportion of workers who are union members is much lower than the proportion who are covered by collective bargaining (Adams, 1995, p. 78). 





In place of these two props of American unionism, European unions have relied on a series of other supports. In most countries there are strong guarantees of freedom of association and the right to strike, and in France there is a legal duty for employers to initiate bargaining with unions, annually on pay and hours and every five years on job classification (Adams, 1995, p. 177). Two additional mechanisms appear to be particularly important in bolstering union security in most European countries. The first is the structure of multi-employer bargaining itself which arguably reduces the incentive for employers to avoid trade unionism (Freeman, 1990, p. 316). Moreover, in countries such as Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, and the Netherlands, the effect of bargaining structure is reinforced by statutory procedures that allow the extension of collective agreements to nonsignatory firms by ministerial or judicial decree. This arrangement further reduces the scope for companies to escape from joint regulation and expresses state support for collective bargaining. As a consequence, renowned anti-union companies, like the McDonald's Corporation, have been required to pay union negotiated rates of pay (Royle, 1999a). 





The second support is the system of statutory works councils. Although originally opposed by unions, works councils have been captured by union representatives and provide a channel for union voice at enterprise level in most European countries. They are not equivalent to the employee involvement schemes that have been used to supplant union representation in the U.S. Employers cannot avoid or "decertify" works councils, and although councils generally have a legal duty to co-operate, they also have legal rights to information, consultation, and (in some countries) co-determination. The latter effectively is a right of veto over certain types of management decisions and has been used by German unions, in particular, to extend influence over work organization and personnel management within large companies (Wever, 1995). As with legal regulation, therefore, there has been integration across much of Europe of the statutory and union-based systems of worker representation, and this has allowed unions to secure their position within the economy. This integrated system of worker representation, moreover, has undergone further elaboration in recent years. There has been a devolution of bargaining functions to works councils under the pressure for greater flexibility, particularly in patterns of working time, and at European level large multinationals have been required to accept European works councils since 1996. The latter have only limited powers and lack the crucial right of co-determination, and research indicates that they are often employer-dominated (Royle, 1999b; Wills, 2000a). Nevertheless they have provided a unique opportunity for transnational union activity within large companies, which in at least some cases has led to the emergence of cross-border union networks and the negotiation of international company agreements (Lecher and RYb, 1999; Martinez et al., 2000). 





Both of these additional mechanisms indicate continued state support for trade unionism in Western Europe. The only exception is the U.K., and even here there are signs of revival under the Labour Government elected in 1997. This situation contrasts sharply with the U.S. where labor policy has been effectively anti-union for much of the postwar period and which has tolerated and even abetted the long assault on labor by American business (Adams, 1995, pp. 56-57). In Europe unions enjoy greater security because they enjoy greater political acceptance. This, in turn, is partly a product of the stronger social democratic tradition and the mutual support of the political and industrial wings of the labor movement. However, it is also a function of the nature of European conservatism, which in the guise of Christian democracy has been much more accepting of organized labor than its U.S. (and U.K.) counterpart. It is acceptance of social partnership by Christian democracy, moreover, that has allowed the attachment of labor to the project of European integration and allowed European social policy to furnish unions with new means of security. 





The evidence from Europe indicates that institutions matter and that the different form of European trade unionism has allowed it to generate a broader range of positive effects within the economy and wider society. A general lesson that might be drawn from this for American labor is that attempts at revival should embrace not just the revitalization but also the reconfiguration of the labor movement. And, indeed, this is recognized in the various calls for a "new unionism" within the U.S. (Heckscher, 1988; Rogers, 1995; Wever, 1998). It also implies that the long-term objective of American labor ought to be to achieve a new political settlement and stronger institutions of union security. 





There may also be more specific lessons that can be extracted from Europe and several current proposals for reviving American labor parallel aspects of European experience. Thus, Heckscher and others have called for the direct provision of security and labor market services to a more contingent work force (Dean, 1998; Heckscher, 1999). Cobble (1994) and Wial (1994) have urged the revival of multi-employer bargaining and there have also been calls for a more "encompassing" unionism in the U.S., with a stronger AFL-CIO and the reallocation of resources from the organized to the unorganized (Cobble, 1997; Waldinger et al., 1998). Finally, there is widespread dissatisfaction with the existing arrangements for certification that has led some commentators to recommend an American version of the statutory works council as an alternative (Adams, 1995, p. 176; Fairris, 1997, pp. 185-9). 





It is this specific suggestion that may have most value. Statutory councils could fit readily into the decentralized pattern of industrial relations in the U.S. and could allow both the closing of the yawning representation gap and union access to nonunion firms. Moreover, works councils invest rights in citizens, not unions, and are thereby less easily tarred as "special interests" by the opponents of worker participation. Clearly any transfer of works councils to North America would have to be carefully framed to ensure that councils had real power to regulate management decision and that they supported and did not supplant union representation and collective bargaining. These requirements have been satisfied elsewhere, however, and a truly radical reconfiguration of American labor might embrace this alternative, but complementary, means of worker representation. 





III. Learning from America: Labor As a Social Movement 


After visiting the U.S., the leadership of the British Trades Union Congress (TUC) established an Organising Academy in 1998 modelled loosely on the Organizing Institute of the AFL-CIO (Heery, 1998). Individual unions in Britain, including the steelworkers, communications workers, graphical and paper workers, and the transport workers, have also been influenced by recent U.S. experience and the "organizing model" pioneered by the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) (Heery et al., 2000b; Wills, 2000b). Elsewhere in Europe attempts to transfer American practice have not occurred but interest is rising and for the first time in many years there is an appreciation that European labor can learn from America. 





The focus of European interest is the "new" American labor movement, associated with the Sweeney leadership of the AFL-CIO. To European observers the distinguishing feature of the new movement in the U.S. is the attempt to revitalize labor by rediscovering its origins as a social movement. This attempt, in turn, has found expression in a series of changes in union activity (Bronfenbrenner et al., 1998; Mort, 1998; Nissen, 1999). First and most obviously is the renewed commitment to organizing, which encompasses not just recruitment and the search for certification but a broader attempt to mobilize workers and develop sustainable workplace organization. Faced with an extremely hostile environment in which to operate, U.S. unions appear to be focusing their effort on developing internal resources of power in the form of a renewed capacity to organize workers and mobilize them in protest, campaigns, and disputes. Second, and related to the goal of mobilization, is the seemingly deliberate use of a new, explicitly moral discourse through which issues can be framed and provide the basis for collective action. What is immediately striking to a European observer of the new labor movement is the language of "dignity," "justice," and "respect" at work and the associated denigration of "corporate America." Third, is an emphasis on the inclusiveness of organized labor and a readiness to extend organization downwards, beyond the traditional core to immigrants, marginal, and contingent workers. The new movement has embraced a strategy of "enlargement" (Wever, 1998), in which the constituency of labor is extended to encompass the previously marginalized interests of women, minorities, and the poor. Fourth, is a further extension of the range of union activity beyond the worksite to embrace community activism and alliances with nonlabor organizations, partly in order to support organizing and other workplace campaigns but also to generate a broader movement on behalf of "working families." Fifth, and notwithstanding the pre-presidential election negotiations with Al Gore, has been a switch in the style of political activity from "insider" methods, based on routinized interaction with state agencies, to "outsider" methods, based on protest and popular mobilization (McIlroy, 2000, p. 3). The campaigning style and allusion to the civil rights movement of the 1960s is another striking feature of the new movement to a European observer. 





These changes are incomplete and contested, and their degree of success in reviving the fortunes of American labor remains uncertain. They may also prove problematic in certain respects. It is unclear whether mobilizing social-movement unionism is appropriate to all employees, and the expanding ranks of managerial and professional labor, in particular, may require other forms if they are to be unionized. It is also unclear if it is appropriate to all employers. The new movement is relentlessly adversarial but the organized segment of the U.S. economy has seen its own experiments with partnership and mutual gains bargaining (Kochan and Osterman, 1994). The increasing diversity of management strategies within national economies (Katz and Darbishire, 2000), may imply diversity of union strategies of representation. 





Despite these caveats the emergence of the new American labor movement is one of the most heartening developments on the international labor scene of the past two decades. Its relevance to European labor lies in a series of general and more specific lessons. Perhaps the primary general lesson is the need to invest in the renewal of the labor movement. European labor movements, like their U.S. counterpart, are in decline and need to take the task of revitalization more seriously. Union density in four of the five largest European economies fell between 1985 and 1995: by 37 percent in France, 18 percent in Germany, 7 percent in Italy, and 28 percent in the U.K. (Ross and Martin, 1999a, p. 17). In the exception, Spain, union density is currently below 20 percent of the employed work force. Decline is due in large part to economic and structural change but many accept that union density is also a function of the level of union investment in organizing. With the partial exception of the U.K. (Heery et al., 2000b), there is little evidence of European labor movements seeking urgently to arrest their decline (Ross and Martin, 1999b). The first general lesson from U.S. experience, therefore, is the need to shift union priorities towards organizing and invest in recruitment and organization. 





There are also a number of subsidiary and specific lessons that can be learned with regard to organizing. What has impressed U.K. trade unionists about U.S. organizing is the systematic way in which it is conducted. The use of dedicated organizers, mapping techniques, house-calling, one-to-one recruitment, issue-based campaigns, and the deliberate identification and development of workplace leaders were rare in Britain but recently have begun to spread (Heery et al., 2000b; Wills, 2000b). There is surely scope for other European labor movements to adopt and apply these techniques in the way that European employers have applied the methods of American business. 





A distinguishing feature of U.S. labor revitalization is the attempt to create fresh resources of power by re-building collective organization and developing alliances with nonlabor institutions and movements. There is a sense of labor renewing its internal capacities because other means of representation are denied it in a hostile environment. In Europe, the environment is not as hostile and labor can draw upon a range of resources in promoting the interests of working people, including institutions like works councils and reservoirs of political support at national and supra-national levels that are absent in the U.S. Nevertheless, European labor has become weaker and is in need of strengthening. This is so, firstly because the institutional inheritance described above is under threat from the forces of deregulation and globalization. The national industrial relations system and broader social settlement in each of the main European democracies has experienced strain in recent years, and if the advances of the postwar decades are to be preserved, labor must find the means to renew itself (Ross and Martin, 1999a, 1999b). 





Another reason is that resources external to labor have become less reliable. While the official discourse of European industrial relations deploys the language of "partnership," there is evidence of European employers becoming less tolerant of unions than in the past. This is most apparent in the U.K. where Thatcher's legislative assault licensed employer derecognition, suppression, and avoidance of unions to a degree that was unimaginable before her election (Claydon, 1996). This kind of assault has not been experienced elsewhere, though even in Sweden and Germany employers have become more robust in their dealings with unions and there is a growing problem of nonconforming companies that have opted out of industry-wide collective bargaining (Hassel, 1999; Mahon, 1999). 





The unions' political allies have also become less reliable (Ross and Martin, 1999b, pp. 376-9). In Italy and France the collapse of old-style Communism has removed an important means of influence over the political process, while in other European countries social democratic parties have distanced themselves from erstwhile allies. Blair's New Labour is committed to a policy of labor market flexibility and, while it has made some concessions to the unions, has set itself against any revival of neo-corporatism (Taylor, 1997). A similar pattern of party-union interaction can be seen in Germany and Sweden. Again, what this suggests is that unions should have regard to cultivating internal sources of strength to the extent that political influence is attenuated and, indeed, in France and Italy there has been a revival of syndicalist currents within the trade union movement. 





While unions have lost some ground at national level, at European level they continue to be supported by the European Commission. The Commission has actively promoted "social dialogue" between European employers and trade unions and drawn unions into the European legislative process in the manner described above. European-level trade unionism, however, consists of "structure before action" (Turner, 1996), in the sense that European-wide institutions have been created but have little resonance amongst members and are unsupported by collective action and mobilization. The arguable result has been relatively weak European legislation and a failure to exploit fully the opportunities for cross-border union activity provided by European Works Councils (Wills, 2000a). If life is to be breathed into these institutions, European labor needs to develop the attributes of a social movement and apply the kind of strategic campaigning which a revitalized U.S. steelworkers' union developed at Ravenswood (Juravich and Bronfenbrenner, 1999). 





The lessons that European unions can take from the new American labor movement, therefore, are to invest in organizing, apply sophisticated organizing techniques, and so develop internal resources of power at a time when the economic and political context has become less benign. If European labor is to preserve its inheritance and exploit the opportunities afforded by European integration it must undergo a process of revitalization, akin to that which has been launched in the U.S. These lessons are particularly relevant to the U.K., the European case that approximates most closely the U.S. situation. Elsewhere in Europe unions retain considerable influence and access to resources denied American labor. Convergence on a U.S. pattern is unlikely, therefore, but elements of U.S. experience could usefully be transferred. The general lesson, that labor can institute an internal process of renewal and rediscover its social movement origins, has a universal relevance. 





IV. Conclusion: Institution and Movement 


Forty years ago it was common to celebrate the "maturity" of the trade union movement and the fact that an earlier phase of mobilization and protest had given way to routine representation through the institutions of collective bargaining (Flanders, 1968, pp. 38-47; Lester, 1958). With the benefit of hindsight this argument contains both a fundamental insight and a fundamental error. The insight is that the institutionalization of protest has allowed unions to embark on a continuing process of representation that over time has generated cumulative and significant changes in the functioning of capitalist societies. Unions need to become bureaucratic, in the sense of operating through expert representatives, in a routine manner, using a web of procedural and substantive rules if they are to have more than a transient impact. The error is to assume that the creation of institutions of representation is a once-and-for-all achievement. The experience of mature union movements in the intervening forty years indicates that this is not so. The work force has changed and new interests have emerged that are neglected by existing institutions. The environment has also changed and threatened to undermine established forms of representation, most graphically in the U.S. where business and its political allies have turned against unionized industrial relations. 





An opposing perspective can also be traced to the 1960s, one that emphasizes rank-and-file mobilization and the ineffectiveness of established institutions in addressing the core needs of workers (Hyman, 1975). On this view, unions are only effective when they cease to be bureaucratic, the gap between members and representatives is closed, and business and government are challenged through direct action. Again, there is insight and error. The insight is that unions can be renewed through member mobilization and the replacement of existing leaders by those more attuned to changing circumstances and changing needs. The role of new leaders at confederation, union, and local levels in revitalizing American labor provides an example. The error is twofold: to neglect the, albeit flawed but cumulative, achievements of bureaucratic trade unionism and to assume that movement is always a possibility. In fact, workers have a differential capacity for mobilization, and as the sociology of social movements teaches us, it is likely to be an episodic and unpredictable phenomenon. 





My purpose has been to combine the insights of these typically opposed perspectives. Unions require an effective institutional settlement through which they can generate positive outcomes for their members over the longer term. This is exemplified by the situation in the U.S., where it is essential that the current revival of labor results in the reform of the institutions of industrial relations and, in particular, the creation of a new framework of employment law to endow unions with greater security. Labor in Europe has a different need: to preserve a more favorable institutional settlement and ensure its full extension to the supra-national terrain of the European Union. To secure these goals European trade unionism needs to rediscover its capacity for movement and re-generate its internal strength through a new commitment to organizing and mobilization. The combined lesson from both continents is that the revitalization of labor necessarily embraces two elements: institution and movement. 
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