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Preface 

Marc van der Meer 

 

A century ago, the social problem of poverty and poor labour conditions was very different from 

the modern social agenda on work and organisation. Notwithstanding this progress, the European 

Union is still addressing such issues as the creation of good or better jobs, the improvement of the 

quality of working life and the strengthening of social cohesion. Interest associations are granted 

a great deal of responsibility in that process. As a social vanguard, the trade union movement is 

now more than 100 years old. Although undoubtedly successful in its past struggle for economic, 

democratic, industrial and social rights, it is prone to the question of renewal and change.   

 

In 2005, the Dutch Confederation of Trade Unions (FNV) celebrated the centenary of one of its 

founding federations – the Social Democratic Federation, which was established in January 1906. 

This occasion was reason for the Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies (AIAS) to 

concentrate on one key question at its annual conference, namely what kind of trade union will 

characterise or dominate the next hundred years?   

 

During a lively debate, the future of the trade unions movement was first mirrored in the past. 

What can we learn from the developments and changes of the past 100 years? How near is the 

union movement to becoming a European or even a global movement, and what will remain of its 

national organisation and characteristics? It was then discussed how far the social profile of the 

union movement has evolved away from the male industrial and craft-based workforce of the 

beginning, and how attractive or open the unions are to women, young people, ethnic minorities, 

and people with low- or high-level skills. Will it be possible for the unions to remain a 

comprehensive movement, organizing the social solidarity between groups that have very unequal 

power in the labour market? What type of organisation and ideas will characterise the trade 

unions of the 21st century?  

 

This publication brings together the contributions of the various keynote speakers and of the 

participants in the panel discussion. In his introduction, Professor Paul de Beer (AIAS) discerned 

four future models for trade unions, including one in which the unions virtually disappear. 

 

Professor Jelle Visser (AIAS) then analysed the overall decline in trade union density in the 

Western world and suggested to introduce a new kind of trade unionism: ‘Union Lite’. This 
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model – in which members enjoy certain services, and both members and non-members 

communicate via modern IT technology – was later discussed in our panel.  

 

The director of European Trade Union Institute (ETUI), Dr Reiner Hoffmann, pinpointed 

past problems related to resistance from and the veto powers of trade unions in Western Europe 

and the need to find productive answers to various ways of non-standard work organisation in the 

European Union.  

 

Richard Hyman, professor at the London School of Economics, evaluated the position of the trade 

union model in Western societies in light of various external pressures. He concluded that 

globalisation, new forms of work organisation, neo-liberal policies and the process of 

individualisation have severely hit the dominant mode of ‘social-democratic’ unions. According 

to Professor Hyman, unions need to regain their legitimacy, for example in the field of work and 

family balance.  

 

Dr Sjaak van der Velden from the International Institute of Social History highlighted some 

interesting facts about strikes and workers’ mobilisation from a historical perspective. He 

concluded that also in a global economy, internationally coordinated mobilisation can be 

successful, as recently proven by the European dock workers.  

 

Finally, the conference had the privilege of hearing a speech given by the chair of the Dutch trade 

union, Agnes Jongerius. The speech was about the normative considerations of trade unions 

regarding the pitfalls and potentials of the social integration of women, youth and ethnic 

minorities.  

 

This publication also contains the first results of a representative survey carried out among Dutch 

citizens. Marc van der Meer, Roos van Os van den Abeelen and Jelle Visser asked 2000 

respondents about their social concerns and related thoughts on how trade unions should respond 

to various social forms of contrast. Their responses show that the social contrast between ethnic 

groups is at the top of the current social agenda, and that Dutch citizens show substantial support 

for union strategies of wage moderation and pension reform. In a subsequent panel discussion on 

this matter, these issues were taken up by Klaas Pieter Derks, chair of CNV Jongeren (Christian 

Democratic Federation of Youth Employees), Mei-li Vos (chair of Alternatief voor Vakbonden – 



8  

a newly established trade union for atypical workers) and Maarten Keune (European Trade Union 

Institute, Brussels).   

 

The text of this booklet was written by Roos van Os van den Abeelen (Master’s student in 

Sociology) and Trudie Schils (postdoc at AIAS).  

 

On behalf of the conference organisers, I hope that the overview provided in this publication will 

serve as a useful reflection on alternative strategies regarding the future of the trade union 

movement.   

  

Marc van der Meer 

Director of Studies, AIAS  
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Introduction: The trade union movement today 

Paul de Beer 

 

The theme of the ninth annual conference of AIAS, the Amsterdam Institute for Advanced 

Labour Studies, is ‘The new trade union, another 100 years?’ There could not be a more 

appropriate place for this conference to take place than in de Burcht (meaning ‘Castle’), which 

was commissioned by Henri Polak and designed by the famous Dutch architect Berlage. Polak 

was the first chair of the Dutch General Diamond Workers Union (ANDB), the first modern trade 

union in the Netherlands. At Polak’s initiative, fifteen trade unions assembled in this building on 

26 February 1905 and agreed to form a confederation. On 1 January 1906, the Dutch 

Confederation of Trade Unions (NVV) was officially founded. It was only natural that Henri 

Polak should become the first chair of the NVV. The socialist NVV remained the largest Dutch 

trade union confederation until 1976, when it merged with the National Catholic Trade Union 

Movement (NKV), which was founded in 1909, to form the Federation of Dutch Trade Unions 

(FNV).  

 

Despite this short historical background of the Dutch union movement, the emphasis of this 

conference is on the present and, in particular, the future of trade unions. It would be easy to paint 

a gloomy picture of the present situation of trade unions in the Netherlands and many other 

European countries. Union density rates in the Netherlands have been declining slowly but 

steadily since the 1950s, dropping from forty to twenty-five percent. In the past two decades, the 

agenda of collective bargaining has been determined largely by employers, who have pressed for 

wage moderation and flexibilisation. Employers have also regularly questioned whether unions 

are still representative of the workforce, and they have proposed negotiating with works councils 

in the future or even abandoning collective bargaining altogether. Governmental policies since the 

1960s have been dominated by such neo-liberal cures as deregulation and liberalisation.  

 

Nevertheless, if we consider the present position of trade unions in the Netherlands from a 

different angle, we can conclude that they are still firmly embedded in the heart of Dutch 

industrial relations. The coverage rate of collective labour agreements has increased during recent 

decades, such that nearly nine out of every ten employees are currently covered by collective 

agreements. The overwhelming majority of these collective agreements are still concluded by the 

traditional trade unions. The tripartite Social and Economic Council (SER) is still considered the 

most influential advisor to the government in the area of socio-economic issues. Even when the 



10  

government does decline a recommendation of the SER or of the trade unions on an important 

issue, the trade unions are able to organise massive protest, and they often succeed in forcing the 

government to compromise. The largest post-war union demonstration, which was staged two 

years ago in reaction against government proposals to abolish early retirement schemes, is one 

good example. In addition, a recent research project conducted by Erasmus University Rotterdam 

in collaboration with the newspaper de Volkskrant showed that the two hundred most influential 

people outside of the political arena in the Netherlands include five current trade-union officials 

and seven former trade-union leaders.
1
 The current chair of the FNV, Agnes Jongerius, who will 

also address this conference, is considered the fourteenth most influential person and the most 

influential woman in the Netherlands. 

 

In summary, the present situation of the trade-union movement in the Netherlands is rather 

mixed. On the one hand, trade unions clearly remain the most important representative of and 

advocate for the workforce. On the other hand, the trade-union movement has been on the 

defensive for quite a long time now, in the Netherlands as well as in many other countries. What 

is then the future perspective of the trade unions? In which direction should they develop in order 

to reclaim the dominant position that they have previously held? How should they attract new 

members, particularly from among the population of female, young and immigrant workers, 

without losing the support of the old rank and file?  

 

In general, Dutch trade unions face a choice among three models, which are briefly sketched here. 

In the first model, trade unions concentrate on those activities in which they are currently the 

strongest in the Netherlands (i.e., advising and negotiating with the government and with 

employer organisations at the central level). This strategy is likely to result in the further 

deterioration of union membership rates, as it is the most vulnerable to free-riding behaviour. 

Trade unions, therefore, might ultimately come to have no more members than political parties 

have (i.e., only two or three percent of the workforce). Nevertheless, they could try to legitimise 

their role as representatives of all employees through referenda or by organising general elections 

of union representatives. 

 

In the second model, unions try to attract more members by focussing on the provision of 

individual services (e.g., legal advice for work-related conflicts or even consumer services, 

including insurance and mortgage lending). This kind of union services might attract more people 

                                                 
1
 Top 200 meest invloedrijke personen in �ederland, De Volkskrant, 10 juni 2006. 
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who seek membership out of self-interest, thus solving the free-rider problem. In this case, 

however, unions would have to compete with commercial companies that provide the same kinds 

of services. It is doubtful that trade unions would be able to deliver these services at a lower price 

than commercial providers could in the end, unless they could rely on the voluntary contributions 

of traditional union members, who would still want to express their solidarity with other 

employees. The more trade unions focus on self-interested members, however, the less attractive 

they will become to their traditional members, on which they must depend to provide inexpensive 

services. 

 

In the third model, trade unions focus on the common interests of employees with respect to their 

conditions of employment. This is currently the core activity of trade unions (i.e., negotiating 

with individual employers or employers’ organisations with regard to collective labour 

agreements). In this model, unions could try to extend the scope of collective agreements. One 

option would be to include social insurance against the risk of unemployment and disability as a 

part of collective agreements. The unions could also pay more attention to other issues (e.g., 

employee participation, the distribution of capital, employment security), which have been 

somewhat neglected in the past ten or twenty years. One obvious drawback to this option is that it 

would create an emphatic free-rider problem. 

 

It is unlikely that any one of these models can provide the answer to the challenges that trade 

unions are facing today. Perhaps we should also consider a fourth model, in which the trade 

unions simply fade away during the next hundred years. It is not my task, however, to speculate 

about the future of the trade-union movement; that task belongs to our distinguished speakers. 
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The next 100 years: what can we learn from the last 100? 

Jelle Visser  

 

The first major Dutch trade union confederation (Nederlandsch Verbond van Vakvereenigingen; 

NVV) was founded 100 years ago. Between that moment and the present one lies a rich and 

vibrant past – but what can we learn from it? Looking at the current position of trade unions, 

more often than not our interest is focused on the prospects rather than the history of trade unions. 

What does the future hold in store? The prospects may seem grim and some people presume the 

end is nigh. However, the optimists foresee only a moderate crisis. Investigating the past could 

help us to weather the storm.  

 

Looking at the development of membership numbers over time since 1880, as shown in Figure 1, 

the Dutch situation does not appear particularly problematic. Starting at zero and via ups and 

downs, membership has grown to some two million. Nevertheless, there is a large and widening 

gap between the proportion of the members that is employed and the proportion that is retired or 

unemployed. The density rate (i.e. membership expressed as a proportion of the dependent 

working population) may be even more worrying since it has been in decline for quite some time.  

 

Figure 1: Union members and density, 1890-present. 
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In the pre-war period, membership increased, reaching a peak in 1919. This was the case all over 

Europe and expectations were high. As unions were en vogue and received a lot of support, 

visions of radical change flowered. After the economic crisis, the labour movement collapsed, 

partly because of the crisis and partly because they had not yet grasped how to be durable 

organisations.  

 

The historically exceptional period between 1950 and 1980 saw renewed hope for a change and 

massive successes for the labour movement. This phase saw the development of the national 

welfare state and what we in the Netherlands call ‘national corporatism’. This led to highly 

developed internal labour markets and a system of sectored collective agreements. Unions gained 

a well-established position in our society; however, the first ominous signs emerged already in the 

late 1960s / early 1970s. In this respect, I recall a very well known book by Marc van der Vall,2 

who argued that the welfare state has taken over the national functions of unions and that unions 

should focus on the micro and local levels. According to van der Vall, trade unions should 

develop selective incentives to ensure that people remained affiliated with them.  

 

In the 1980s, a steep decline set in and no-one knows how this will develop in the near future. 

Membership is not everything, though. Ten years ago, around the time of the famous ‘Dutch 

miracle’, trade unions in the Netherlands, despite their declining membership, could claim to be 

in good shape. Now, however, the situation is tense and the future uncertain.  

 

There are a number of possibilities for the future. If this declining trend continues, in the end 

somebody will have to shut the door. If the closing of factories and offices where trade unions are 

still active continues, there might even be a rapid collapse, as happened in the early 1980s. I still 

think that there are different possible futures in plural and that the unions themselves can 

determine which future there will be for them. But how can they influence the process? To 

answer this question, one must take into account the different functions unions can have and 

make a realistic analysis of the current situation. 

 

Overall, there are several developments that present trade unions with challenges: 

internationalisation; the restructuring of the economy away from large firms and institutions; the 

erosion of internal labour markets and the increased demand for flexibility; the restructuring of 

                                                 
2
 Van der Vall, M. (1963), De vakbeweging in de welvaartsstaat. Een macro- en micro-sociale analyse. 

Meppel: Boom.  



14  

the welfare state; decentralisation; and Europeanisation. Regarding this last element, Europe has 

not brought trade unions what some expected, and perhaps unions have not yet discovered the 

promises and challenge of Europe integration.  

 

Does the behaviour of specific groups explain the decline of the density rate? I think that the 

answer is ‘no’. The density rate among men has declined and among women it has not risen. 

Looking at age, obviously youths are the least organised. Moreover, density rates in younger birth 

cohorts are declining and the gap with older cohorts is declining. Finally, if one looks at sectors 

and industries, the decline in the formerly well-organised public sectors is sharpest. Except for the 

financial sector where membership was and is low, most sectors show a decline since 1995. Trade 

unions should take this very seriously.   

 

My general argument is that more wide-ranging social, economic and institutional factors explain 

the decline of trade unions. Comparing international trends might help to illustrate this. Belgium 

had a lower density rate before World War II than the Netherlands, but has done much better 

since. In France, the unions currently organise only eight percent of the employees, yet in the 

public sector they are capable of organizing demonstrations and exercising veto power. 

Apparently, membership decline does not have to mean that unions have no power. Nevertheless, 

can a situation of decline prove viable and constructive in the long run? The development of the 

density rate in Germany and in the Netherlands is quite similar. The difference is that the 

Netherlands dipped in the 1980s and Germany did so in the 1990s. Sweden looks good from the 

union point of view. The density rate in the UK shows a huge decline over the past two decades, 

that is, from over 50 per cent in the late 1970s to less than 30 per cent at present. In explaining 

these differences, we have to distinguish between cyclical, structural and institutional factors.  

 

One cyclical factor is unemployment. In general, unemployment eats into trade unions and into 

trade union membership except where the unions provide or administer the social insurances, as 

they do in Sweden and Belgium. The Netherlands worked with such a system before the war. 

This is also why the crisis of trade unions occurred not in 1929 but in 1932. In the first years of 

the economic crisis, trade union membership actually increased. However, since the unions could 

not manage the huge growth in unemployment, the insurance system collapsed. This is in fact the 

Achilles heel of the union-managed insurance system.  
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The erosion of the internal labour markets and the increase in labour market flexibility are among 

the structural factors. Trade unions have not yet found an answer to them. Globalisation is not 

necessarily problematic for trade unions. Look at Sweden, one of the most open economies in the 

world, with huge export and import markets. Nevertheless, there is a highly unionised labour 

market there. A potential structural problem posed by globalisation is the decline of important 

group sanction mechanisms. Some would call this individualisation. One reason to join a union is 

because other people in your social or professional environment are union members. They 

remind you of your duty, that you should be a union member if you want to be a worker in good 

standing. Currently, the image of a union member is not as good as it used to be.  

 

Among the institutional factors that could support union membership are the union-administered 

insurances system, well-organised workplace representation in the form of works councils, and 

national recognition and coordination.  

 

What should unions do? In a reversal of the truism that you can love others only if you love 

yourself, unions can help themselves only if they can help others. They can only regenerate if 

they address real problems and deliver better solutions to them than others do. In this model – 

which is called ‘value added unionism’ or ‘mutual gains unionism’ – unions should be able to 

solve problems for employers in return for employers improving the position of workers. The 

following are some of the problems unions have solved in the past: increasing productivity; 

disciplining workers; recruitment; monitoring; stabilizing the organisation; and assisting with 

managing the workforce. In return, they obtained good wages as well as employment security and 

protection. This resulted in wage growth and more social protection and security. Unions 

solidarity meant that the strong helped the weak. With the decline of internal labour markets and 

national capitalism, unions must reinvent value added unionism. This will be the key to the recent 

problems unions face, if they are to have a future at all. Trade unions have to ask themselves what 

the current problems for employers are with regard to modes of production. Only if they find 

constructive answers to this question can they be useful in improving the position of workers.    

 

Historically, trade unions have their own goals and values on the basis from which they recruit 

and organise, for example solidarity, fairness and dignity as a human being and as a worker. The 

core functions for unions in the future should be training, ‘flexicurity’ and the new psychological 

contract (i.e. what employers and employees exchange, extraneous to written texts and formal 

agreements, with regard to their expectations for the future). We live in a society with more 
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opportunities, in which one expects people to make more and different choices and transitions in 

the labour market during their working life (e.g. a mid-career change or returning to school as a 

mature student). Many people can use some assistance with regard to employability and planning.  

 

In this respect, I should like to introduce a new model of unionism: ‘Union Lite’. The focal point 

of Union Lite should not be increasing membership. Instead, we should think about why people 

stick with trade unions and bear in mind that they do so for different reasons. There ought to be 

more than one package simply called ‘member’. Some people adhere for insurance purposes, 

some for networks to create more employability and others for collective bargaining. Thus, 

membership can have different shapes, prices and lengths. Certainly, this is very different from 

the original structures of trade unions, but since we live in the era of computers we should be able 

to manage.  

 

In conclusion, the core business should still be the negotiation of collective agreements or 

agreements on such other issues as insurances. These negotiations must be institutionalised 

through elections rather than membership referenda, since unions represent less than a fifth of all 

workers (and a mere tenth of the workers in some sectors). Other core businesses could be 

providing training and supportive services to works councils or local partnerships. We can 

modernise our means of communication by leaving the old conferences aside and focusing on the 

Internet and other modern forms of communication. In addition, trade unions must organise 

elections, deliberations, discussions about what union policy should be about, face-to-face 

networks, and demonstrations. Last and (if it were it up to me) also least, they should be able to 

bring people out in.  
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Lessons, challenges and opportunities for the European trade union movement 

Reiner Hoffmann  

 

In this presentation, I will concentrate on challenges and developments in the labour market, as 

well as on what they mean for trade unions.
3
 I will also focus on globalisation and, in particular, 

Europeanisation, along with the implications of these processes for trade unions. How should 

unions operate and defend the interests of workers in a globalised economy and, more 

specifically, on the integrated European market? We must remember that trade unions started at 

the local level, here in Amsterdam one hundred years ago. It took several decades for them to 

establish themselves, first at the sectoral level and thereafter at the national level. The most 

important question currently concerns whether trade unions are capable of developing further and 

whether they will be able to overcome national barriers in the globalised economy. Later in my 

presentation, I will discuss several explanations on why I think this is necessary, but I will begin 

with a discussion of developments within the labour market of the European Union. 

 

Several characteristics make it difficult for today’s trade unions to continue the activities of their 

past. Throughout most of modern history, unions have operated within a relatively homogeneous 

labour force. Circumstances changed, however, with the transition from a ‘Fordist’ economy to a 

service economy or knowledge-based society. The labour market is currently undergoing further 

segmentation and erosion. Although these developments do pose a number of risks, they offer 

opportunities as well. Unions must learn this important lesson: changes in the labour market tend 

to be accompanied by ‘a pluralisation of life styles’. Unions in some countries (e.g., the 

Netherlands) have done a better job in specific policy areas than have labour movements in other 

countries (e.g., Germany, Italy and France). The traditional concept of work is changing, and 

trade unions can no longer base their policies on the permanent or standard employment contract. 

The labour market now demands more flexibility, and new types of labour contracts (e.g., 

temporary workers) are emerging. 

 

In recent decades, female labour-force participation has been increasing in all countries. As 

reflected in their membership and density, trade unions have been weak in organising women. 

While trade-union membership among women has increased during the same period, union 

density continues to be lower for women than it is for men in most countries. Only the trade 

                                                 
3
 See Waddington, J. and Hoffmann, R. (2000), Trade unions in Europe: Facing challenges and searching 

for solutions, Brussels: European Trade Union Institute. 
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unions in the Nordic countries and Ireland have achieved equal rates of membership among 

women and men. The recruitment and organisation of larger numbers of women is thus a key 

priority for trade unions in many countries . 

 

A number of shifts have occurred in the sectoral composition of employment. For example, the 

number of workers in agriculture and industry has declined in most European countries, while the 

number of workers in commercial and non-commercial services has grown. Nonetheless, trade 

unions continue to be based primarily on the industrial structures of the 1950s and 1960s (i.e., 

with membership concentrated in manufacturing). A number of reorganisations and mergers have 

taken place; in most of these cases, however, trade unions have not followed a strategic approach 

in this respect in order to deal with new structures in the labour market. Mergers and re-

organisations have occurred primarily in response to the financial crisis and the internal 

weaknesses of trade unions. Unfortunately, these reorganisations and mergers have yet to increase 

membership. For example, the Vereinte Dienstleistungsgewerkschaft (VER.DI) was established 

four years ago in Germany, as a federation of five individual trade unions. At its founding, 

VER.DI had 4.2 million members; today, membership has declined by about three hundred 

thousand. 

 

Together with these trends, labour market statistics for recent decades show a large increase in 

part-time work. Data for France, Germany and Italy, however, reveal that very few union 

members work part-time. The most likely explanation is that trade unions have traditionally been 

ideologically opposed to part-time work. They have ignored the possibility that part-time work 

can also be a voluntary choice for a certain time in specific circumstances (e.g., when caring for 

children or other dependents). People like to choose; they like to have different options. Trade 

unions must respond to such new realities rather than ignoring them. In many countries, unions 

are obviously facing high unemployment, and this is one of their greatest concerns. Workers are 

facing uncertainty, and the power balance has shifted in favour of companies. Many are anxious 

about the prospect of trade-union membership, as this could negatively affect their job 

opportunities. 

 

Trade unions are also facing a number of more general problems, including the ageing of the 

population and the workforce. For example, the average age of German members is 

approximately fifty, even though the average age of the workforce is about forty. The workforce 

is ageing, but the labour movement is ageing even more. 
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A number of additional challenges concern company policies. The work councils 

(ondernemingsraad) in the Netherlands, the employee committees (Betriebsrat) in Germany and 

the shop stewards in the UK illustrate the diversity that exists in Europe regarding the 

representation of workers at the company level. In addition to challenges that are posed by these 

differences, trade unions are no longer in a position to impose their policies on works councils. 

The current situation roughly reflects the reverse, and trade unions must take the perspective of 

the works councils into account. What is the specific situation at the company level? What can 

trade unions do to offer the specific services that are necessary to defend the interests of workers? 

This new concept stands in sharp contrast to the issues of the past.  

 

In summary, trade unions must currently deal with a workforce that is more diverse. They must 

shift their recruitment priorities away from their traditional areas of strength to the areas in which 

employment is growing. One of the main problems that unions must face involves the difficulties 

associated with addressing their policies towards young people and women. It is much more 

difficult to recruit workers from these and other groups within today’s diversified workforce than 

it was previously to recruit the ‘traditional’ white male workers within a largely homogeneous 

workforce. Members of these under-represented groups must also have the opportunity to 

participate in the organisation itself. Bargaining policies are of considerable importance. For 

example, Dutch unions have been able to organise a much higher percentage of part-time workers 

than unions in other countries have, largely because the Dutch unions had already begun 

considering this issue in their bargaining strategies in the early 1980s.  

 

In addition to these national-level developments, another challenge has arisen with regard to the 

ways in which trade unions have responded to the context of further globalisation and 

Europeanisation. Are unions now capable of going beyond lip service every first of May? They 

must, as international solidarity is now even more important than ever. This raises the question of 

what the most appropriate responses to these processes might be. 

 

With regard to the response of organised labour at the global level, a new international labour 

organisation will result from the impending merger between the International Confederation of 

Trade Unions (ICFTU) and the World Confederation of Labour (WCL) in November 2006. This 

unification is a necessary response to the challenges that exist at the global level. Within the 

European context, the founding of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) in 1973 was 
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also a response to the process of European integration. There are currently eighty-one affiliates 

from thirty-six countries. Each of these figures reflects a unique phenomenon. The number of 

national affiliates shows that the ETUC is not restricted to European borders, as it includes more 

than the twenty-five official member states. Several affiliates are from non-EU member states, 

including Norway and Switzerland, as well as Turkey, Morocco and Romania. Moreover, the 

eighty-one affiliates reflect the fact that a certain level of trade-union diversity exists in most 

European countries, and this is certainly true of the Netherlands. In contrast, some other countries 

have a single umbrella organisation. The Trade Union Congress (TUC) in the UK and the 

Deutscher GewerkschaftsBund (DGB) in Germany are two examples. The most important 

question, however, continues to concern whether the ETUC is capable of acting within a 

European perspective and creating solidarity across the borders or whether they will remain a 

‘paperwork tiger’ (as Franz Steinkuehler, the former president of IG Metall, once said). To some 

extent, they have indeed remained a paperwork tiger, producing an abundance of papers, 

commentaries and responses to the European institutions in the areas in which they have 

established an enormous number of European laws. The ETUC must respond to this situation and 

be able to influence policies in the same way that trade unions have traditionally done at the 

national level.  

Despite these challenges, the ETUC has also developed the capacity to become a real European 

social actor in at least two areas. The first is related to the traditional core function of unions: 

negotiating with employers. Although the ETUC has already engaged in its first negotiations with 

UNICE (Union of Industrial and Employers' Confederations of Europe) and CEEP (European 

Centre of Enterprises with Public Participation and of Enterprises of General Economic Interest),  

the results to date have been quite limited. This might be due to the contradictory fact that 

employers’ organisations apparently have an interest in and preference for decentralisation, while 

the ETUC attempts to centralise regulations and negotiate with employers on specific issues at the 

European level. In the field of telework, for example, the ETUC signed an agreement with 

European employers organisations in 2002. Given that this agreement is voluntary and was not 

negotiated under the shadow of European law, the implementation on the national level differs to 

a great extent between Member States and is influenced by different national traditions and 

practices. With regard to the sectoral level, the Sectoral Social Dialogue offers more concrete 

examples. In subjects such as training & life-long learning, health & safety, and gender equality 

we have realised inter-professional agreements at the sectoral level. Employers are willing to 

negotiate and achieve constructive results with European industry federations since their self-
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interest in these matters is apparent. Nevertheless, the implementation at the national level 

remains problematic because not all of the relevant actors in the Member States are aware of the 

existence of certain agreements. 

Within the emerging European labour market, the ETUC must develop into a responsible 

negotiating partner, although this will also depend on the strength of national trade unions. The 

ETUC cannot compensate for the weaknesses of national affiliates as long as they continue to 

lose bargaining power at the national, sectoral and company levels. This remains an important 

factor in the success of negotiations with employers’ organisations at the European level. For 

example, the success of negotiations concerning fixed-term contracts and part-time work depends 

on the agendas of national affiliates. As long as the ETUC and national affiliates are not able to 

synchronise their bargaining agendas, the influence and power of the ETUC will be limited. 

 

With respect to European integration and the future of trade unions (or, more specifically, the 

future of ETUC), we are both a participant in and a prisoner of the current debate. Europe should 

not only be about trade liberalisation and creating a free trade area to increase competitiveness 

and economic progress. It is our task to show this to the people of Europe. To give an example, in 

December last year the executive committee meeting of the ETUC focused on two decisive 

subjects: the Services Directive and the transitional periods for workers from new Member States. 

On the latter subject, we argued that the proposed instrument – namely to extend the period by 

three years for workers from new Member States – was not appropriate to shape European labour 

markets. The free movement of workers should belong to all citizens, including those of the new 

Member States. Some trade union representatives from the old Member States were reluctant to 

accept this position. An hour later, we talked about the Services Directive. Almost every union 

leader from the old Member States said they expected that union representatives from the new 

countries would be in favour of the ETUC position on the 'Bolkestein directive', since the 

competitive advantage would be for only a limited period of time. Of course, matters were more 

complicated than that. Different states have varying interest, but these do not seem to be 

incommensurable and by working together we can avoid adopting the lowest common dominator. 

By the end of the meeting, the ETUC was able to speak with one voice. All Member States  

supported the ETUC standpoint that the proposed directive was unacceptable if it would result in 

unfair competition, a race to the bottom regarding social and environmental issues and an erosion 

of workers rights. It seemed important to deal with these two questions  in one executive meeting 
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since it became clear that solidarity between workers of all European countries is needed in the 

accomplishment of a united Europe with a strong social dimension.    

 

One area, where some progress is reached,  is the goal of achieving European-wide coordination, 

particularly within the context of the monetary union. Achieving European-wide agreement is not 

the primary objective; the most important goal is to avoid regulatory competition between 

countries, which could result in decreasing wages and deteriorating working conditions. We have 

considerable experience in this regard (e.g., the Doorn project, which involved trade unions from 

the Benelux countries and Germany who exchange information on recent developments and 

challenges regarding collective bargaining), and some of these experiences have been more 

successful than others have been. The ETUC must learn lessons from the past and take further 

steps. If they do not, there will be no alternative to severe competition on the European scale. 

 

Another area in which the ETUC is demonstrating that it has become a social actor at the 

European level is the fact that there are now more than seven hundred works councils in multi-

national companies with more than one thousand employees and in national-level factories with 

more than fifty employees. Nonetheless, the experiences have been mixed in this regard as well. 

On the one hand, as a trade union, the ETUC consults with European institutions (most notably 

with the European Commission) concerning the possible modification of the European Works 

Councils Act. On the other hand, we must remember that more than two thousand companies 

throughout Europe are currently covered by this law; it is the responsibility of the ETUC to 

ensure that a European works council is present in each of these companies to shape and possibly 

influence company policies, in addition to preventing the re-allocation of production. This goal 

has been achieved in several cases, again with varying results. The ETUC must develop and 

influence regulations within companies, particularly on a European or even global scale. 

Ambition and commitment are needed to create and extend instruments for achieving this result.  

 

Two final considerations should be noted. First, trade unions must currently respond to a much 

more fragmented and individualised labour force, in which many workers, particularly the young, 

are not always as averse to risk as is generally assumed; they are in search of new opportunities. 

Trade unions must certainly support these workers in their efforts. Second, trade unions should be 

aware that their achievements must extend from the national to the European and global contexts 

if they wish to remain relevant as social actors over the next hundred years. 
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Ideas and organisation: will the 3 models of trade unions combine in the future? 

Richard Hyman    

 

I am delighted to have been invited to speak at this celebration of the centenary of the founding of 

the NVV (Nederlands Verbond van Vakverenigingen), the main forerunner of today’s FNV. We 

owe an enormous debt to the pioneers who founded our movement, and bear a similar 

responsibility to sustain the vision, which inspired them in the very different environment of the 

twenty-first century. And to do so we must understand current changes and decide which of the 

original trade union principles were core values that must be sustained, which were tactical 

preferences that may need revision. 

 

In this presentation I will first set out three ‘ideal types’ of trade union identity, and the ways in 

which they have converged over the past century. Then I will briefly discuss the crisis facing the 

hybrid model of European trade unionism which exists today. Finally I will explore how unions 

might reconfigure their ideas and organisation to meet the challenges of the new century. 

 

From opposing models of trade unionism to a social-democratic synthesis 

 

The title to which I have been asked to speak refers by implication to a book I wrote a few years 

ago, Understanding European Trade Unionism.
4
 It outlined three stylised models of trade 

unionism, each with a distinct orientation to the economy and society. The first was the Anglo-

American model of ‘business unionism’. From this perspective, the task of trade unions was 

simply to represent the economic interests of their members, primarily through collective 

bargaining with employers. Famously, when Samuel Gompers, the American union leader of 

Dutch origin, was asked what were the objectives of the union movement he replied simply: 

‘more’. This epitomises the central idea of business unionism; as Perlman argued in his Theory of 

the Labor Movement,
5
 it was the task of unions to concentrate on defending workers’ immediate 

employment interests, while broader social and political projects were misguided.  

 

A second ideal type was radical or revolutionary trade unionism, collective action as a form of 

anti-capitalist resistance. As Engels defined it, unions were – or should become – ‘schools of 

war’, mobilising and preparing workers for fighting the class struggle. By the beginning of the 

                                                 
4
 Hyman, R. (2001), Understanding European trade unionism: Between market, class and society, Sage. 

5
 Perlman, S. (1928) The Theory of the Labor Movement, Macmillan. 
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twentieth century there were many rival variants of this perspective: marxist, anarchist, 

syndicalist and so on. Most of the founders of the NVV a century ago adhered to one or other of 

these visions of trade unionism as part of a movement for the abolition of capitalism.  

 

The third model developed from catholic social doctrine at the end of the nineteenth century, very 

much as a reaction to growing working-class support for the socialist call to class struggle. It 

endorsed the idea that workers should be organised collectively, in order to counteract the social 

dislocation associated with a purely market economy, but rejected all ideas of class antagonism. 

Rather, unions should provide a vehicle for workers to collaborate more effectively with 

employers, to facilitate their integration within society and to humanise the evolution of a 

capitalist economy. In the Netherlands, this conception lay behind the formation of what became 

the NKV (Nederlands Katholiek Vakverbond), which joined the NVV in 1976 to form the FNV. 

 

In some ways, there has always been a triangulation between these three organising principles of 

trade unionism. I term these the orientations to the market, towards class and towards an organic 

and functionally integrated society. Historically, however, a pure model of any of these three 

types was very difficult if not impossible to sustain; and as trade unions became organisationally 

established, the ideological visions which inspired their initial identities became blurred. Hence 

what one tended to see in Europe during the twentieth century was a convergence of different 

models towards variants of one hybrid model of European trade unionism. There emerged a 

social-democratic synthesis, as I explain below.  

 

Business unionism – ‘pure and simple’ unionism, as it was sometimes called – could not in 

practice abstain from political involvement. It became clear in Britain at the end of the nineteenth 

century, and in the USA several decades later, that there was an inevitable political environment 

for unions’ bargaining activities. First of all, unions had to be concerned with the legal framework 

of their existence and activity: the rights to organise, to bargain and to strike. Subsequently, as 

governments assumed the role of economic managers, it became clear that unions needed to 

influence macroeconomic policy in order to maintain a favourable labour market for their 

activities; and as welfare states developed, social policy also became an important part of union 

‘business’. 

 

For its part, insurgent trade unionism in most countries moderated its practice if not at first its 

rhetoric. Anti-capitalist struggle gradually became a subject for weekend conference platforms 
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while the mundane work of representation and negotiation occupied the working week. Social 

democracy, originally a revolutionary creed, became explicitly reformist in the early twentieth 

century; only communists, in most countries a minority of union activists, still regarded unions as 

a potential vehicle of revolution. And even before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the rise of 

Eurocommunism had converted majority communist parties and unions – notably in Italy – to a 

form of social democracy. 

 

In the case of christian trade unionism, the original anti-socialist enthusiasms soon waned as 

authentic working-class leaders freed themselves from control by the church hierarchies and 

sought to prove that they were not merely ‘yellow’ tools of the bosses. Subsequently, such unions 

in most cases formally abandoned their explicit religious identity. At international level, this was 

symbolised by the refoundation of the Christian IFCTU as the World Confederation of Labour in 

1968, with effectively a socialist programme. This change was partly driven by the decision of the 

majority of the French catholic CFTC to adopt a new secular identity as the Confédération 

française démocratique du travail (CFDT). A similar trend to ‘deconfessionalisation’ (perhaps 

linked to the weakening of verzuiling) may help explain the willingness of NKV to merge with 

NVV. In Europe today, explicitly christian trade unions exist only as usually small minority 

organisations, with the single exception of the ACV (Algemeen Christelijk Vakverbond) in 

Belgium.
6
  

 

To summarise this brief historical sketch: in many ways, all European trade unions of any 

significance have tended to become some kind of social-democratic organisation. This is 

symbolised by the evolution of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), which was 

founded by the European affiliates of the ICFTU (International Confederation of Free Trade 

Unions), almost all of which defined their identities in social-democratic terms. The main (ex-) 

christian trade unions were soon allowed to affiliate, followed by the (ex-) communist 

organisations, first Italian, then Spanish and Portuguese, and finally French. Three once opposing 

models of trade unionism have become synthesised.  

 

But although a social-democratic consensus now seems to exist as the basis for European trade 

unionism, it also seems to be a model in crisis. I will discuss this crisis below. 

                                                 
6
 In checking its web site (in both Dutch and French) I see that today the union uses only its initials, not the 

full name, and that the word ‘christian’ appears nowhere in its publicity. In effect, a process of tacit 

secularisation has occurred. 
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The crisis of European trade unionism 

 

My discussion of the crisis confronting European trade unionism will be brief, not only because I 

have no wish to cast a pall of gloom over a celebratory occasion, but also because the issues have 

been extensively explored and debated elsewhere, including by many of those of us here today. I 

will simply highlight what I see as four key challenges to which unions have to respond, but to 

which effective responses are extremely hard to articulate. 

 

The first is conventionally known as ‘globalisation’. This is an elusive concept, in practice 

referring to a diverse range of developments over the past two decades, but it can serve as a useful 

shorthand for the challenge of the increasingly transnational dynamics of production and capital 

movements. Unions, which originated within a nationally mandated political and economic 

terrain, have faced severe difficulties when progressively more and more of the key decisions 

affecting their members are taken outside national boundaries. Industrial relations systems have 

hitherto involved national trade unions negotiating with national employers. If the most powerful 

employers are now multinational corporations, and if national government policy is constrained 

by inter-governmental agreements, how can unions still exert effective influence over 

employment conditions? 

 

A second, also ambiguous and contested development, is commonly known as ‘post Fordism’. To 

make the point starkly, the traditional worker with a standard employment contract – working 

full-time, five days a week, with the reasonable expectation of continued employment until 

retirement – is a vanishing species. There has been a substantial growth in most countries of 

‘atypical’ forms of employment, diverse in character but all adapted to the needs of employers for 

a ‘flexible’ workforce. This poses significant difficulties for trade union organisations which have 

traditionally founded their recruitment base on the workforce with a ‘normal’ employment 

relationship (typically male manual workers, one may add). Commonly, unions have resisted the 

introduction of different modalities of employment (even though we may note that women 

encumbered with the prevalent unequal distribution of domestic responsibilities may well 

welcome the opportunities provided by part-time jobs). But if the new structure of ‘post-Fordist’ 

employment is very different from the old, how can unions recruit, and represent effectively, the 

new categories of worker? 
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Thirdly, in much of Europe in the decades following the end of the second world war, social 

democracy was the dominant political ideology. Systematic economic planning, linked to 

Keynesian demand management, was broadly accepted – even by many conservative parties – as 

the recipe for growth and full employment. The state also had a duty to protect the vulnerable 

through an expanding system of public welfare. Trade unions were able to engage, in effect, in 

collective bargaining at the level of the state, agreeing to refrain from exploiting their 

advantageous labour market position in return for an appropriate share in growing prosperity. 

Social democracy was popular when it provided a virtuous circle of material benefits; but with the 

coincidence from the 1970s of slow growth, high unemployment and in many countries high 

inflation, the credibility of the old prescriptions was undermined. Keynesianism no longer seems 

to work, and the neo-liberal answer is that less, not more state intervention is needed to restore 

competitiveness in a globalised, post-Fordist world. The watchword is deregulation. Even social-

democratic parties have accepted much of the logic of the neo-liberal position. In this 

environment, trade unions seem increasingly impelled to engage in concession bargaining – with 

employers and with governments – as a means of damage limitation. Previously, unions could say 

to workers, ‘join us and we will improve your standards’, now they have to say (in effect), 

‘without us you will be even worse off’. This is not a very effective rallying cry. 

 

The fourth challenge is the growth of individualism. This is a trend which can be exaggerated: 

there is no necessary contradiction between sensitivity to one’s individual identity and interests, 

and seeing oneself also as part of a collective. Indeed I often say that some of my best friends are 

individuals. Trade unions have always had to work to build solidarity among a differentiated 

workforce. But arguably, many workers once possessed relatively spontaneous collective 

identities: they lived and work in the same localities, so that workmates were also neighbours, and 

they tended to engage in the same social activities outside work. In this sense, trade union 

organisation needed only to formalise pre-existing collective relations. This is no longer the case, 

while post-Fordism has increased the differentiation between different categories of worker. 

Unions thus have to work far harder to build a collective consciousness.  

 

These four challenges have hit trade unions hard. Social-democratic trade unionism seemed suited 

to a type of worker, a type of economy, and a political environment which are now history. The 

rhetoric of the past seems outdated. So unions in virtually every European country have been 

losing members, gradually in some cases, rapidly in others. New entrants to the workforce rarely 
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join unions; and in some countries, half the current union members will have retired within a 

decade or so.  

 

How can unions respond? One scenario is that of managing decline. It is possible as a trade union 

movement to survive with ten percent of the workforce in membership. If you stick to your 

dwindling core constituency, if you still retain your physical assets and your bank balances, the 

average wealth per member can actually increase as your organisation goes down. Not collapsing 

in a dramatic way but becoming increasingly marginal to economic and social life. Unions in 

some countries appear, perhaps not deliberately, to be following this path. But is there a better 

alternative? 

 

Unions in the new century: a new synthesis of ideas and organisation? 

 

Can we find a new way of synthesising some of the traditional values, aspirations and 

achievements of trade unionism within the modern context? I return to the three dimensions of 

market, class and society. When we consider the market, it is clear today that capitalism has many 

forms, some more damaging than others.
7
 Those of us who in the past thought there was a 

alternative to capitalism have in the main concluded that this is not on the immediate agenda, and 

that at least it is worthwhile trying to defend relatively civilised varieties of capitalism against 

casino capitalism, against capitalism run wild. In effect, this is what the ETUC is attempting at 

European level, and most national unions too. This is a retreat from our socialist ideals, but for 

the moment perhaps the best that unions can expect is to keep the capitalist market as far as 

possible under social control. 

 

When we consider the class dimension, it is important to recognise that workers have far more 

diverse identities than in the past. There is no such thing as ‘the worker’, even as an ideal type, 

and the vocabulary of class no longer has much resonance with most employees. Still, I am old-

fashioned enough to think that trade unions should not abandon the whole concept of class 

struggle. They should only do so when capitalism abandons the practice of class struggle, and in 

many respects capitalists today are more ruthless class warriors than their predecessors. But 

certainly class in itself is not enough. Trade unions have to be sensitive to such differences as 

                                                 
7
 See for example Hall, P. and Soskice, D. (2001) Varieties of Capitalism: The Institutional Foundations of 

Comparative Advantage, Oxford University Press. 
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gender, ethnicity, or age. Some trade unions in Europe (and the rest of the world) have done 

better than others in adapting their policies and publicity to the realities of diversity.  

 

Marxists used to say that the workers have no country, but this is manifestly untrue; most 

workers, and most trade unionists, define themselves in primarily national terms. Yet in a 

globalised world, international trade union solidarity is not a luxury but a necessity. In 1924 Edo 

Fimmen, a great Dutch international trade union leader, wrote that unionists are very good at 

making speeches about international solidarity, but in practice are nationalist in their actions. By 

contrast, capitalists ‘do not pass pious resolutions about international class solidarity. 

Nevertheless, they think and act internationally.’
8
 This is even more true today; and effective 

internationalism requires unions actually to believe, and convince those they represent, that 

solidarity is in their own long-term interests.  

 

To turn finally to the societal dimension: our societies are increasingly fragmented, have lost 

many of the traditional foundations of cohesion. There is a growing division between those who 

have done well out of the get-rich-quick opportunities of the new economy, those still doing 

reasonably but feeling increasingly insecure, and those who are socially marginalised and 

alienated. This can result in growing social violence and support for repressive and authoritarian 

solutions. Some of the traditional bases of social integration are indeed incompatible with modern 

values such as autonomy and self-expression. A major task – and also opportunity – for trade 

unions is to help redefine social solidarity, to constitute a force for cohesion based on social 

justice. This means above all that trade unions are key civil society actors in a problematic 

position. It is quite common to pose a distinction between trade unions on the one side and NGOs 

(non-governmental organisations) on the other. Yet unions themselves are (or should be) NGOs. 

They have a key role to perform in representing the less advantaged and less privileged, but they 

do not have a monopoly. This is something trade unions have often found difficult to accept; too 

rarely have they built genuine alliances with other social organisations and social movements – 

ones which are often far more attractive to the younger generation than the unions themselves, 

often seen as old and outdated. This is one of the crucial challenges for the labour movement in 

the twenty-first century.  

 

                                                 
8 Fimmen, E (1924) Labour's Alternative: The United States of Europe or Europe Limited. Labour 

Publishing Co.  
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Is the whole theme of today’s conference that we are looking back and saying: ‘this was a 

wonderful century, now we can turn the lights off and go home’? If this centenary is the end of an 

era, it can also be a new beginning. One of the potentially good things about all the damage that 

has been inflicted on trade unions in the last couple of decades is that they have been forced to 

think anew about what was previously taken for granted. Trade unions have very often become 

set in a time-honoured bureaucratic routine managed through time-honoured bureaucratic 

language. This has distanced them from those they seek to recruit and represent. But can they 

again become proactive rather than reactive? Trade unions in most European countries have been 

shaken enough to be looking for new beginnings. A British trade union leader several decades 

ago, a reflective character, often asked at conferences: ‘what are we here for?’. It is a good 

question. Many trade unionists have taken for granted that everyone else should appreciate the 

traditional answer inherited from their predecessors, but it is time to start asking that same 

question again in order to find new answers.  

 

Three final points can be made. Firstly, trade unions are often seen as representing a vested 

interest: those who are already relatively secure in the labour market, and have relatively good 

wages and working conditions; those who are in most cases winners or at least not losers in the 

process of economic restructuring. But unions have to convince themselves and others that they 

are the voice of the majority, that they represent the losers as well as the winners and that they 

want to try to convert the losers into winners.  

 

In the second place, trade unions have to reconsider the relationship between work and life. We 

often hear a rather weak and diluted term, work-life balance, usually meaning policies about 

childcare and parental leave. Such matters are indeed important, but that is not what I am talking 

about. Work and life should not be seen as separate spheres. We should not stop living when we 

start working and wait until we finish working before we start living again. How can we 

reconfigure the role of work in our lives, when work is changing so much? How, for example, can 

we make ‘flexibility’ a principle which serves the needs and interests of workers, not just 

employers? Such questions should be at the forefront of trade union strategic thinking.  

 

Finally, trade unions have to win back their legitimacy. There is a battle of ideas taking place, a 

battle which is often one-sided. There is a lot of talk about the Washington consensus, some 

people even talk about Brussels consensus. It is one which accepts the logic of globalisation, 

which treats ‘competitiveness’ as an ungovernable force, and assumes that work and workers 
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must be adapted to the new economic realities. ‘There is no alternative’, prime minister Thatcher 

used to say. But there have to be alternative ways of connecting economy and society, work and 

life, and trade unions should be in the forefront of defining these alternatives. Trade unions need a 

new vision, even a new utopia if they are to become subjects rather that objects of history, so that 

a hundred years from now a new generation will still have something to celebrate.  
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Strikes and mobilisation: lessons from a historical perspective 

Sjaak van der Velden 

 

‘The past is in the present, in the now that shall become’, wrote the nineteenth-century Calvinist 

poet and philosopher Bilderdijk. I am not a Calvinist, nor do I live in the nineteenth century, but I 

do believe that Bilderdijk was right. There is much to learn from what has happened in the past. 

This is not to say that we can predict the future with knowledge of the past or that mistakes can 

always be prevented. It is nonetheless very important for trade unions and those who are involved 

in trade-union activities to know something about their history. 

 

I am delighted to speak on the history of trade unions. A number of aspects have already been 

highlighted; I will repeat them all the same. My main theme is the history of the trade-union 

movement in general and, in particular, the phenomenon of strikes. My presentation is divided 

into two parts. In the first part, I explain the relationship between strikes and the history of trade 

unions. The capacity to organise strikes has made trade unions strong actors in all European 

countries. In my opinion, trade unions are powerless without the possibility of striking. In the 

second part of my address, I discuss several other important aspects of the history of trade unions, 

particularly those that might be relevant to their future, with thanks to the poet Bilderdijk. 

 

The historical importance of the site of this conference was mentioned earlier this morning. This 

building dates from about 1900 and once belonged to the General Dutch Diamond Trade Union 

(Algemeene �ederlandsche Diamantbewerkers Bond, ANDB), which had then existed for six 

years. This trade union was founded in 1894 as the result of a strike. Before that time, there had 

been a number of small trade unions for diamond workers in Amsterdam, but not as large as the 

newly established ANDB. Henri Polak, the chair of the new trade union, established certain 

principles for its organisation. According to Polak, “Members should be able to trust each other at 

all times and under all circumstances. They should be sure that their interests are represented and 

that the union governors have formulated their decisions carefully. The union should have 

considerable financial means in order to facilitate this. Finally, the administration of the union 

should be performed by paid board members, who are willing to commit their time, knowledge 

and devotion to the organisation as a whole, its internal organisation and its representation 

towards the world outside the organisation”. Furthermore, Polak specified that trade unions 

should have salaried governors, that members should listen to the board and that there should be 
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substantial financial means. The latter point is particularly important for the organisation of 

strikes. 

 

At the time that this trade union was established, another national trade union (the �ationaal 

Arbeids Secretariaat, or NAS) was already in existence in the Netherlands. The NAS had been 

founded one year earlier (1893), in commission from socialists and under pressure from the 

international socialist movement. Although the ANDB could have chosen to become a member of 

the NAS, it decided not to do so because of ideological differences. The NAS was a cradle for 

radical socialists who wanted to ‘overthrow the capitalist society’, while the ANDB used all 

means possible to represent its workers’ interests as employees. In summary, the NAS and the 

ANDB were the two main players in the Dutch trade union movement around the beginning of 

the twentieth century. 

 

In 1903, there was a railway strike in the Netherlands. This was a solidarity strike; railway 

workers were striking together with dockworkers. The strike effectively shut down the entire 

system of railway transportation, infuriating the Dutch government. The government was 

ultimately forced to grant the demands of the railway workers, causing some popular unrest with 

fractions that were opposed to the strike. Reverend Hoedemaker stated in a sermon, “…what we 

should fear most is that the movement, which has thus far been limited to Amsterdam, will spread 

across the nation or even the world. This could give rise to a global republic that would be 

governed in the spirit of Satan and which would turn against God and His followers”. This 

quotation typifies the atmosphere in the Netherlands after the railway strike. The right-wing 

parties soon drafted a proposal to forbid strikes of railway and government personnel. This law 

was established in 1903 and existed until 1980, when it was withdrawn under European pressure. 

The railway strike also had another effect. It exposed the sharp divisions within the left-wing 

parties in general, particularly those within the trade union movement. In 1903, a vehement 

quarrel occurred in this very room between the advocates and opponents of continuing the strike. 

The modernists within the ANDB decided to form their own union. This led to the establishment 

in 1906 of the NVV (�ederlands Verbond van Vakvereenigingen), which operated for the modern 

unions, in addition to the NAS. The NVV existed until 1976, when it merged with the NKV 

(�ederlands Katholiek Vakverbond) to form the FNV (Federatie �ederlandse Vakbeweging). 

 

Strikes strongly influenced the history of the NVV and its predecessor, the ANDB; this was not 

unusual in the nineteenth century. Many organisations were established after or in reaction to 
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strikes. Even the Christian trade union came into being as a reaction to the striking activities of 

the NVV and NAS. Strike activity increased after 1900. Strikes have been important, not only for 

trade unions, but for society as a whole. 

 

With the exception of a few periods of upswing, union density has been declining since the 

1960s, as mentioned earlier today. One important issue in the calculation of union density is who 

should be included in the workforce. For example, should we include a student who is working 

twelve hours a week to pay for his education? Regardless of the definition of the workforce, 

however, union density has continued to decline. There have been a few periods of increase, and 

these can be related to strikes as well. For example, in the 1970s, trade unions were very radical 

and had high demands, resulting in a higher density rate. Union density increased again in the 

1990s, during the time of the massive demonstrations against disability reform. 

 

We can conclude that, apart from the downward trend in union densities, the increases are related 

to radical positioning of the trade unions. This is shown in Figure 2. Figure 2a shows the 

percentage of so-called ‘wild strikes’. These are strikes that are not organised by the trade unions. 

The number of such strikes first declines between 1965 and 1995 and increases a bit thereafter. 

Figure 2b shows the number of ‘successful’ strikes, which exhibits a reversed trend. Strikes that 

were organised by trade unions appear to have been more successful, which is logical. Trade 

unions consider their demands for a long time, in contrast to people who suddenly stop working 

because they are dissatisfied with their working conditions. This trend also shows the importance 

of strikes as events and that trade unions are not always involved in strikes. Trade unions are 

more than just strikes alone, although public opinion tends to differ on this point. 

 

The history of Dutch trade unions is marked by a number of characteristic features. Trade unions 

in the Netherlands were originally deeply divided into socialist, confessional and neutral trade 

unions. Second, trade unions are generally not as interested in organising strikes as they are in 

representing the interests of their workers. At first, they negotiate with employers and other 

parties involved. After threats of strikes, and further negotiations, they use strikes as a last means 

of resort. This often leads to disputes between the trade-union members and the union board: the 

members want to strike, but the board prefers to try other measures first. In addition, conflicts 

among different unions in this field are common. These characteristics show that trade unions are 

not a monolithical block; there is considerable diversity within the trade union movement. 
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Figure 2a: Percentage of wildcat strikes 
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Figure 2b: Percentage of strikes with a positive outcome 
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Trade unions do face problems recruiting certain groups of workers: young workers, women, non-

native workers or ‘ZZP workers’ (i.e., self-employed individuals without personnel). Young 

workers constitute a particularly large part of the current workforce. Beginning in the 1980s, 

when wages were moderated in exchange for the creation of more new jobs, young people 

entered the labour market in great numbers. The number of after-school jobs and apprenticeships 

has increased. Employment is not the first priority for these young workers (school usually takes 

precedence), however, and they therefore usually do not join trade unions. This is also logical. 

Currently, however, trade unions have recognised this situation. They have established special 
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unions for young workers, and membership is growing again. In addition, unions are facing a 

number of problems with regard to organising women. Precisely which women are intended 

remains an open question. In general, discussions centre on highly educated, high-income 

women. The majority of women, however, work part-time to supplement household income. 

These women tend to work in supermarkets, call centres or the cleaning industry. Trade-union 

discussions make no reference to these groups. Self-employed individuals who have no personnel 

(ZZP workers) constitute another group of workers that is surrounded by silence. These workers 

were responsible for the growth of union membership (particularly in the FNV) in 2004. Contrary 

to common suggestions, trade unions are attempting to organise these new groups of workers in 

the labour market, regardless of the problems that remain. 

 

How must trade unions perform in the future? According to the figures, the Wassenaar contract 

and the Dutch polder model, I think that many workers who have joined trade unions are 

disappointed. Most issues are centrally decided, and the recommendations of trade unions are not 

always followed. Trade unions should therefore pay more attention to the interests of their 

members; this can help to increase membership as well. The trade unions themselves have 

become bureaucratic organisations in the past century. This is not surprising, given their task and 

the fact that they have salaried governors. Minor internal re-organisations should take place, 

however, and more emphasis should be placed on the interests of women, young workers and 

immigrants, as well as on those of the elderly. The elderly constitute an often forgotten group. 

Older workers must pay for a large cohort of young workers who are unemployed for the wrong 

reasons (i.e., because of laziness rather than because of incapacity to work). The reverse situation, 

however (e.g., when young workers must pay for the early retirement of older workers who have 

worked for forty years), has received considerable public attention. 

 

As previous speakers have already mentioned today, trade unions must cooperate with other 

international unions. The Netherlands is lagging behind in this respect. Until two years ago, the 

largest port in the world was located in this country, but the Dutch labour movement did not look 

for cooperation with other trade unions across the border to represent the interests of dockworkers 

internationally. Fortunately, as earlier speakers have shown, this has changed. Unions all over 

Europe cooperated to oppose the directive, proposed by the European Commission in 2001, on 

the liberalisation of port work. On 29 September 2003 in Rotterdam, 9000 dockworkers took to 

the streets in a international demonstration, organised by FNV Bondgenoten in conjunction with 

the International Transport Federation and the European Transport Federation. International 
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cooperation forced Europe to abandon Port Package 2. Such cooperation is essential for the 

continuity of modern trade unions.  
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The trade union as a social vanguard: the social integration of women, youth and ethnic 

minorities 

Agnes Jongerius  

 

Significant questions that we must answer today include the following: How much future does the 

labour movement have? How much labour movement does the future need? What will the labour 

movement look like in the coming decades? I think that globalisation, the ageing of society, 

technological advances and similar developments will ensure that unions remain as necessary 

actors in the near future. I will return to this point later. 

 

I will begin with the last question: What will trade unions look like in the future? In my opinion, 

they will be younger, more feminine and more colourful. Whether these groups feel attracted to 

trade unions (and more specifically, to the FNV), however, remains an open question. Do they see 

the FNV as a legitimate representative? This question can be answered with a small ‘Yes’ and a 

larger ‘No’. Most probably, most immigrants, adolescents and women do not consider that the 

FNV speaks for their interests. The general impression is that the average member of the FNV is 

a middle-aged white man. To be honest, this impression is justified. Taking the size of our 

organisation into account, however, the actual volume of young people is quite large. The FNV 

has 60,000 members below the age of twenty-five and 250,000 members below the age of thirty-

five. In terms of percentages, that is indeed a minority; in absolute numbers, however, it is an 

enormous group. The FNV may not be the vanguard for youth, but our young members can show 

us what issues are important to them. We can then develop new policies and improve existing 

ones to fit their needs and desires. 

 

At present, approximately one third of our members are female, and this proportion is growing 

rapidly. The exact share of ethnic minorities among our members is unknown, but it is estimated 

at approximately five percent. The FNV still has much work to do. With regard to the 

composition of its membership, more young people, women and immigrants must be recruited. 

The FNV is a vehicle for emancipation. First, we emancipated the industrial worker; we must 

now emancipate other groups of workers. 

 

With regard to the societal and labour-market position of ethnic minorities, there has been no real 

improvement in recent years. The number of people who are troubled by racism is increasing. 

Globalisation has sparked feelings of apprehension amongst native Dutch people and this, in turn, 
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has cultivated a mentality of discrimination. Figures that were recently published in an 

Amsterdam local newspaper (het Parool) provide a good illustration. Ten percent of all 

inhabitants in the Netherlands are self-avowed racists. Seventeen percent hold strong prejudices 

about immigrants, and more than half have strong negative opinions about Islam in general. This 

obviously affects employment relations on the work floor, the atmosphere during job interviews 

and, most importantly, the position of ethnic minorities in the labour market. 

  

The issue of multiculturalism poses a strong social dilemma in the Netherlands. On a global scale, 

many refer to the ‘pre-9/11’ and ‘post-9/11’ periods. In the Netherlands, there are two strong 

parallels: the pre- and post-06/05 periods and the pre- and post-02/11 periods. Almost six years 

ago, however, Paul Scheffer had already started the debate about the ‘multicultural drama’. This 

discussion worked almost as a self-fulfilling prophecy. The multicultural society obviously has its 

own distortions and derailments. Nevertheless, current sentiments in the Netherlands are tending 

towards the other extreme, concentrating mainly on the dominant culture. The recent introduction 

of integration examinations, which many Dutch natives would have difficulty passing, represents 

a new low in this process. 

 

The FNV takes its position primarily by remaining neutral with regard to cultural and religious 

identity. We distance ourselves from parties who create, seek out and enlarge the contrasts 

between different groups of people. Differences between people are not problematic by 

definition, but they are ultimately challenging. Trade unions represent the interests of everyone 

who works, who wants to work or who has worked. Nevertheless, multiculturalism can be 

problematic in a public space (e.g., the labour market and school). What is the proper response to 

a young woman in a nikab who requests social benefits because no employer offers her work? 

This remains a difficult dilemma. It is important to remain cautious and avoid allowing the debate 

to degenerate into one of ‘us versus them’. Questions regarding personal appearance at work are 

timeless. Employers may make demands in this regard, as long as they are functional. A bank 

may ask an employee to remove her piercing during work. My advice is to keep talking, ask 

questions and postpone judgment until all of the answers have been heard. In a country that is as 

small as the Netherlands is, it is especially important to give each other some room. 

 

As a socially responsible organisation, one of our main tasks is to act as a mediating voice on 

social issues and to provide a counterweight to the easy opinions and prejudices that infest public 

opinion. Our terrains are work, income and care. We fight for equal opportunities within these 
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fields. How do we achieve that? I will provide a few examples from the current past. On the 1
st
 of 

December 2005,  there has been, at our insistence, a high-level working discussion between 

employers, trade unions and the government on how to improve the labour participation of 

vulnerable groups on the labour market. We have achieved results with regard to the creation of 

new internship position and in decreasing youth unemployment. Furthermore, we hope to achieve 

better and cheaper childcare through recent campaigns. We are trying to open the debate 

concerning female labour participation and the ‘one-and-a-half-breadwinner’ model. In short, we 

believe that it will be possible to demand that women take their places in the labour market only 

when basic conditions (e.g., childcare and parental leave) are sufficiently met. In addition, we are 

campaigning together with immigrant groups for improved integration examinations. We are 

organising discussions between native and non-native employees concerning how to work 

together pleasantly. In the last few months, we have developed collective agreements that include 

more than five thousand combined school/work places for young people who are not adequately 

qualified to make a successful start on the labour market. The people from FNV Jong, the youth 

network organisation of the FNV, make regular visits to ROCs (i.e., vocational schools) in order 

to arrange internships and inform the students about trade-union activities. In May of this year, 

Judith Ploegman, the twenty-nine-year-old chair of FNV Jong, became a member of the tripartite 

consultation body SER (Social and Economic Council). These examples illustrate how and in 

which areas the FNV is working. 

 

As I argued in the beginning of my presentation, I believe that the future will require more labour 

union than less. Internationalisation and technological change influence the social and economic 

potential of a country. Employees therefore need an organisation that will unite their power and 

represent their interests. Union work is also affected by globalisation, particularly with regard to 

the effects of globalisation on the labour supply in the Netherlands. As production chains undergo 

a process of internationalisation, new possibilities for collective action are evolving. Unions are 

working together and learning from others abroad. For example, the FNV Bondgenoten and the 

American labour movement are working together to organise employees in the cleaning sector. 

The new way of organising resembles classical union work, in which union representatives 

explain to individuals one by one what the union can do for them. This approach is strategic, 

however, and it points towards empowerment by also asking workers what they can do for 

themselves and for their colleagues. 
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Nonetheless, there is a darker side to globalisation. Jobs are disappearing, security is decreasing 

and the welfare state is under pressure. It is not surprising that employees are suffering because of 

increasing insecurity. Because of its open economy, trade spirit and logistic opportunities, the 

Netherlands has much to gain from open borders. The potential for success, however, is still 

abstract. The recent loss of jobs at Nedcar, Philips and the IT departments at ABN-AMRO Bank 

and Shell are more concrete. The beckoning perspectives of globalisation remain unclear, 

particularly for people who find that job opportunities are declining. Employees at British 

American Tobacco in Zevenaar need to know whether other valuable work will be available when 

the tobacco industry moves elsewhere, but nobody is telling them anything. I see a structural 

deficit in attention to the process of job creation and the development of job opportunities. Does 

this lack of attention stem from laziness or from stupidity? It is bitter to note that policymakers 

and politicians are not making any serious attempt to resolve the legitimate concerns of these 

people. Stimulating the economic supply from behind government desks is simply not enough. 

 

Working people depend on their jobs. Economic growth is becoming increasingly dependent on 

the increase of labour productivity due to the ageing of society. We like to speak of ‘social 

innovation’ and ‘smart working’.
9
 These concepts refer to the quality of labour and the renewal of 

labour processes. Paying more attention to the organisation of work and the content of 

management can increase both worker productivity and satisfaction. This will allow more room 

for skilled work and professionalism, which will lead to higher productivity. Unfortunately, most 

employers favour the strategy of cost reduction to one of internal reorganisation as a means of 

encouraging productivity. This solution strategy is steadily becoming a thing of the past. 

 

In a somewhat broader context, the FNV has the task of showing that neo-liberally inspired 

economic policy is a political choice and not a necessity. There are alternatives. Politicians tend 

to treat neo-liberalism as an absolute truth. Nevertheless, it is hopeful to note that even the neo-

liberal side has doubts. Annoying though doubts may be, they certainly constitute an important 

human quality. I regard it as a positive sign when people like Francis Fukuyama refer to the dark 

side of unlimited market rule. In the Netherlands, Frank Ankersmit, a scientist and member of the 

liberal party (VVD), recently characterised neo-liberalism as a primitive reaction to the 

overemphasis on state involvement that prevailed in the previous period. The government tends to 

pass difficult dossiers of the welfare state on to the people with the message that they must fend 

                                                 
9
 See SER (2006), Themadocument Sociale innovatie: productiviteitsverhoging en talentontplooiing in 

arbeidsorganisaties 18 sept 2006 
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for themselves from now on, that it should be part of active and modern citizenship. It is no 

surprise that citizens are losing faith in their government. The neo-liberal agenda is not a matter 

of economic law; it is a political choice. Other choices are possible and, with that, another world. 

My hope is transformed into trust when I see how young people in the Netherlands and abroad are 

engaged in their political surroundings. This engagement does not conform to the vested order, 

but goes its own way. I see it as my challenge and an honour to open up the FNV to these new 

forms of engagement. I also see it as my task to add new alternatives to neo-liberal thinking. We 

can do it. We can do it differently and better. It is our task to show others. 

 

In closing, I would like to say something about the role of employers and the government. As for 

the employers, I would like to compliment VNO-NCW chair Bernard Wientjes for openly 

acknowledging discrimination on the labour market. Futile though it may seem, this is a major 

step for employers. As for the government, it has nothing to offer to its people in the way of 

social inclusion and participation. It contents itself with empty references to the ‘individual 

responsibilities’ of the people. In a society in which inequality and prejudice are still dominant, 

however, this message fails to make sense. Exclusion must be addressed structurally and 

collectively. Our government does nothing of the sort. On the contrary, it has eliminated, at the 

end of 2003, a law (Wet Samen) that would target discrimination on the labour market by helping 

individual employers with implementing a multi-cultural policy regarding employee-

management. What signal does that send to employers? Minister Verdonk and State Secretary van 

Hoof have dumped anti-discrimination policy, and Minister de Geus has done the same with 

emancipation policy a few years earlier. We could hope for a new government to undo these 

mistakes and pay serious attention to mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion on the labour 

market. Although we must acknowledge that the scope of the government is limited, this fact only 

emphasises the responsibility that the government should confer on its social partners. The fact 

that, in the Netherlands alone, 1.5 million individuals (both immigrants and natives) are illiterate 

shows that the government is facing challenges and that societal organisations are needed to help 

meet these challenges. Let us therefore start working together. I do hope that the Netherlands will 

be different and better in the future. A better labour movement will gladly take its place in that 

society. 
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The focus of the new trade union: Opinions of members and non-members. 

Marc van der Meer, Roos van Os van den Abeelen and Jelle Visser 

 

Over the last 100
th
 years, trade unions have become strong actors in society and the labour 

market. This position, however, has been under pressure lately. This presentation presents the 

results of a recent survey that was conducted among Dutch citizens concerning social contrasts 

that are relevant for the Netherlands and the future focus of Dutch trade unions. The survey was 

conducted in May 2006. 

 

Historically, trade unions were local organisations that represented the interests of workers in 

general and those of skilled workers in particular. Ideological differences were often a core 

ingredient in the struggle between the radical syndicalist trade unions and the more moderate 

modernist trade unions. The latter group of trade unions finally joined forces and merged into the 

NVV (�ederlands Verbond van Vakverenigingen) in 1906 and the CNV (Christelijk �ationaal 

Vakverbond) in 1909. Immediately after the end of the Second World War, the position of the 

trade unions was strengthened by their representation in the Labour Foundation in 1945 and in the 

Social and Economic Council (SER) in 1950. Employers were acknowledged as independent 

actors, in exchange for the opportunity to participate in national wage-setting policies that were 

conscientiously applied to the sectors of economy. Following a period of growing well-being and 

social mobility in the 1960s and 1970s, trade unions first lost influence 1980s with the reform of 

the Dutch welfare state. The ‘Wassenaar agreement’ (1982) marked a shift towards decentralised 

labour policymaking without intervention from the central government. During the economic 

downturn that followed, membership rates came under pressure, particularly because of the 

decline of manufacturing, in which the industrial trade unions traditionally had the most 

members. Membership composition lagged behind the increasingly diversifying workforce, 

despite the establishment of a third trade union (Vakcentrale voor Middelbaar en Hoger 

Personeel, 1975) for workers with medium and higher educational levels, the MHP. 

 

Following the change of labour relations in the 1980s, trade unions regained popularity in the 

1990s, particularly because of successful negotiations at the national level. In 1993, an agreement 

(Een �ieuwe Koers) was reached in the SER whereby the trade unions retracted their veto against 

the further flexibilisation of the labour market in exchange for more company-level influence 

concerning work security for workers on temporary contracts. This was only part of the 

agreements that were reached in the SER regarding the further decentralisation and differentiation 



44  

of labour policy. Moreover, both the FNV (Federatie �ederlandse Vakcentrale, the result of a 

merger between the Catholic National Trade Union, NKV and the previously mentioned NVV) 

and the CNV supported the idea of ‘Europeanising’ labour policy. According to survey studies, 

the Dutch population was satisfied with the role of the trade unions, and their impact was 

positively valued.
10

 

 

Currently, the position of trade unions is once again under pressure. First, trade unions must cope 

with internal financial and organisational problems, as demonstrated by the difficult 

establishment of F�V-Bondgenoten and C�V-bedrijvenbond, both of which are unions that fall 

under the umbrellas of the FNV and CNV, respectively. Second, the general decline of 

confidence in national political institutions (e.g., central government) among the Dutch 

population has also affected the trade unions. Trade unions must repeatedly respond to questions 

from their members concerning the further Europeanisation of the economy and the necessary 

social and economic policy reforms. For example, the influence of the trade unions has been 

removed from the social security administration, as has that of the employers’ organisations. 

Third, at the national level, agreements have been reached on social security reforms, and the 

trade unions are very sceptical of these agreements. In particular, the central agreement of 2004 

on early retirement, which led to one of the largest demonstrations ever to take place in Dutch 

history, raised questions among trade unions concerning the desirability of central labour 

policymaking processes that fully determine wage-setting policies at the company level. As a 

result of an agreement on pension reforms in the public sector in 2005, the AVV (Alternatief voor 

Vakbond), which represents flexible and younger workers, now has a say in sectoral and national 

collective bargaining. Fourth, there has been an increase in the number of small, independent 

trade unions that have negotiated ‘flexible’ collective agreements in a number of sectors (e.g., 

hotels and restaurants; fashion and sports retail) without the involvement of the large trade unions 

FNV and CNV. In response to this, the union MHP and CNV have established a special internet 

trade union, and FNV Jong has been established to represent the interests of young workers. 

 

An empirical examination of the position and priorities of trade unions was initiated because of 

these developments. The CentER-data panel survey of Tilburg University sought the opinions of 

2694 of its members concerning whether there should be a separate trade union for young 

workers, what the most important social contrasts are and what the priorities of the modern trade 

unions should be. The survey was completed by 1934 respondents, for a response rate of more 

                                                 
10

 Klandermans, P.G and J. Visser (1995), De vakbeweging na de welvaartsstaat, Assen: van Gorcum.  
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than seventy-one percent. Information about control variables (including age, education, income, 

main activity, number of hours worked and type of labour contract) is also available for these 

respondents. The analyses are based on bivariate response categories. 

 

Approximately twenty-seven percent of the respondents were trade union members.
11

 To 

compensate for the possible under or over-representation of certain age groups, the data were 

weighted to be representative of the Dutch population. Before turning to the central questions that 

were raised earlier, we provide an overview of the main characteristics of the trade union 

members in the sample. As mentioned earlier, more men than women are union members. 

Membership increases with age (except for workers sixty-five years of age or older, but these 

respondents are likely to have retired from the workforce). Union membership was higher among 

medium-income respondents than it was among either low or high-income respondents. In 

addition, more of the respondents who had completed vocational education (VMBO, MBO, 

HBO) were trade union members than were either those with little education or those with 

university degrees. The FNV had the highest membership rate, with sixty-three percent of the 

trade union members in this sample reporting membership n the FNV; this figure is three times 

the rate of the CNV. Members of the MHP accounted for only about six percent of the members 

in the sample. The AVV was not named by the respondents, and one respondent reported being a 

member of the National Student Trade Union (LSVB). 

 

Social contrasts 

Respondents were asked a range of questions to determine social power. First, the question ‘To 

what extent do you think that the following social contrasts are a problem for the Netherlands’ 

was asked, and six contrasts were mentioned on the screen. Respondents were asked to rate these 

contrasts on a scale from 1 (very unimportant) to 7 (very important). The six social contrasts were 

as follows: those with lower and higher levels of education; men and women; working and non-

working people; young and old people; natives and non-natives; and low and high-income 

earners. The results show that the contrast between natives and non-natives received the highest 

                                                 
11

 The outcomes are corrected to be representative of Dutch society. For example, approximately thirty-

three percent of the respondents reported membership in a trade union; this is approximately nine percent 

higher than the average rate of union membership, as calculated by the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS). 

Corrections have also been applied to compensate for the low response among young respondents and the 

high response among elderly respondents. Union membership among young people is generally much 

lower than it is among the elderly. No correction was made for non-response. Nonetheless, it is conceivable 

that trade union members self-selected into the sample. For example, twenty-seven percent of the workers 

in the sample who were sixty-five years of age or older reported that they were union members; CBS 

figures report a union-membership rate of approximately fifteen for this age category.  
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scores (score = 5.05, see Table 1). The scores for this contrast were slightly higher than were 

those for either the contrast between the working and non-working population (score = 4.90) or 

that between the low and high-income earners (score = 4.80). The contrast between men and 

women was considered to be of the lowest importance in the Netherlands. 

 

Table 1: Importance of social contrasts 

Contrast between:  Low and 

high 

educated 

Men and 

women 

Working and 

non-working 

people 

Young 

and old 

people 

Natives and 

non-natives 

Low and high 

income 

earners 

Total (avg) 4.34 4.10 4.90 4.48 5.05 4.80 

Gender        

 Men  4.27** 3.85*** 4.89 4.41** 5.00*** 4.96*** 

 Women 4.42 4.36 4.92 4.56 5.11 4.92 

Education       

- low 4.49*** 4.26*** 4.92 4.58** 4.96** 4.90** 

- high 4.18 3.93 4.88 4.38 5.16 4.70 

Income       

<1400 4.47*** 4.26*** 4.97 4.60** 4.09 4.97*** 

1401< 4.19 3.90 4.91 4.37 5.13 4.66 

Age       

<39 4.35 4.07 4.79** 4.47 4.90*** 4.78 

40< 4.34 4.12 4.98 4.49 5.16 4.82 

Union member       

- yes 4.46 ** 4.14 * 4.99  4.53 5.07 4.99*** 

- no 4.30 4.09 4.87 4.46 5.05 4.74 

       

FNV 4.51 4.33 5.07 4.62 5.08 5.08 

CNV 4.34 3.83 4.90 4.44 5.22 4.88 

MHP 4.24 3.70 4.70 4.01 4.84 4.39 

Other 4.53 3.89 4.89 4.51 4.88 5.00 

None 4.30 4.09 4.87 4.46 5.05 4.74 

* = p <0.10  ** = p 0.05  *** = p <0.01 

 

Female respondents rated all of the social contrasts as more important than the male respondents 

did. In particular, the average score for the contrast between men and women was higher among 

female respondents than it was among male respondents (4.26 and 3.85, respectively). The 

ranking order, however, did not differ by sex. In addition, union members reported higher 

concern for social contrasts than did the average Dutch population. Again, the ranking order did 

not differ by union membership; ethnic contrasts scored the highest, followed closely followed by 

the contrast between the working and non-working population and that between low and high-

income earners. Members of the FNV rated all social contrasts higher than did the other union 

members. The MHP members rated the contrasts even lower than the non-members did. 

 

In summary, the ethnic contrast is currently considered the most important social contrast in the 

Netherlands. This is not surprising, given the national debate on the tolerance of ethnic minorities 
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on the labour market and the position of Minister Verdonk (who was prominent in the news in 

May and June 2006) with regard to the integration of migrants. 

 

Trade union priorities 

The next question is what the priorities of trade unions should be. Eight issues were presented to 

the respondents, who were again asked to rate each issue on a scale from 1 (very unimportant) to 

7 (very important). The issues were as follows: improving young people’s chances in the labour 

market; increasing wages; improving the quality of labour; training people who have little 

education; the sustainability of pensions and early-retirement schemes; improving ethnic 

minorities’ chances in the labour market; representing Dutch interests in Europe; and 

strengthening the international trade union. In general, the respondents considered that improving 

the quality of labour should be the highest priority of trade unions (score=5.30, see Table 2). High 

priority should also be assigned to improving young people’s chances in the labour market (score 

= 5.29), the sustainability of pensions and early retirement (score = 5.19) and the training of less-

educated people (score = 5.16). The lowest score was attached to strengthening the international 

trade union (score = 4.10). 

 

Tabel 2: Trade union priorities 

Priorities [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] 

Average 5.29 4.46 5.30 5.16 5.19 4.62 4.50 4.10 

Gender         

- men 5.25 4.33*** 5.28 5.17 5.08*** 4.54** 4.41** 4.03*** 

- women 5.34 4.59 5.32 5.15 5.30 4.70 4.59 4.18 

Age         

- <39 5.10*** 4.69*** 5.16*** 4.75*** 4.98*** 4.27*** 4.26*** 3.85*** 

- 40< 5.43 4.29 5.40 5.44 5.33 4.85 4.66 4.28 

Income         

- <1400 5.39*** 4.69*** 5.38** 5.19 5.39*** 4.63 4.64** 4.27*** 

- 1401< 5.20 4.16 5.26 5.20 5.03 4.72 4.45 4.00 

Education         

- low 5.38*** 4.68*** 5.34 5.25*** 5.41*** 4.51*** 4.60*** 4.27*** 

- high 5.19 4.20 5.26 5.06 4.94 4.73 4.37 3.91 

Union  

Member 

        

- yes 5.43*** 4.74*** 5.51*** 5.36*** 5.59*** 4.75** 4.61* 4.50*** 

- no 5.25 4.36 5.23 5.09 5.05 5.57 4.46 3.97 

         

FNV 5.47 4.86 5.55 5.43 5.69 4.76 4.61 4.63 

CNV 5.53 4.61 5.52 5.31 5.53 4.84 4.81 4.49 

MHP 5.09 4.26 5.13 5.28 5.33 4.60 4.72 4.33 

Other 5.21 4.51 5.50 5.06 5.37 4.71 4.26 3.93 

None 5.25 4.36 5.23 5.09 5.05 4.57 4.46 3.97 

[1] Increasing younger workers’ chances; [2] Increasing wages; [3] Quality of  labour; [4] Training the low-

educated; [5] Sustainability of pensions and early retirement schemes; [6] Increasing ethnic minorities’ 

chances; [7] Representing Dutch interests in Europe; [8] Strengthening the international trade union. 

* = p <0.10  ** = p 0.05  *** = p <0.01 
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A number of differences emerged between the responses of trade union members and non-

members. Union members attached the highest priority to the sustainability of pensions (score = 

5.59), followed closely improving the quality of work (score = 5.43) and training less-educated 

people (score = 5.36). Strengthening the international trade union was the lowest priority for 

union members as well, albeit higher than that reported by non-members (4.50 and 3.97, 

respectively). The unions’ battle for the sustainability of pensions and early retirement thus 

arguably receives strong support from their members; this was particularly true for respondents 

who were members of the FNV. Note that many respondents mentioned that they cared more 

about the sustainability of pensions than they did about early-retirement schemes. The data also 

suggest support (among both trade union members and non-members) for a moderated wage 

policy. This result was the lowest, however, among young respondents and those with less 

education. 

 

The priority for training and improving chances in the labour market was reflected in several 

responses. For the population as a whole, improving chances for young people was more 

important than either training less-educated people or improving chances for ethnic minorities. 

For older workers, however, training low-skilled individuals and improving chances for young 

people were of foremost importance. One remarkable result is that improving ethnic minorities’ 

chances in the labour market was not considered an important trade union priority, even though 

respondents had identified this as the most important social contrast in the Netherlands. The 

Dutch population attached the lowest priority to representing Dutch interests in Europe and 

strengthening the international trade union. This is particularly true for the young, the highly 

educated and high-income earners. As expected, this effect is less pronounced among union 

members. 

 

There was more variation in responses with regard to trade union priorities than there was in the 

responses concerning social contrasts. The ranking order for the latter did not depend on the 

respondents’ background characteristics, while the ranking order of trade union priorities differed 

primarily according to union membership and age. Which type of strategy should unions pursue 

to formulate an adequate answer to the social contrasts that were observed and the priorities that 

were mentioned? 
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Should there be a union for young workers? 

One frequently repeated complaint about trade unions is that their policies are focused on a 

growing minority in the labour market (i.e., those with permanent full-time contracts, the majority 

of whom are native Dutch men of prime working age). Union members are ageing, and the 

priorities of older workers might not be beneficial to other groups. The AVV was established 

specifically to deal with these issues. Its goal is to remove the dualism in the labour market and 

social security by representing the interests of post-industrial groups in the labour market (e.g., 

workers on flexible contracts, freelance workers, ‘job hoppers’). These categories are under-

represented by traditional trade unions, and they might therefore hold disadvantaged positions. 

The AVV, however, is not a youth union; it is a union for ‘young workers up to the age of 55’. 

Nonetheless, it does recognise the fact that young people are more often found in the under-

represented precarious segments of the labour market, as are women and non-natives. According 

to Mei li Vos, chair of the AVV, ‘Flexible workers, freelancers and job hoppers are the mirror of 

the traditional workers on permanent contracts. They bear all their risks’.
12

 Solidarity within the 

welfare state has become distorted, such that young people now contribute disproportionately to 

arrangements that they are not likely to use themselves. 

 

In addition, the AVV argues that all employees, and not only trade union members, should be 

able to vote on their labour conditions, and hence on their collective agreements. The works 

councils could play a role in realising this. The discrepancy between the coverage rate of 

collective agreements and the membership rates of trade unions no longer justifies the existing 

balance of power in favour of trade union members. The decision to operate as an independent 

union outside the domain of the traditional trade unions is a consequence of the weak internal 

democracy that exists within these traditional trade unions and the self-interests of their members. 

 

In contrast to the AVV, FNV Jong and CNV Jongeren are trade unions that focus specifically on 

young workers on the labour market. Large differences are found in their organisational 

structures. CNV Jongeren is a trade union for young workers, and it has its own members (1300 

members between the ages of 13 and 27). In contrast, FNV Jong represents all FNV members 

under the age of thirty-five. It is not an independent trade union; it is essentially a network 

organisation under the umbrella of the FNV. While both organisations debate about job protection 

and the minimum youth wage, Klaas Peter Derks (chair of CNV Jongeren) explains some of the 

ideological differences: ‘FNV Jong is more an action organisation, with a focus on coverage by 
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the welfare state. CNV Jongeren, however, was built from a Christian social perspective, and it 

focuses more on the workers’ own responsibilities. While FNV Jong demands changes that would 

improve the position of ethnic minorities in the labour market, CNV Jongeren launches projects 

that would actually effect changes’. For example, between March and May 2005, CNV Jongeren 

launched a project in which young workers could file complaints concerning acts of age 

discrimination in the workplace. In addition, CNV Jongeren argues that, as an independent trade 

union for young people outside the SER, it can represent the interests of young workers more 

effectively. In her inaugural speech to the SER in 2005, however, Judith Ploegman, chair of FNV 

Jong, stated that she wanted to represent the interests of young workers within the Council. She 

also added a number of changes for the SER itself, asserting that ‘the SER is too white, too male 

and too prime-aged. Young workers, women and non-natives should be represented too, not only 

in trade unions, but also in employers’ organisations and amongst the crown members (i.e., 

independent experts)’.
13

 

 

One of the questions in the survey was whether there should be a separate trade union for young 

workers (up to the age of 30). Approximately eleven percent of the respondents reported thinking 

that such a union should exist; thirty-five percent had no opinion, and an absolute majority (54.2 

percent) was opposed to a separate trade union. The reasons for this rejection are open to 

speculation. The largest difference is found between the five age groups. Approximately twenty-

three percent of young workers felt that there should be a separate trade union for them, as 

compared to only twelve percent of the older age groups. There was also a significant difference 

between trade union members and non-members, and between workers on permanent and 

temporary contracts. Union members were more strongly opposed to a separate trade union for 

young workers (only six percent were in favour, as compared to twelve percent of non-members). 

One of the possible reasons is that trade union members wish to maintain unity within the union. 

Workers on temporary contracts were more likely to favour a separate union (more than twenty-

three percent) than were workers on permanent contracts (only 9.6 percent). This is probably 

because young people are over-represented among temporary-contract workers. Men were more 

strongly opposed to the existence of a separate trade union than were women, who replied ‘do not 

know’ 1.5 times more than men did. 
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 This speech is found at www.fnvjong.nl. 
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In summary, there does not seem to be broad support for the establishment of a separate trade 

union for young workers. The large number of ‘do not know’ answers, however, suggests that 

there is room for mobilisation in this area. 

 

Conclusion 

The initial results of a representative survey among Dutch citizens have been presented. Finally, 

three concluding remarks can be made. First, with respect to social contrasts, the contrast between 

natives and non-natives was identified as having the foremost importance in the Netherlands. The 

ranking order for the six different social contrasts mentioned in the survey is not dependent upon 

the respondents’ background characteristics. Furthermore, both women and trade union members 

are more concerned for certain social contrasts than men are. 

 

Second, with regard to trade union priorities, the highest value is attached to improving the 

quality of labour. Within this field, however, more variation is found between specific groups of 

respondents. Trade union members consider the sustainability of pensions as the most important 

trade union priority, whereas there is a general support for a moderated wage policy. 

Representing Dutch interests in Europe and strengthening the international trade union received 

the lowest scores. Moreover, improving the labour-market chances of ethnic minorities received 

only moderate score, even though the contrast between natives and non-natives was identified as 

the most important social contrast in the Netherlands. Third, and final, the results of this survey 

provide no clear answer to the question of whether there should be a separate trade union for 

young workers. No broad support is found for this prospect, although younger workers and 

workers on flexible contracts were more positive than others were. Given the large number of 

respondents who had no opinion on this issue, there seems to be enough ground for mobilising 

young and flexible workers. The fact that young workers attach significantly higher value to 

increasing wages and significantly lower value for the sustainability of pensions than older 

workers do should therefore be taken into account. 



52  

Discussion: The new trade union: another 100 years? 

Trudie Schils 

 

For the panel discussion three people, all of whom are in some way active modern-day trade 

unionism, have been invited:  

- Klaas Pieter Derks is the chair of the Christian youth trade union (CNV Jongeren). This 

union targets young people in the labour market who are not (yet) union members. The 

primary focal point is young workers who have temporary after-school jobs, who are 

working in apprenticeships or who are looking for their first ‘official’ jobs. CNV Jongeren 

celebrated its 50
th
 anniversary in 2005. Unlike the youth organisation of the FNV, CNV 

Jongeren is not a network organisation; it has its own members, independent of the CNV. 

The organisation currently has about 1350 members, and its annual membership fee is twelve 

euros. 

- Mei li Vos is the chair of a new Dutch trade union, AVV (Alternatief Voor Vakbond), which 

was founded in September 2005. The AVV aspires to organise the ‘outsiders’ on the labour 

market, workers who would generally not be members of the mainstream trade unions, 

including workers who have temporary contracts or those who are self-employed. The AVV 

is not a typical youth union, although it is often characterised as such. In general, however, 

most workers on flexible contracts, who comprise the greatest proportion of their members, 

are young people. At present, the AVV has about 2250 members, and its annual membership 

fee is ten euros. 

- Maarten Keune is not a representative of a trade union; he works as a senior researcher at the 

European Trade Union Institute (ETUI). In addition to performing research on the role and 

importance of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), the ETUI establishes 

European networks of researchers in this field and improves cooperation between the ETUC 

and research institutes. Research is often at the base of the policy decisions of trade unions or 

employers’ organisations. The ETUI therefore critically reviews existing research, 

supplementing it with and its own research in order to facilitate policy-making by the main 

actors in the labour market. 

 

The main questions raised during the debate are as follows. What are the main social contrasts 

according to the different participants, and what should be the trade union’s strategy for 

addressing these contrasts? What do globalisation and Europeanisation mean for the modern trade 

union in general and the position of young workers in particular? Finally, how can trade unions 
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increase their membership in the modern flexible labour market? Each of these questions is 

addressed separately below. 

 

Current social contrasts and trade union strategies 

In the previous presentation, Marc van der Meer presented the results of the AIAS survey on, 

amongst other matters, the issues that Dutch citizens find the most important in terms of social 

contrasts. The contrasts between natives and non-natives emerged as particularly prominent. 

According to the CNV Jongeren, however, the contrast between young Dutch workers and young 

workers from ethnic minorities is of foremost importance in the Netherlands. When young 

workers look for after-school jobs, apprenticeships or their first jobs, workers from ethnic 

minorities are clearly disadvantaged. Apparently, employers still select according to descent. 

Earlier this year, the Social and Cultural Planning Office reported unemployment rates of forty 

percent among young non-native workers, compared to rates of twenty percent among young 

native workers.
14

 The AVV is also concerned about this contrast, although it does not specifically 

focus on younger workers within the non-native groups. Moreover, the AVV sees the contrast 

between traditional workers, who have permanent full-time contracts, and post-industrial workers, 

who have flexible, temporary and even part-time contracts, as one of the major contrasts on the 

labour market. The AVV states that the labour market is segmented and trade unions merely 

represent one of the two segments – the traditional sector, or the ‘insiders’. The second segment, 

which is comprised of the ‘outsiders’, is growing in number, however, and it is therefore of 

primary importance that the interests of these workers are also represented in the process setting 

labour policy. 

 

With respect to how these social contrasts can or should be addressed by the trade unions, no real 

differences are found between the CNV Jongeren and AVV. Lobbying and activities to increase 

awareness among workers, employers and the government concerning the aforementioned issues 

is at top of the agenda. Trade unions are not in a position to create jobs. CNV Jongeren is 

currently developing a number of active strategies to combat discrimination against young and 

non-native workers in the labour market. To mobilise the workers, CNV Jongeren would like to 

use existing networks of ethnic and young workers’ groups. To appeal to employers, the CNV 

proposes to use a ‘naming and shaming’ strategy, whereby employers would be directly 
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 Dagevos, J (2006), Hoge jeugdwerkloosheid onder etnische minderheden, SCP, Den Haag: Social and 

Cultural Planning Office.  
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confronted with the low number of non-native workers in their firms. CNV Jongeren, however, 

also wants to use more positive actions to increase awareness among employers. 

 

For the AVV, one of the main priorities remains representing the interests of the ‘outsiders’. If 

this cannot be established within the traditional structure of the existing trade unions and the 

collective agreements, it might be advisable to reorganise the system. One of the key points of the 

AVV is the discrepancy between the number of people who are trade union members and the 

number of people who are covered by collective agreements. In other words, trade-union 

members – those who have a right to vote on collective agreements – currently comprise only 

about a quarter of the workforce; this minority therefore decides on matters that determine 

working conditions for all employees. According to the AVV, this is not legitimate. Company-

level strategies may fit better than sector-level strategies do within the modern and flexible labour 

market. The AVV sees a role for works councils in this regard, largely because these councils are 

democratically elected by the employees. It can be questioned, however, whether works-council 

members want to be involved with primary labour conditions. Trade unions are specialised in 

collective bargaining and, according to CNV Jongeren, a better strategy would be to increase 

membership rates, thereby increasing the number of workers that can vote on collective 

agreements. Finally, it should be noted that, in some companies, workers who are not trade union 

members do have a say in the development of collective agreements, by means of informal or 

formal hearings on the terms of collective agreements. 

 

Globalisation and international trade unionism 

With regard to the effect of globalisation on current trade unions, the AVV expects the effects on 

the labour supply to be minimal. ‘With the ageing of society, the workforce in the Netherlands is 

decreasing, and jobs will continue to be available’. This statement is supported by recent 

prognoses that have been made by the Central Planning Office (CPB) concerning an increasing 

number of available jobs in the coming years.
15

 Nevertheless, globalisation and the rapid 

technological developments that accompany this process are widening the gap between some 

groups on the labour market. This development poses a particular threat to the labour-market 

positions of less-educated workers, older workers, and workers who lack sufficient social skills. 

These groups are unable to keep pace with the new developments (e.g., inability to speak English 

or other languages, inability to use the Internet, inability to change quickly from one task to 

another), and their position on the labour market is vulnerable. Trade unions can contribute to the 
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empowerment of these groups of workers by offering training and support. CNV Jongeren agrees 

with this position, adding that there might be shifts in employment. Because of globalisation, 

many jobs might disappear, particularly the types of jobs that are held by low-skilled workers, 

even as new jobs emerge in other sectors of the economy. For example, with an ageing 

population, the demand for employment is increasing in the health sector, particularly for low-

skilled jobs (e.g., nursing assistants). Trade unions could support retraining of less-educated 

workers in order to facilitate a transition into these service sectors.   

 

This raises the question of whether these and other consequences of globalisation for the labour 

market should be primarily on the agendas of national trade unions or whether the international 

trade union in general, or the European trade union in particular, should also have a role in this 

regard. The European Trade Union (ETUC) is a negotiation partner in many debates that are held 

in Brussels, and they represent the interests of workers, including those in the aforementioned 

weak segments of the labour market. Awareness should be increased among employers and 

governments at the national, European or international levels concerning how to prevent a 

downward spiral. Competition encourages employers to adopt a strategy of playing workers off 

against one another, thus endangering the position of the individual worker. This can be partially 

prevented by synchronising national wage policies to those of neighbouring countries, as is the 

practice in Belgium. This diminishes wage differences for equivalent workers between countries. 

According to Maarten Keune, the effects of the international trade union on national trade union 

movements have both positive and negative sides. For example, the international trade union 

played an important role in providing information and opportunities for national trade unions in 

Eastern Europe, although less time and effort is being spent on organising employees and 

employers in these countries. A balance must be found between the various activities of the 

international trade union, adjusted to the needs of particular countries. 

 

In addition to the increasing role of the European and International trade union, national trade 

unions should seek cooperation with trade unions across the border to achieve policy reforms and 

improve labour conditions. CNV Jongeren is already participating in an international project with 

trade unions from Belgium, Finland and Spain to encourage labour participation among the most 

vulnerable group of young workers (i.e., those with low social skills). The project mainly 

concerns the development of training programmes designed to cultivate social and vocational 

skills, in addition to creating a more positive work attitude amongst these young workers. In 

addition, CNV Jongeren is working together with trade unions in Senegal to combat child labour. 
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Such co-operation cannot be achieved overnight, however; building an international or European 

network of trade unions takes time and effort, and it will require the support of the affiliates. The 

AIAS survey indicates that strengthening the international trade union or representing Dutch 

interests in Europe was not a high priority among the respondents. 

 

Increasing membership in a flexible labour market 

A final important point of discussion, and one that is related to those that were mentioned earlier, 

is how modern trade unions should recruit new members. With union members comprising only a 

quarter of the workforce in the Netherlands, there is plenty of room to increase membership. 

Because union membership is now less a tradition or part of the upbringing, trade unions 

themselves must actively recruit new members. The general opinion is that under-represented 

groups (i.e., women, young people, flexible workers and workers in the modern non-industrial 

sectors of economy) should be organised. By initiating positive actions, particularly those that are 

designed to increase awareness about such specific problems as discrimination by age or origin, 

unions can create a feeling of belonging within particular groups, possibly encouraging them to 

become union members. Another part of the recruitment strategy might be copied from Sweden, 

where trade union members invest considerably in information programmes at universities and 

high schools. According to CNV Jongeren, ‘It is important to address new members specifically 

and show them the benefits of membership’. 

 

Differentiated membership could be another solution. For example, for only half the costs of full 

membership, workers could ‘buy’ their right to vote on their labour conditions through the 

collective agreements. In contrast to full members, these members would not be entitled to legal 

support, training programmes or other union facilities. This diversified model of trade union 

membership would apparently fit rather well within a flexible labour market with a diversified 

workforce. It would require a re-organisation of the financial and organisational structure of the 

trade unions, however, as well as a change of mind among the trade-union governors. Richard 

Hyman has already argued that, in the current society with its growing individualism, solidarity 

has not been cast aside. According to Hyman, ‘One can be an individual and belong to an 

organisation at the same time’. Trade unions must show what they can do for both the individual 

and society. 

The new trade union: Another 100 years? 

In conclusion, one might argue that trade unions must adapt to the flexible labour market, 

cooperate with other national and international trade unions, increase membership by focusing on 
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‘new’ groups of workers (e.g., women, young people and flexible workers). In addition, they 

should develop positive actions to prevent the further deterioration of conditions for those whose 

position on the labour market is weak (e.g., less-educated workers, the elderly and workers from 

ethnic minorities). With respect to the three models that were presented by Paul de Beer in the 

introduction to this conference, one might say that we must not aim for merely one model, but a 

combination of all three. First, continuing to represent all workers’ interests at the national level 

remains of great importance. The membership of Judith Ploegman, chair of FNV Jong in the 

Social and Economic Council (SER) in May 2006 represents a new step towards diversifying the 

traditionally elderly male membership in this important advisory body. Second, offering 

individual services in the form of the aforementioned diversified membership might be one way 

of increasing membership, thereby increasing the power of trade unions. Finally, continuing to 

bargain at the sector and company levels on labour conditions and collective agreements remains 

the highest priority for trade unions. Members can best relate to such activities, as they are 

directly applicable to their individual situations. In addition, works councils, which could 

potentially be bodies for collective agreements, have sought no involvement in this, arguing that 

this is the speciality of the trade unions. 

 

While some aspects of the trade unions must be modernised and adapted to the increased 

flexibility and diversification in the labour market, the core activities should be maintained, along 

with their long historical traditions. This could provide solid ground for another century of Dutch 

trade unionism. 
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