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1 Introduction 
Maarten Keune, AIAS-HSI, University of Amsterdam 

This paper presents a broad literature review concerning the subject of non-standard 
work and social dialogue. Non-standard work here refers to all work that does not cor-
respond to standard employment, that is guaranteed fulltime and open-ended subordi-
nate employment. Non-standard work has been on the rise across Europe in recent 
decades with the growing use of temporary contracts, zero hour and on-call con-
tracts, temporary agency work, marginal parttime work, self-employment, plat-
form work and other types of work that are not full-time and on permanent con-
tracts. Non-standard workers often, but not always have low quality jobs, in terms of 
pay, job and employment security, social protection, working conditions, training 
and growth opportunities. Often therefore they are referred to as precarious work-
ers however, not all non-standard workers are precarious, and not all precarious work-
ers are non-standard workers. Still, there is a strong overlap between the two catego-
ries. As such, non-standard work has become a serious concern.  

The growth of non-standard work as well as its quality is not an inevitable outcome 
of 'neutralʼ economic and technological developments, but to an important extent of 
conflicts, choices and power in the political sphere and in labour relations. In the politi-
cal sphere it matters what type of social and labour regulations prevail, what type of 
employment relations they allow for, and what rights and protections they con-
fer on non-standard workers. In labour relations the interests and ideas of workers and 
employers matter, as well as the choices they make (e.g. to create non-standard jobs or 
not, to become self-employed or not), the extent to which they are represented by em-
ployersʼ organizations, trade unions or other collective organizations, and their access 
to power resources.   

The Integrating Diversity in Social Dialogue project  (INDI)  focuses on non-standard 
work from the perspective of social dialogue. Following the definitions of the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO) and EU, social dialogue here encompassing all types of 
negotiation, consultation, participation and information exchange between, or among, 
representatives of governments, employers and workers, on issues of common interest 
relating to economic, employment and social policy. Social dialogue in its various forms 
can be a key mechanism for improving working conditions, enabling access to social 
protection, empowering workers to voice their concerns, and bolstering employer com-
petitiveness. It can be particularly important to protect workers and facilitate organiza-
tional adjustment in times of profound change, like during the ongoing green and digital 
transitions. Social dialogue does not always cater to the interests of non-standard work-
ers, however. Non-standard workers often find themselves at the periphery of social di-
alogue processes and benefit only scarcely from the outcomes. As a result, they are of-
ten left without the protections and benefits ensured by statutory regulations and col-
lective agreements. The extent to which this is the case however differs across coun-
tries and business models.  

https://www.fafo.no/en/integrate-dialogue
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The IN-DI project studies the extent to and the way in which existing and emerging so-
cial dialogue processes and structures integrate the interests of non-standard workers, 
and what options exist to make social dialogue more inclusive to and beneficial for non-
standard workers. The present literature review forms the initial step in IN-DI's research, 
reviewing how these questions have been discussed in the literature. Most of this litera-
ture review qualifies as expert review, synthesising the most important and relevant lit-
erature on the subject, and working towards the identification of promising directions 
for new research. The exception is chapter 7 on alternative forms of representation, 
which includes a scoping review as the subject is less systematically discussed in the 
literature. The review consists of seven chapters.   

Chapter 2 addresses the agency of non-standard, precarious workers and the strate-
gies and tactics they devise to deal with their work situation. Chapter 3 discusses why 
workers should participate in decision-making processes, how such participation can 
unfold, and what we know about democracy and participation among different 
groups of workers, including workers in non-standard work. Chapter 4 discusses the 
different industrial relations regimes and employment regimes in Europe and how 
they affect (various types of) social dialogue in general, but with a focus on the repre-
sentation and inclusion of non-standard workers. Chapter 5 discusses how and 
why non-standard work is used differently in distinct business models. Chapter 6 re-
views the literature on the relationship between trade unions and non-standard workers 
and the extent to which trade unions want to and manage to represent this group of 
workers. Chapter 7 discusses alternative models of representation and voice, focusing 
on grassroots initiatives and institution-led initiatives, as well as in the way digitalisation 
has affected the representation of non-standard workers. Chapter 8 presents an outlook 
of the issues and questions that the review suggests as relevant and interesting for fu-
ture research in general and for the IN_DI project in particular.  
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2 Agency of non-standard, precarious 
workers  
Zozan Taşköprü, AIAS-HSI, University of Amsterdam  

An important question when studying the relationship between social dialogue and non-
standard, precarious workers is the dynamic of agency between different actors and 
what types of agency such workers have to attempt to improve their working situation. 
First, after defining agency, we discuss the agency of employers, as this shapes the 
structural and relational context within which workersʼ agency is exercised. We 
then identify three main forms of agency among non-standard workers: (1) the strate-
gies and tactics they employ to improve their individual situation, (2) endurance and 
perseverance, and 3) forms of resistance which include social movements and union 
membership. While these forms primarily address how workers navigate and respond to 
precarious employment situations, we also discuss expressions of agency that extend 
beyond precarious situations, for example workers actively choosing non-standard em-
ployment for higher income.   

Agency as relational and contextual  
Agency is understood as the capacity of individuals to act, shape and control oneʼs live, 
within structural constraints and opportunities (Trlifajová, & Formánková, 2023). Im-
portantly, agency is a social and relational process, which is enacted through engage-
ment with the contextual environment and other actors (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). It is 
always oriented toward something, always in relation to people, places, meanings, and 
events. Agency can be described as ongoing conversation between the agent and 
structure. Furthermore, while structural arrangements may limit or facilitate agency, 
agency can also be sustained through everyday actions and can even contribute to the 
transformation of those structures (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Trlifajová, & Formánková, 
2023). As agency is an ongoing conversation with people and places, understanding 
the context is necessary and will be elaborated further.   

Shaping the labor context: Employer practices   
Kalleberg (2012) describes the rise of non-standard work as a result of macroeconomic 
changes, including intensified global competition and labor market deregulation, which 
have heightened the need for flexibility. In response, employers have adjusted their or-
ganizational strategies to meet customersʼ demands, manage market unpredictability 
and reduce labor costs, including making it easier to dismiss workers, which has led to 
increase of non-standard work (Kalleberg, 2012; Kiersztyn, 2017).  

Non-standard work refers to paid employment, which falls outside of full-time, perma-
nent contracts (Richardson, Prentice & Lero, 2023). Examples are part-time work, self-
employment, temporary contracts, seasonal work, and gig work. As these forms of em-
ployment have expanded, workersʼ attachment to a single employer has weakened. The 
erosion of direct employment relationships constrains and reshapes the forms of 
agency available to these workers (Ebisui, 2012). Taken together, these structural shifts 
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have transferred market risks from organizations to employees, placing non-standard 
workers in a vulnerable position within the labor market (Kiersztyn, 2017). 

In literature, non-standard workers are often referred to as precarious workers. Precari-
ous employment encompasses forms of work characterized by instability and insecurity 
in quality and/or quantity of employment, often accompanied with limited rights and 
protections (Allan, Autin & Wilkins-Yel, 2021). While precarious work primarily ad-
dresses insecure job characteristics, the concept of vulnerability extends beyond em-
ployment conditions, capturing intersectional, social, economic, and health-related risks 
faced by individuals (Boonjubun, Duman & Kahancová, 2025). Risks are pronounced for 
these vulnerable groups, including migrants, ethnic minorities, and low-income families 
(Boonjubun, Duman & Kahancová, 2025). 

While non-standard work can increase the risk of precariousness and expose workers 
to insecurity, it should be noted that non-standard work does not necessarily lead to 
precarious employment and standard workers may also face insecurity (Murgia 
& Pulignano, 2021).   

Literature frequently draws on insider-outsider theory to understand workersʼ positions 
within the workplace. In this framework, insiders or core workers are those in standard, 
permanent employment relationships, characterized by higher wages, job security, ac-
cess to benefits and opportunities for promotion (Doeringer & Piore, 2020). Outsider or 
peripheral workers by contrast, are workers in more precarious arrangements, often 
with lower wages, weaker organizational attachment, and limited access to institutional 
protections (Doeringer & Piore, 2020). An example are temporary agency workers, 
which are often perceived as organizational outsiders with lower status (Sluiter, Ma-
nevska & Akkerman, 2022). 

While previous literature has grouped non-standard workers together as outsiders and 
standard workers as insiders, important differences exist among non-standard workers 
themselves, regarding their position within the business model. Temporary agency 
workers are typically perceived as organizational outsiders. However, the situation may 
differ for gig workers, freelancers and the self-employed, who form the core and the 
primary labor force through which value is created. Given they form the core of the 
business model, this raises the question of what this means for their power and 
agency.  

For non-standard workers, agency is enacted within a context of insecurity, shaped by 
complex and fragmented employment arrangements, which constrain and enable possi-
bilities for action (Ebisui, 2012). Understanding their agency therefore requires situating 
actions both within fragmented employment relations, and the broader structures of in-
security, precarity and vulnerability. In the following sections, we examine how non-
standard workers navigate this complex labor market and the strategies and tactics 
through which they exercise agency.  

Strategies and tactics  
Lewchuk and Dassinger (2016), argue that non-standard workers are not helpless vic-
tims. They are aware of the constraints of their working situation and actively 
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question its legitimacy, which can lead to lower acceptance of their conditions. Like 
standard workers, non-standard workers also seek to gain autonomy and control over 
their work. However, their trajectories and experiences differ, involving more risks and 
contradictions. They also strive to manage access to employment and resist exploitation 
and job insecurity. On the one hand, they try to apply to the demands of in order to se-
cure more work; on the other, they seek control over how work is performed. In the 
competitive labor market, they remain aware that their behavior at work can influence 
their access to employment opportunities (Lewchuk & Dassinger, 2016). The tension be-
tween responsibilization and individualization on one side, and workersʼ vulnerable la-
bor market position on the other, raises the critical question about how agency is en-
acted. 

De Certeau (1984) also conceptualizes the ‘ʼart of the weakʼ ,̓ which refers to tactics, 
non-institutional acts performed by those without power in the dominant system. Tac-
tics can be understood as momentary opportunities, in which powerless individuals im-
provise, manipulate, and turn situations to their own benefit. Building on studies such as 
Datta et al, (2007) and Williams (2006), which have focused on the tactics employed by 
vulnerable communities like migrants and refugees to survive in harsh realities, this 
study focuses on the tactics non-standard workers use to navigate the constantly 
changing labor market. 

While this study adopts De Cerrteauʼs (1984) definition of tactics, it also draws on 
Mintzberg and Waters (1985) conceptualization of strategy to capture the more long-
term actions of non-standard workers. Unlike tactics, which are momentary and oppor-
tunistic, strategies refer to planned efforts, often guided by ideological or normative 
frameworks. Although Mintzberg and Waters (1985) developed their definition more in 
the context of organizations, it can also be applied to individuals, as it reflects the plan-
ning and long-term orientations non-standard workers use to navigate their situation. 
What tactics and strategies share are that they both are individual level actions, aimed 
at improving oneʼs own situation. Each will be discussed in more detail below.  

Agency – Tactics - Control over work  
The study of Harris and Ogbonna (2025), provides insight into how diverse groups of 
non-standard workers survive precariousness and the tactics they employ to gain more 
control over their working situation, which seems to depend on the resources and capi-
tal available to them. 

According to the study, native workers which have access to resources, capital, labor 
market knowledge, were able to use their skills and networks strategically to gain more 
control. The tactics included, for instance, cajoling managers for extra shifts. Another 
group, consisting of second- or third generation immigrants, who were aware of their 
exploitation but possessed fewer skills and resources, adopted fewer active strategies, 
and acted mostly opportunistic instead of regularly. For example, by using their network 
of precarious workers, to exchange information and tips, taking small perks such as 
food or drinks. Finally, also called the most precarious group, consisting of first-genera-
tion immigrants educated outside Europe, tended to employ much more passive forms, 
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due their vulnerable position. Examples are minimal work effort, quite non-cooperation, 
rather than overt resistance.   

Other tactics for gaining control over work include disengaging, threatening to leave, 
exit, as well as refusing employment that doesnʼt meet a minimum standard (Lewchuk & 
Dassinger, 2016).   

Agency – Strategies - Control over access to employment  
The internalization of neoliberal and meritocratic ideals is particularly evident among 
non-standard workers who are white-collar workers, with high levels of cultural capital, 
in terms of education and aspirations to the middle-class lifestyle 
(Mrozowicki & Trappmann, 2021). Workers try to buffer themselves against precarity 
and improve their individual situation by investing in education and training, reflecting 
their belief in meritocratic ideals.  

According to Lewchuk and Dassinger (2016), workers use these strategies to improve 
employment opportunities, gain control over access to employment, and reduce the 
power of employer(s). Examples include engaging in intensified job searches, paying for 
their own training, working with different agencies, and applying for grants. On the 
other extreme, some individuals reject standard work at all and pursue self-employ-
ment. 

The individualistic framework is also embraced by workers in art, culture, and individual 
entrepreneurship, who embrace non-standard work as an escape from the constraints 
of standard work (Mrozowicki & Trappmann, 2021). Although their working conditions 
also have negative sides, they adapt to these flexible arrangements, through their belief 
in autonomy, professional skills, and entrepreneurship. Moreover, while they are antago-
nistic towards large international corporations, they consider them as potential safety 
nets in times of high uncertainty.   

Lewchuk and Dassinger (2016), argue that the pitfall of these strategies is that these are 
merely individual actions, which can increase competition for employment and further 
limit opportunities for collective action. Furthermore, these strategies may lead to self-
exploitation, even when workers perceive themselves as acting in their own inter-
est (Lewchuk & Dassinger, 2016). In this way, rather than resisting the insecurity associ-
ated with non-standard work or challenging neoliberalism and its internalization, these 
responses may instead reproduce and reinforce the very ideals that sustain it.   

Agency – Endurance and perseverance  
While strategies and tactics are discussed, itʼs also important to recognize that some in-
dividuals choose to endure their working situation rather than intervene in it. In this 
study, endurance is also understood as a form of agency, mostly shaped by constraints 
and limited resources to act. Various studies demonstrate that individuals with limited 
economic and cultural resources, may want to change their situation, but are disem-
powered by their lack of capital (Harris & Ogbonna, 2025; Mrozowicki Trappmann, 
2021). 
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Mrozowicki and Trappmann (2021) describe precarious laborers, who aspire to stable, 
well-paid, standard employment. For these workers, work occupies a main place in their 
life, as means for social integration, identification and achieving life goals. However, this 
group often lacks both capital and belief in their individual and collective abilities, to 
change their working situation and labor market. Another problem is that some individu-
als blame others, such as parents or institutional gatekeepers. While some individuals 
succeed in blaming the system, they are reluctant to take action, leaving them trapped 
in their precarious situation. 

The situation is further exacerbated for immigrants, who often face a lack of social and 
cultural capital, have limited knowledge of organizational, legal, and cultural system, as 
well as of the formal and informal rules (Harris & Ogbonna, 2025). In Harris and Og-
bonnaʼs (2025) study, these constraints led individuals to ‘ʼsurviveʼʼ precariousness 
through endurance and perseverance, as they felt that expressing resistance would not 
be wise in their position.  

Precarity and development of critical awareness  
At the same time, questioning and criticizing precarity is shaped by critical awareness. 
Individuals who have developed political consciousness, for example during educational 
experiences, are more able to frame individual problems in structural terms 
(Mrozowicki Trappman, 2021). The experience and survival of non-standard work are 
dependent on three factors: 1) the capital the individual possesses, 2) who they hold re-
sponsible for their situation, and 3) their level of political consciousness.  

Besides class differences, Mrozowicki and Trappmann (2021), also highlight the impact 
of age. The application of the steppingstone framework and support from home can 
make young workers perceive their situation as less problematic (Mrozowicki & 
Trappmann(2021). Nevertheless, the study of Mrozowicki and Trappmann (2021), sug-
gest that with age, the tendency to question and criticize precarious working situations 
also increase. Precarity comes particularly problematic if economic and employment in-
security is combined with lack of social networks, and other biographical problems, for 
example health, family problems. Overall, the experience of non-standard work and the 
extent to which it is problematized appears to depend on the individual workersʼ situa-
tion and broader life context. 

Even if non-standard workers attempt to resist, the growing emphasis on responsibiliza-
tion, may discourage them from engaging with unions or collective action to pursue 
shared interests (Hamel, 2003). Lewchuk and Dassinger (2016) argue that the pitfall of 
most of the strategies discussed earlier is that they are primarily individual actions, 
which further limit opportunities for collective action.  

Agency – Resistance   
Furthermore, one of the reasons for the lack of collective action against precari-
ous work is that, according to Mrozowicki and Trappmann (2021), neoliberal and merito-
cratic ideals have been internalized. As a consequence, precarity is no longer consid-
ered a structural phenomenon, but rather as the result of individual failure, effort, and 
investment, which explains the absence of collective resistance against it. Foucault 
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(1991) also uses the panopticon as a metaphor for modern society, where techniques of 
power are internalized and used to monitor and shape individualsʼ behavior. After all, 
power is acceptable because it masks itself (Foucault, 1990). This raises questions as 
to how non-standard workers navigate non-standard employment, how they manage 
their uncertainties, and how intersectional factors shape these experiences. 

However, as Foucault (1990 p.95) reminds us ‘ʼwhere there is power, there is re-
sistanceʼ .̓ This perspective leaves room for the possibility that, even under neoliberal 
and individualized conditions, solidarity among workers and collective resistance may 
still emerge. The following sections will therefore explore how solidarity manifests and 
what forms of collective resistance take place among non-standard workers.  

The foundation of collective resistance: solidarity  
Dʼart and Turner (2002) also discuss how processes of individualization and detradi-
tionalization have undermined the foundations for solidarity and collective action. They 
define collective action as a process through which workers develop feelings of reci-
procity and responsibility toward one another, based on their awareness of shared in-
terests and purposes, being prepared to act on solidarity (Tassinari & Maccarrone, 
2020). Solidarity is considered critical for collective action and emerges when workers 
recognize their common interests and cultivate a strong sense of identity, attachment, 
and allegiance (Dʼart & Turner, 2002). 

However, solidarity seems harder to develop than in traditional Fordist workplaces, due 
to the lack of physical co-presence and reduced visibility of the collective nature of the 
labor process (Dʼart & Turner, 2002). The nature of precarious employment itself seems 
to be problem, due to 1) the lack of lasting relationships among employees, 2) isolation 
and estrangement from coworkers, and 3) the perception of other employees as com-
petitors for jobs, rather than as allies for common interest (Lewchuk & Dassinger, 2016). 
Furthermore, research indicates that for example temporary agency workers are more 
likely to be perceived as outsiders with lower status (Sluiter, Manevska & Akkerman, 
2022). They receive less collegial backing and are less likely to receive peer support 
when voicing concerns. 

However, the study of Tassinari and Maccarrone (2020) demonstrate solidarity still can 
be developed among non-standard workers, In their case for gig-workers, through 
overcoming individualization. Overcoming individualization became possible in spaces, 
free from management control, physical or virtual, where workers could meet and inter-
act. Tassinari and Maccarrone (2002) also argue that, rather than viewing solidarity as a 
simple dichotomy of presence or absence, it should be understood as a continuum, en-
compassing various forms of solidarity. This continuum of solidarity involves multiple 
forms of solidarity, ranging from mutual help and support among workers, to individual 
acts of resistance, to more collective forms. 

While their study focused on gig workers, who could recognize one another as col-
leagues through uniforms, it raises questions about how solidarity can be developed 
among self-employed individuals or other forms of non-standard workers and could 
lead to social movements. This question is particularly relevant given that self-employed 
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workers have no manager at all, and others may have internalized a self-management 
framework.   

Social movements  
Social movements are a form of collective action, defined as organized and informal en-
tities that pursue goals, which can range from focused on specific policies to broader 
cultural transformation (Christiansen, 2009). Christiansen (2009), also proposes a ty-
pology of social movements, outlining four stages of social movements, which will be 
discussed further, alongside insights from Kellyʼs (2005) study. Kelly (2005) also argues 
that the process of social movement formation closely resembles the process of work-
ers joining unions.  

The first stage of social movements, Emergence, is characterized by minimal organiza-
tion. Individuals are dissatisfied with a policy or their situation (Christiansen, 2009). 
Their responses are individual rather than coordinated, for example by expressing com-
plaints to friends and family, without employing strategic and collective effort. The sec-
ond stage, Coalescence, marks the development of collective action. Members com-
municate their discontent, identify who are responsible for it (Christiansen, 2009). Ac-
cording to Kelly (2005), workers experience a sense of injustice and develop a shared 
social identification, recognizing that this injustice cannot be explained away by another 
force, for example globalization. Instead, the cause is attributed to an external group, 
such as management. Workers engage in cost-benefit calculations and develop a sense 
of agency and belief that they can make a difference through collective organization 
and action (Kelly, 2005). Workers in this stage may engage in visible actions such as 
mass demonstrations to state specific demands (Christiansen, 2009). The third stage, 
Bureaucratization, occurs when the movement becomes more organized and profes-
sional. Clear rules, leadership structures, trained staff, and coordination are part of this 
stage. The fourth stage, Decline, is the dissolution or decline of the movement. This can 
result from several reasons like success, organizational failures, loss of interest or re-
pression.  

Union membership  
As non-standard work falls outside the traditional model of employment, estab-
lished systems of representation and negotiation are challenging (Ebisui, 2012). Be-
cause many non-standard workers are not directly employed, work for short periods 
and/or are formally employed through intermediaries rather than direct employers, their 
collective interests become difficult to articulate and organize. The factors shaping un-
ion membership can be grouped into workplace, individual and legal dimensions, which 
will be further discussed.   

The underrepresentation of non-standard workers in unions is driven by the limited un-
ion presence in workplaces, and the challenges unions face in accessing these workers 
(Vandaele & Leschke, 2010). These challenges are further compounded as many non-
standard workers are employed in small workplaces with high labor turnover. Part-time 
workers and self-employed workers are difficult to recruit using traditional union strate-
gies. Self-employed workers also have more specific, individualized interests, which 
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require more personalized solutions than collective approaches. Additionally, limited 
contact with colleagues and employment in workplaces with low union membership fur-
ther diminishes the perceived relevance of union membership.   

Legally, non-standard work challenges the traditional parameters of employment organ-
ization, creating ambiguity about the application of labor laws (Ebisui, 2012). Existing le-
gal frameworks often fail to provide adequate mechanisms for non-standard workers to 
exercise their rights. The insecure labor market position of non-standard workers also 
causes reluctance to organize or exercise their rights, as many fear job loss. Trade un-
ion presence and bargaining coverage are typically low or non-present for this group.  

Despite all odds: Stories of success  
Despite the difficulties associated with non-standard work, studies show that collective 
agency remains possible even under fragmented forms of work. For example, Tassinari 
and Maccarrone (2020) demonstrate how gig-workers, despite the individualized, iso-
lated, and competitive nature of gig work and imbalanced power relations, were able to 
build solidarity and engage in collective action. Through the creation of free spaces, 
workers communicated, shared grievances, and developed a collective identity. Their 
findings show that solidarity can emerge even in highly individualized and competitive 
contexts.   

Similarly, Wood and Lehdonvirta (2011) illustrate how gig-workers, who identify as self-
employed have engaged in collective action online. Through digital platforms, vi-
ral hashtags and petitions, workers expressed shared antagonism. These examples 
suggest that the organizational and institutional context of non-standard work shapes 
the forms of resistance workers adopt and the strategies they employ. 

At the same time, the capacity to form solidarity and collective action appears to vary 
depending on workersʼ structural position within the business model. In organizational 
settings where non-standard workers have a peripheral position alongside standard in-
siders, collective identification may be more difficult, and these workers may feel pow-
erless. An example are temporary agency workers, who endure challenges in voicing 
concerns, as they donʼt expect any collegial blackening and feel like outsiders. In con-
trast, gig workers and freelancers, although fragmented, seem to be successful in form-
ing a collective identity and collective action. This can be due to the fact that they form 
a more central core of the business model, constituting a structurally central role in 
value production of the platform.   

Although we have discussed the different forms of agency separately, they often over-
lap in practice. Tassinari and Maccarone (2020) show how non-standard workers en-
dured difficult working conditions until trigger points, such as change of contractual 
terms, have led to resistance and strike action in Italy. This illustrates the dynamic na-
ture of agency, where endurance can transition into collective action. Moreover, differ-
ent forms of agency can occur simultaneously. For example, workers may employ tac-
tics at the workplace while also seeking alternative employment opportunities and in-
vesting in training. 
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These studies highlight that agency is relational and political, shaped by multiple fac-
tors, including relationships with colleagues and supervisors, institutional support such 
as unions, and the broader structural vulnerabilities of non-standard workers (Sluiter, 
Manevska & Akkerman, 2022). Power imbalances and intersectional vulnerabilities can 
constrain individual agency, limiting workersʼ ability to voice concerns and participate in 
social dialogue. Workers positioned at the periphery, those with fewer resources, lower 
status and less union support, may face difficulties in asserting their voice, which fur-
ther exacerbates their vulnerability.   

Agency beyond resistance  
While much of the literature emphasizes agency in precarious work in terms of re-
sistance, agency is not necessarily resistant. For example, individuals from working-
class and lower-educated backgrounds seem to express gratitude for non-standard 
employment as they think itʼs the only job they could get (Trappmann et al., 2024).  

Conversely, a substantial body of research highlights the perceived advantages of non-
standard work, showing that some workers actively choose these employment arrange-
ments. Mattijsen (2021) argues that individuals may choose to trade employment secu-
rity of standard work in exchange for higher economic earnings of non-standard work. 
Other individuals pursue non-standard work for its promise of autonomy and freedom 
(Trappmann et al., 2024). A prominent example are platform workers, who have turned 
from standard work to platform work, as an escape from the constraints of standard 
work, attracted by promises of autonomy, flexibility, and the prospect of being oneʼs 
own boss (Purcell & Brook, 2022).   

However, critics note the precarious and exploitative dimensions of platform labor, argu-
ing that workers find themselves in even more intense forms of exploitation (Purcell & 
Brook, 2022). Platform workers seem to be stripped of employment rights and protec-
tions, intensively exploiting themselves and being controlled through algorithmic sys-
tems, masked by a façade of freedom and autonomy.    

Taken together, these studies illustrate that agency in non-standard work is multifac-
eted. It can involve tactics, strategies, endurance, and voluntary engagement with flexi-
ble work arrangements. The experience of non-standard is not determined solely by 
contractual conditions, itʼs shaped by individualsʼ interpretations of their working situa-
tion, their social and institutional context, life stage, political consciousness, and the 
forms of capital they process. Consequently, the ways in which they en-
act agency also differ.  

Understanding how agents navigate their vulnerable positions and interact with struc-
tural constraints and possibilities, provides a foundation for understanding their role in 
social dialogue. These findings further demonstrate that non-standard workers, as 
agents, are in constant conversation not only with other actors, but also with institutions 
and structural conditions. Their position is simultaneously political and relational, and 
cannot be understood in isolation from either their broader context or their specific po-
sition within it.   
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These perspectives underscore the need for future research to better understand the 
identities and subjectivities of non-standard workers, including their inter-
ests, needs and attitudes towards collective action within fragmented and insecure em-
ployment arrangements. While agency has been mostly theorized in relation to standard 
work, less attention has been paid to the agency of non-standard workers, despite their 
growing presence in labor markets.  

Given that a great part of non-standard workers experience precarious employment, it 
is also crucial to integrate insights from precarious work literature with research on col-
lective organization and representation. This understanding can provide deeper insight 
into the role that collective organizations and trade unions can adopt in represent-
ing and mobilizing these workers. 

Moreover, understanding employer motives and strategies within non-standard employ-
ment relationships is equally important for understanding the structural and relational 
constraints within which non-standard workers exercise agency. These gaps highlight 
the need to address the following research questions in future research:   

• What are the identities and needs of non-standard workers?  

• How do non-standard workersʼ identities and needs shape their engagement with 
collective action and representation?  

• What forms of agency do non-standard workers exhibit and how are these shaped by 
individual, social and structural factors?  

• How do employer motives and organizational strategies determine the structural and 
relational context in which non-standard workers exercise agency?  

• How can collective organizations and trade unions effectively represent and mobilize 
non-standard workers?  
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3 Why should workers have a say and does 
It make any difference?  
Sissel C. Trygstad, Fafo 

The right of workers to represent their own interests and to exert influence over deci-
sions made by employers constitutes a fundamental aspect of democratic working life 
and is a vital component of a democratic society. This dialogue occurs across multiple 
levels and arenas. To secure a democratic working life, The International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO) underscores the importance of peak-level social dialogue, defined as na-
tional and sectoral processes, whether ad hoc or institutionalized, that bring together 
representatives of governments, employersʼ organisations, and workersʼ organisations. 
According to the ILO, such dialogue serves as a safeguard against the erosion of demo-
cratic space within the world of work, supports the realisation of fundamental principles 
and rights at work, and fosters socially and economically balanced outcomes (ILO, 
2025, p. 2). Nonetheless, social dialogue is not confined to national or sectoral arenas; 
it may also occur at the level of individual enterprises, where workers and employers 
engage in discussions or negotiations concerning different workplace-related matters, 
such as wages, employment strategies and working conditions. In this chapter, we ex-
plore how the following questions are addressed in literature: i) why should workers 
participate in decision-making processes, ii) how can participation unfold, and iii) what 
do we know about democracy and participation among different groups of workers, in-
cluding workers in non-standard work?  

The rationale  
When democracy at work or social dialogue becomes the subject of a literature review, 
one encounters a wide array of concepts and theoretical approaches. In addition to so-
cial dialogue, terms like voice, empowerment, cooperation, co-determination, involve-
ment, participation, representation and influence are commonly employed. These con-
cepts are not invariably synonymous and may be situated within different theoretical 
traditions. In this chapter, participation is a central concept—without participation, influ-
ence cannot occur. However, participation does not necessarily imply influence. Fur-
ther, we focus on workers participation on different levels from the workplace and com-
pany level up to the EU level, and the involvement of multiple parties. Tripartite social 
dialogue includes representatives of government, employers, and workers, while bipar-
tite social dialogue refers to interactions between employers and employees at the en-
terprise or establishment level. This distinction highlights the difference between repre-
sentative participation, on the one hand, and individual participation, on the other, 
where the employee represents only themselves. For instance, scholars within the Hu-
man Resource Management and Organisational Behaviour tradition explicitly incorpo-
rate the individual dimension (Wilkinson et al., 2014). Our primary concern lies with rep-
resentative participation and influence. The emphasis on representative participation is 
clearly reflected in the ILOʼs definition of social dialogue: “all types of negotiation, con-
sultation or simply exchange of information between, or among, representatives of 
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governments, employers and workers, on issues of common interest relating to eco-
nomic and social policyˮ (ILO, 2020). This broad definition forms the backdrop for this 
chapter. However, like all definitions, it must be deconstructed and operationalised.   

The link between working life and democracy may also be seen as an implicit part of 
the European Pillar of Social Rights, by reinforcing the social dimension of democracy 
through social citizenship, social dialogue, solidarity and social rights. Among the main 
principles of the pillar is to secure social dialogue at different levels, and equal treat-
ment regarding working conditions, access to social protection and training regardless 
of the type and duration of employment relationship. This is particularly important given 
that a significant proportion of workers are engaged in atypical forms of employment. In 
2021, 14% of workers in the EU were in temporary employment, 18% held part-time po-
sitions, and a further 9% were registered as self-employed without employees (Euro-
found, 2023, pp. 7, 16).  

The rationale for involving workers and their representatives in decision-making pro-
cesses has deep roots in the social sciences and touches upon fundamental questions 
related to democratic principles such as freedom, justice, and equality. Nevertheless, 
the involvement of workers may also be justified from a corporate, profit-oriented per-
spective, where it is regarded as an effective mechanism. Our starting point is that the 
normative justification for workerʼs involvement shapes how these concepts are opera-
tionalised. This includes the level at which workers participate or are given voice mech-
anism, the form of it - whether formal or informal and the coverage, understood as who 
is included. In this chapter, we are particularly concerned with studies that address the 
participation, voice or representation of workers in non-standard work, defined as all 
workers whose terms of employment do not correspond to the standard employment, 
that is guaranteed fulltime and open-ended subordinate employment contract. Our fo-
cus is especially on those experiencing precarious employment, which could be defined 
as a ‘high degree of worker insecurity and instability in an employment relationship or 
labour marketʼ (Dollegast et al., 2018, p. 1). While these workers may have interests that 
align with those in permanent, full-time positions, they may also hold distinct con-
cerns. Accordingly, both the subject matter and its timing are of participation are crucial 
factors influencing the outcomes of social dialogue.  

The normative justification: Because it is fair – because it is effective   
Discussions concerning why workers should participate, the various forms of participa-
tion, voice, and influence, including their underlying rationales, modalities, and interrela-
tionships—were particularly prominent in academic debates throughout the 1970s, 
1980s, and 1990s. This prominence can partly be attributed to the surge of interest in 
democratic theory during the 1970s and 1980s (Holmqvist & Ide, 2016; Axelsson & Berg-
man, 2016).  

How these questions are answered varies in accordance with specific conceptions of 
democracy, society, and the economy, as well as with differing views on the relationship 
between capital and labour. For instance, expanding workersʼ rights to participate in a 
zero-sum game may be seen as an attempt to limit managersʼ and/or shareholdersʼ 
scope for action (Coates, 2003: 35, in De Spiegelaere et al., 2019, p. 69).   
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According to Ramsay (1983), managersʼ interest in employee representation must be 
analysed considering the strength of labour within the workplace. Employersʼ rationale 
for facilitating participation or voice is therefore merely superficial and does not stem 
from a genuine desire to share power. However, securing workersʼ rights to partici-
pate can also be viewed through the lens of a non-zero-sum game. It may be argued 
that a democratic working life requires institutions for cooperation that enhance power 
for all, by subjecting ourselves to a division of labour built on trust (Høibråten, 
2009).1 Furthermore, changing conditions such as increased international competition, 
technological developments, and the transition to a green economy are prompting em-
ployers to take a genuine interest in involving employees in decisions of a more strate-
gic nature (Holland, 2014). At the same time, and as De Spiegelaere et al. (2019, p. 69) 
and Wilkinson et al. (2014) point out, measures that aim to involve workers but do not 
meaningfully redistribute authority in their favour, or that rely solely on the goodwill of 
employers without any legal guarantees or enforceable agreements, should not be un-
derstood as constituting the democratisation of work.  

Despite democracy being a core principle of the European Union, there is, according to 
De Spiegelaere et al. (2019), a tendency to regard what occurs within enterprises, pub-
lic services, and the economy more broadly as existing outside the boundaries of dem-
ocratic life (ibid., p. 71). As Robert A. Dahl noted: ‘In almost all, perhaps all, organisations 
everywhere there is some room for some democracy; and in almost all democratic 
countries there is considerable room for more democracyʼ (Dahl, 1998, p. 118).  

The question of why and how workers should be involved can be analytically framed 
through a distinction between rights-based and efficiency-based justifications. The for-
mer emphasises participation as a democratic right, while the latter focuses on voice as 
a mean to enhance organisational effectiveness. This analytical distinction continues to 
inform contemporary debates on the nature and purpose of social dialogue.  

Because it is fair  
Participation and influence are here understood as part of a broader social phenome-
non—one that both shapes and is shaped by society, its institutions, organisations, and 
individuals. The justice-based rationale is evident in theoretical traditions such as Power 
Resource Theory (PRT), Labour Process Theory (LPT) and perspectives like Industrial 
Relations (IR) (Doellgast, 2022; Wilkinson et al., 2014, p. 9; Knudsen, 1995). The justice-
based rationale has long held a prominent position within the labour movement. As we 
will come back to below, this perspective includes a concern with participation in and 
influence over overarching strategic and tactical issues at different level.    

Within the rights-based approach, scholars emphasise the importance of formalising 
participation and influence through collective agreements between social partners at 
the national, sectoral, and enterprise levels. This perspective underscores that repre-
sentative participation is essential for challenging the asymmetrical power relations be-
tween labour and capital (Korpi, 1978; Knudsen, 1995; Haipeter, 2019). Collective worker 
interests are viewed as crucial both as a buffer and as a mechanism for shifting power 
dynamics by expanding the scope of decision-making through democratic processes 
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(Rappaport, 1987). Power equalisation is therefore regarded as a prerequisite for a dem-
ocratic working life and society.  

PR offers a theoretical framework for understanding how power enables collective ac-
tors to participate in and influence both political and corporate decision-making. Korpi 
(1978) defines power resources as “the properties of an actor that provide the ability to 
reward or punish another actor.ˮ  (p. 35) The theory is grounded in the notion that work-
ers can safeguard their interests by collectively building power resources to contest the 
imbalanced power dynamics between capital and labour, or to influence political deci-
sions concerning labour market regulation and welfare state development. The potential 
for building such collective power resources varies depending on the industrial relations 
and employment regimes in which workers are embedded (see chapter 4). Conse-
quently, power resources may serve to strengthen and broaden the scope for worker 
participation. Within this tradition, some scholars use voice as a synonym for participa-
tion (see Freeman & Medoff, 1984; Spiegelaere et al., 2019). However, scholars aligned 
with the Labour Process Theory (LPT) tradition argue for the use of concepts such 
as participation, representation, and countervailing sources of power, as well as collec-
tive worker mobilisation against the inherent tensions of a capitalist economic system 
(Wilkinson et al., 2014). According to Wilkinson et al. (2024), employee voice in this con-
text may be regarded as a form of employer control, implemented when employers fear 
union power.  

The justice-based rationale has also long held a prominent position within the labour 
movement. The focus has mainly been on unionized workers. However, ensuring social 
dialogue for all workers e.g., also those in non-standard positions, is seen important 
from a broader democratic perspective. Through active involvement, individuals culti-
vate the skills, confidence, and sense of agency necessary for broader democratic en-
gagement. This is emphasised by Carole Pateman (1970), who considers workers par-
ticipation as a fundamental element in democracy, and the workplace is seen as a sig-
nificant arena for developing political and democratic skills in society as a whole offer-
ing political education and contributing to increased voter turnout (1970, pp. 42-43; 
2012). She suggests that the workplace can serve as a training ground for democratic 
citizenship, where everyday participation fosters trust in institutions and strengthens 
democratic culture. In contrast to PRT, Industrial Relations, and LPT, which primarily ap-
ply a top-down perspective on worker participation, Patemanʼs theory of participatory 
democracy adopts a bottom-up approach.   

According to Winkelman (2013), Patemanʼs connection between workplace participation 
and democracy was long considered an exception within contemporary democratic re-
search, where little attention has been paid to the concept of work, and even fewer 
studies have treated work as a central concern of democracy (ibid., pp. 357–358). How-
ever, the effects that participation may have on democracy, tend to be particularly pro-
nounced among low-skilled and low-income workers, thereby helping to reduce politi-
cal inequality (Bryson et al., 2014). Moreover, recent research suggests a link between 
employment relationships, trust, and democracy: workers in non-permanent employ-
ment with low job security tend to exhibit lower levels of trust in their peers (Ryan & 
Turner, 2021). Additionally, those engaged in non-permanent and informal employment 
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arrangements express diminished satisfaction with the overall efficacy of democratic 
processes (Eurofound 2023, p.2.). De Spiegelaere et al. (2019) do also refer to two re-
cent studies showing that employees in jobs characterised by greater autonomy and in-
volvement tend to be more politically active and exhibit higher levels of trust in democ-
racy (Budd et al., 2018; Timming & Summers, 2018, in De Spiegelaere et al., 2019, p. 
72).  

Because it is effective  
As a result of declining unionisation rates in several countries, and the consequent 
weakening of trade unions and their influence at various levels, it has been argued that 
the utility-based or efficiency-driven argument for involving employees (individual, 
teams or groups of employees) in managerial decision-making has gained considerable 
attention and traction, even in countries where trade unions and employee representa-
tives have traditionally held a strong position, such as in the Scandinavian region (Hvid 
& Falkum, 2019; Busck, 2010). Within the efficiency-oriented perspective, there is less 
emphasis on power relations and conflicting interests, and the focus is primarily on em-
ployee voice at the enterprise level. This perspective highlights the connection between 
voice, elimination of dysfunctional features, task execution, and work effort (Dachler & 
Wilpert, 1978, p. 4). As Philip Selznick asked in the 1950s: How can we improve motiva-
tion, communication, and decision-making to create a more agile organisation?ʼ (Selz-
nick, 1957/1997, p. 16).   

Various traditions such as Organisational Behaviour (OB), Human Resource Manage-
ment/Employment Relations (HRM/ER), High Performance Work Systems (HPWS), and 
Lean tend to frame participation within a utility-based rationale (Mowbray et al., 2014; 
Wilkinson et al., 2014). At its core, this perspective seeks to identify shared interests be-
tween employers and employees, or those that ought to exist. Voice is primarily viewed 
as a strategic management tool, which, if effectively utilised, can contribute to organisa-
tional efficiency (Mowbray, 2014; Trygstad, 2004). Accordingly, the degree and arena of 
participation may shift depending on the organisational goals (Trygstad, 2004).  

Nonetheless, differences exist between academic traditions. The OB tradition largely fo-
cuses on the individual employee dimension, conceptualising voice as a form of pro-so-
cial behaviour intended to support positive organisational development. Voice is defined 
as “the discretionary communication of ideas, suggestions, concerns, or opinions about 
work-related issues with the intent to improve organisational or unit functioningˮ (Morri-
son, 2011, p. 375), and often linked to organisational and managerial principles and used 
as a tool for eliminating dysfunctional organisational traits (Dachler & Wilpert, 1978, p. 
4).  OB perspectives are primarily concerned with organisational improvement, and it is 
therefore up to management to reduce or modify existing voice arrangements in ac-
cordance with the organisationʼs needs.   

In contrast, HRM/ER considers the institutional opportunities available to employees for 
expressing their views in a more critical way (Donaghey et al., 2011). This tradition 
places greater emphasis on formal mechanisms for voice, and scholars have called for 
the inclusion of macro-level variables, such as industry, economic conditions, and la-
bour market structures (Mowbray et al., 2014, p. 2). There is a consensus within 
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HRM/ER that employee voice should be defined as “an opportunity to have a sayˮ (ibid., 
p. 4), and the perspectives recognise that it is a fundamental democratic right for work-
ers to exercise a degree of control over managerial decision-making within an organisa-
tion. (Wilkinson et al. 2018; Kaufman, 2015): ‘Thus, everyone should have a voice and a 
lack of opportunities to express that voice may adversely affect workersʼ dignityʼ (Wil-
kinson et al. 2018, p. 711). At the same time, Mowbray et al. (2014) cite Strauss (2006), 
who argues that ‘voice is a weaker term than participationʼ (ibid., p. 4). Wilkinson (2011) 
further clarifies this by stating that ‘voice does not denote influence and may be no 
more than spitting-in-the-windʼ (Wilkinson, 2011, p. 66).  

The Relationship Between the Two Perspectives  
The balance between these two perspectives varies depending on institutional contexts 
across different countries and governance levels. The decline of union voice in several 
western countries has raised a concern about how voice is affected in workplaces with-
out any union present (see Pohler & Luchak 2014). Further, recent shifts in the labour 
market necessitate a rethinking of how to ensure social dialogue, participation and 
voice in settings where non-standard work is prevalent, no stable core workforce exists, 
and workers move between employers or digital platforms.  

In Western societies, it is reasonable to view participation and workplace democracy 
within the framework of managerial prerogative (Engelstad, 2015). Nonetheless, partici-
pation grounded in efficiency and fairness is weighted differently depending on the per-
spective. From a corporate profit standpoint, the emphasis on effectiveness serves as a 
key rationale for social dialogue, facilitating problem-solving and fostering worker com-
mitment. In continuation of this, it is reasonable to argue that employers. unless pres-
sured by a trade union or other key stakeholders, will only facilitate participation and 
voice if it appears beneficial to them and to the organisation. If not, involvement of em-
ployees may be perceived as a disruption to the ideal of a streamlined organisation, as it 
places constraints on managerial prerogative.  

From a trade union perspective, social dialogue is justified by fairness considerations 
rooted in a rights-based approach, highlighting the need to improve employment terms 
and working conditions in line with workersʼ interests. How the perspectives are bal-
anced, can be related to different employment regimes (Gallie, 2007; 2011).   

Inclusive regimes are characterised by high levels of employment, universal employ-
ment rights, and strong social safety nets that help reduce disparities between employ-
ment statuses and prevent labour market polarisation. The Nordic countries are fre-
quently cited as examples of inclusive employment regimes. In these contexts, effi-
ciency- and rights-based perspectives often overlap, although their emphasis varies 
across sectors and companies. Alsos & Trygstad (2022) demonstrate how both per-
spectives are reflected in the Basic Agreement between Norwayʼs peak organisations – 
participation is intended to promote efficiency and productivity, while also ensuring 
workersʼ involvement and protection.  

Dualist regimes guarantee strong rights for a core workforce of skilled, high-paid and 
long-term employees, often at the expense of poor working conditions and low security 
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for those at the margins. In such regimes, permanently employed workers are granted 
opportunities for participation and influence, partly because employers see the benefit 
of retaining qualified staff or in order to retain skilled labour. However, NSWs fre-
quently fall outside the established structures and channels for workplace participation 
(Wilkinson et al., 2021).   

Market-based employment regimes emphasise minimal regulation for all, making the 
distinction between insiders and outsiders less pronounced. This may involve various 
forms of individual voice but offers few collective arrangements for representation. Due 
to weak collective worker power, efficiency-driven arguments for voice tend to carry 
greater weight. Participation is more likely to be individual or team-based and tends to 
be ad hoc in nature.   

It is nevertheless important to emphasise that employment regimes alone do not fully 
explain the balance between efficiency and fairness. Although this balance is shaped by 
institutional frameworks across countries and governance levels, it is also influenced by 
managementʼs perceptions and behaviour (Alsos & Trygstad, 2022; De Spiegelaere & 
Vitols, 2024, p. 146). At the same time, research indicates that the combination of the 
two perspectives makes a difference. Freeman and Medoff (1985) argued that work-
place representation provides a collective voice through which employees can contrib-
ute to resolving workplace issues and enhancing productivity. In other words, it may be 
both effective and beneficial for employers to facilitate employee participation. Building 
on this, De Spiegelaere and Vitols (2024) highlight research suggesting that representa-
tion also strengthens managerial accountability. At the organisational level, large-scale 
surveys have enabled researchers to assess the impact of works councils. In Germany, 
for example, there is a well-established tradition of examining how works councils influ-
ence a wide range of outcomes, including training, health and safety, pay inequality, 
and more (Addison, 2009; Hübler & Jirjahn, 2003). Nienhüser (2014) adopts a more bal-
anced perspective and, based on extensive qualitative studies, concludes that:  

…it is fair to say in summing up the findings that the existing of a work council does 

not reduce company performance and, under certain conditions, has a productivity-

enhancing or value-added-enhancing effect (Nienhüser, 2014, p. 258)  

Similarly, survey research in Belgium has demonstrated the positive effects of local un-
ion presence on vocational training, the enforcement of collective rights (Hermans et 
al., 2020), and productivity (van den Berg et al., 2017). The following section takes a 
closer look at what participation entails and how it is practised.  

How participation can unfold   
All over the world, most people spend a large part of their wakening at work (…) Individ-
ual and collective participation rights at work are therefore of crucial importance for the 
quality of life in any given society (…) No true democracy is possible without em-
ployeeʼs participation at the workplace. (Pries, 2019, s. 39).   
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Source: De Spiegelaere et al., based on Van Gyes 2006; Marchington, 2005:26-29, Knudsen, 1995:9, 
Gold & Hall, 1990:25, Davis and Lansbury, 1986:2; Conchon, 2014: 72-97, in De Spiegelaere, et al. 2019, 
p. 71 

The rationale behind why workers and their representatives should participate will influ-
ence how participation is practiced, e.g. in terms of its form, degree, and outcomes. 
De Spiegelaere et al. (2019, pp. 70–71) have examined ‘democracy at workʼ from both 
theoretical and empirical perspectives. They present six distinct dimensions that are im-
portant in this context, illustrated through the Diamond of Democracy. The further one 
moves ‘outwardsʼ in the diamond, the greater the degree of democracy at work. The 
starting point is ‘degree .̓  

Degree  
The degree of involvement or participation may range from weak to strong. A weak 
form would be where employers invite employees into bipartite social dialogue with the 
intention of informing them about decisions that have been made or are about to be 
made in the near future. A strong form would involve trade union representatives and/or 
other employee representatives participating in negotiations or holding veto power. The 
degree of participation will influence the outcome. There is a significant difference be-
tween merely being informed and actively negotiating or having co-determination in a 
decision.   

Topics  
The types of decisions in which employees participate also represent a key dimension. 
Decisions can be classified within a hierarchy (Knudsen, 1995; Busck et al., 2010; 
De Spiegelaere et al., 2019). In the Diamond, De Spiegelaere et al. (2019, p. 70) use 
three distinct topics: operational (as the lowest level), working conditions, and strategic 
and financial topics as the highest. Knudsen (1995) defines four types of management 
decisions, arranged hierarchically according to their significance for both employers 
and employees. Welfare decisions concern company-specific welfare provisions (e.g. 
canteens, housing facilities), while operational decisions relate to how work is to be car-
ried out (e.g. defining tasks and assigning workers). Tactical decisions involve the 
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means by which goals are achieved, including work organisation, working hours, and 
personnel management. Strategic decisions, on the other hand, encompass overarching 
choices regarding the companyʼs goals and structure, such as investments, mergers, 
acquisitions, and partial or full closures (Knudsen, 1995:11). Knudsenʼs typology was de-
veloped at a time when permanent full-time employment was still the norm in many Eu-
ropean countries. Over the past decades, national labour markets have become more 
heterogeneous in terms of nationality, and the proportion of workers in non-standard 
employment has increased. This shift necessitates a rethinking of the topics addressed, 
so that they better reflect the needs of diverse groups of employees. Further, over the 
past decade, there appears to have been a shift in the literature, with increased focus 
on ‘well-being .̓ Guest (2025) highlights ‘the challenges posed by contemporary em-
ployment with growing incidence of mental health problems and a recognition of the 
costs of low well‐being to organisations and to society more widelyʼ (Guest, 2025, p. 
326). Well-being is defined as ‘The overall quality of an employeeʼs experience and 
functioning at work ,̓ and is related to psychological, physical and social functioning. 
Physical well‐being is concerned with health reflected in both physiological and subjec-
tive indicators, the latter including perceptions of health, levels of energy and work‐re-
lated stress. The social aspects of well‐being include positive social relations at work, 
fair rewards, fair treatment and sufficient opportunities for voice (ibid.).  

Domains  
The strength of democracy and its outcome are also linked to the domain of the deci-
sion. Is it a decision related to a team of employees, a department, the enterprise, the 
national company, or an entire multinational corporation? For example, employee repre-
sentation on company boards expands the domains by enabling participation in tactical 
and strategic decisions that affect the entire enterprise or corporate group. Further-
more, these domains may be connected to a particular sector or the broader economy 
(ibid., p. 70). In these cases, trade unions may participate in tripartite social dialogue 
concerning developments in the labour market and/or the economy, e.g. the working 
conditions for NSWs. The focus on domains enables De Spiegelaere et al. (2019) to link 
the organisational level to both the sectoral and national levels. Thus, democracy at 
work is not confined to individual enterprises or corporate groups but could include 
workers without a permanent attachment to a specific workplace, i.e. those in non-
standard employment.  

Coverage  
Another dimension of relevance in our context is coverage. Does the mechanism for de-
mocracy, participation, and voice apply only to a few or very specific groups of employ-
ees, for example, unionised workers within the enterprise, or does it extend to and en-
gage all workers, including those in atypical employment? Coverage indicates whether 
democracy is limited to the core or insiders of the organisation or labour market, or 
whether it also encompasses decisions affecting a broader group of workers, the out-
siders (De Spiegelaere, 2019, p. 70). Who is covered may also influence the outcome. 
For instance, decisions to extend collective agreements that may ensure a wage floor 
and decent working conditions, will also include non-unionised workers or employees in 
companies without collective agreements and/or employee representation.  
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Timing  
The timing of when trade union representatives or other employee representatives are 
involved in decision-making processes also affects the outcome. Is their involvement 
prior to decisions being made, or afterwards? If it occurs afterwards, it typically takes 
the form of being informed. However, if participation takes place beforehand, employ-
ees may also engage in negotiations and thereby exert a certain degree of influence. 
For example, Trygstad and Jensen (2023) find that union representatives who are in-
volved in decision-making processes related to organisational restructuring perceive 
their influence over the outcome to be significantly greater than those who are merely 
informed.  

Form  
De Spiegelaere et al. (2019) point out that representative participation may be formal or 
exclusively informal, but it can also be a combination of both. This combination is re-
garded by Alsos and Trygstad (2022) as an operationalisation of the Nordic model, or 
what has also been referred to as inclusive employment regimes. In such contexts, 
trade union representatives participate in various formal forums for social dialogue, 
while also engaging in informal conversations with their immediate managers about 
matters concerning the enterprise or their members. Based on survey data from union 
representatives in the three largest trade unions in the Norwegian private sector, Alsos 
and Trygstad (2022) found that those who participate in both formal forums with man-
agement and meet informally with management are the ones who perceive their influ-
ence to be the greatest. Next in line are those who only participate informally. The least 
influence is perceived by those who only meet management informally (Alsos & 
Trygstad, 2022).   

However, it is important not to assume that only formalised mechanisms are capable of 
addressing challenges related to employee voice (Dietz, Wilkinson, & Redman, 2009). In 
recent years, there has been growing recognition of the role and value of informal 
voice; spontaneous, unstructured interactions between managers and employees 
that facilitate the exchange of information and opportunities for consultation (Marching-
ton & Suter, 2013; Morrison, 2011).   

In tripartite social dialogue, the form naturally varies, from consultative to advisory, but 
when it comes to economic and labour market policy, the sitting government re-
tains veto power, even though decisions may provoke protests from both employer and 
employee organisations. According to Alfonso et al. (2025), the stronger and more or-
ganised the labour unions are, the greater the incentives for governments to include 
them in policymaking. For governments, the rationale for engaging in negotiations with 
employers and trade unions over policy is to secure support from key stakeholders in 
the labour market.   

Democracy and Participation Among Different Groups of Workers  
As previously discussed, democracy at work can be illustrated by examining how far 
into the “diamondˮ one moves, whether within an organisation, a sector, or a country. 
Earlier in this chapter, we linked this to the normative justification for participation and to 
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different employment regimes. Empirical evidence suggests, for example, that participa-
tion tends to be more extensive in the Nordic countries, which are characterised by in-
clusive employment regimes and a combination of fairness and efficiency as underlying 
rationales.  

Researchers at the European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) have developed the European 
Participation Index (EPI), which is based on three dimensions: (i) union density and col-
lective bargaining coverage, (ii) workplace representation, and (iii) board-level repre-
sentation. De Spiegelaere & Vitols (2024) find that the Nordic countries, Denmark, Fin-
land, and Sweden, achieve the highest EPI scores, while the Baltic states (Estonia, Lat-
via, and Lithuania, with scores of 0.14, 0.15, and 0.22 respectively) and Bulgaria (0.19) 
rank lowest on the index (see also chapter 4). 

At the same time, the index is less able to capture the situation of various groups of 
temporary workers, freelancers, and solo self-employed individuals, such as those en-
gaged in platform-mediated work. This raises a timely question: are existing participa-
tion and voice mechanisms primarily designed to represent and protect core workers 
with secure employment (the so-called insiders), or do they also address the concerns 
of outsiders—such as those in precarious employment, as defined by Doellgast et al. 
(2018, p. 3)? As discussed further in chapter 6, many European trade unions have made 
efforts to represent precarious workers through collective bargaining and other strate-
gies (Doellgast et al., 2018; Hyman & Gumbrell-McCormick, 2017; Keune, 2013; 
Mustchin & Lucio., 2017). And, as argued by Been & Keune 2022, also employers and 
their organizations may have an interest in counteracting precarization and downward 
spirals in wages and working conditions through collective agreements, including the 
issue of increasing numbers of self-employed workers as a particular form of flexibiliza-
tion. Precarity may affect productivity and creativity negatively. In addition, one of the 
arguments of why employers traditionally favour multi-employer agreements is to in-
crease stability and predictability, and to avoid poaching by taking wages and basic 
working conditions out of competition (Bulfone & Afonso, 2020; Streeck, 1989). Where 
the respective interests of unions and employers align, they are more likely to address 
flexibilization and marginal work in collective agreements.  

In this context, it is noteworthy that Kahancová et al. (2020) find that the lack of repre-
sentation, alongside limited autonomy, is one of the most significant factors contributing 
to the precarious situation of platform workers in Hungary and Slovakia.  

Considering the presented dimensions of precarity, we conclude that the risk 

and source of precarity in on-demand platform work does not come from low in-

come or irregular working time but is especially manifest in lacking autonomy at 

work and collective interest representation. On all other dimensions, precarity 

depends on sector-specific regulation and hidden risks, e.g., consumer rating for 

income or job security, or net incomes given the costs of engagement in the ac-

tivity (Kahancová et al., 2020, p. 7).  
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So; representation matters. However, trade unions are not necessarily perceived as the 
most effective actors for representing workers. In a study of videogame workers, Dori-
gatti et al. (2023) found that turning to a trade union for support was often seen as a 
sign of failure. Instead, trade associations were preferred as vehicles for interest repre-
sentation. This approach works well for the sector, particularly because it is not based 
on class divisions but rather on a shared professional identity. This form of interest rep-
resentation primarily focuses on supporting the development and maturation of the vid-
eogame industry. These organisations, for example, engage in activities aimed at 
strengthening the capacity of videogame developers to remain competitive—such as 
organising fairs, promoting internationalisation, offering skills development initiatives—
and representing the sectorʼs interests to public institutions, with the aim of influencing 
policies that affect or may affect the industry. Unlike traditional employersʼ organisations 
and trade unions, these associations are not involved in collective bargaining (Dori-
gatti et al., 2023, p. 1267).   

Another form of representation is the public sphere. Bethge (2025) investigates whether 
the dynamics of employee voice differ between online gig workers and traditional em-
ployees on employer rating platforms. Her analysis builds on Wilkinsonʼs definition of 
employee voice as “the ways and means through which employees attempt to have a 
say and potentially influence organisational affairs about issues that affect their work 
and the interests of managers and ownersˮ (Wilkinson et al., 2020, in Bethge, 2025, p. 
6). In line with Bethge (2025), one can argue that the domain of voice is expanding. She 
notes that “in contrast to traditional employees who typically rely on internal mecha-
nisms like unions or direct communication with management, gig workers increasingly 
express their concerns publicly through online platformsˮ (p. 20).  

Bethge argues that in sectors where traditional labour unions are weak or entirely ab-
sent, social media has emerged as a vital tool for mobilising campaigns that challenge 
unfair labour practices and advocate for improved working conditions. The visibility af-
forded by these platforms helps legitimise the concerns of non-standard and economi-
cally reliant workers, drawing attention from both employers and policymakers (Bethge, 
2025, p. 21).  

However, even when participation mechanisms are aimed at vulnerable workers, reach-
ing them can be challenging. In a study involving interviews with 113 migrant workers 
across three sectors in Denmark, Borello & Hau (2025) show how precarious migrant 
workers build solidarity through multiple forms of identification that go beyond tradi-
tional class-based understandings.   

They find that ‘migrantsʼ vulnerable labour market position and dependent relationships 
with employers can complicate, or even undermine, the emergence of workersʼ solidar-
ityʼ (Borello & Hau, 2025, p. 5). Solidarity—essential for representative participation—is 
hindered by the migrantsʼ particular dependency on their employers, economically, 
structurally, and socially. Economically, they rely on their employers to support their 
familiesʼ livelihoods in their home countries. Structurally, employers are often responsi-
ble for providing various legal documents, including contracts and paperwork re-
quired for obtaining legal identification and medical documentation through the Danish 
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Agency for International Recruitment and Integration (Borello & Hau, 2025, p. 14). So-
cially, employers frequently serve as migrantsʼ only source of information about life in 
Denmark (Borello & Hau, 2025, p. 15). These conditions make it difficult for Danish 
workers to build solidarity across different groups.  

Borello and Hau (2025) focus on workers in precarious situations, defined in the article 
as lowwage migrant workers in nonstandard work. Being in a precarious situation 
shares characteristics with being in a vulnerable position. Boonjubun et al. (2025) argue 
that vulnerability must encompass more than what has traditionally been included in the 
concept, namely migrants, minorities, the disabled and lowincome families. Crises, such 
as the pandemic, have contributed to deepening existing vulnerabilities and revealing 
new ones. According to Boonjubun et al. (2025) we need to understand which dimen-
sions are relevant from the standpoint of actions taken on behalf of the vulnerable. This 
is particularly relevant when discussing different forms of representation and voice 
for non-standard workers.  

In this context, it is aslo interesting to note that Wilkinson et al. (2021) emphasise that 
within research related to workers voice, there is a tendency to treat employees as a 
homogeneous group, overlooking the diversity that exists among workers:   

The scholarship on employee voice tends to treat workers as homogeneous and theo-

rises about the voice vehicles in a universal way. Indeed, it is widely accepted that or-

ganisations are generally designed for and dominated by mainstream employees, e.g. 

white Anglo-Saxon, protestant, heterosexual persons in the UK, US, Canada and Aus-

tralia (Greene, 2015). However, workers are diverse, and their opportunity or tendency 

to voice may be shaped by their gender, race, sexuality and personal perceptions in 

addition to institutional factors (Wilkinson et al. 2021, p. 717).   

This means that certain voices may be absent or expressed in very different ways. For 
instance, Wilkinson (2018), referencing Syed (2014), argues that the presence of trade 
unions or employee committees is insufficient to address the needs of diverse groups 
such as women and ethnic minorities. Furthermore, Bell, Özbilgin, Beauregard, and Sür-
gevil (2011) find that LGBTQIA individuals often choose silence in the workplace—either 
to protect themselves from mistreatment or because they feel that speaking up would 
be futile. The result is that some voices go unheard and/or that there is a lack of appro-
priate mechanisms to amplify non-mainstream perspectives (Morrison, 2014).  

To address such a challenge, Boonjubun et al. (2025) emphasise the need to view non-
standard workers through intersectional lenses in order to reveal how power structures 
sustain or challenge inequalities, uncover overlapping vulnerabilities, and foster coali-
tion-building. This implies that the interests and needs associated with having a voice or 
being represented may vary considerably. We return to this topic in Chapters 5 and 7.  

Summary 
This chapter synthesises a broad and multidisciplinary body of literature addressing 
three central questions: (i) why workers should participate in decision-making 
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processes, (ii) how such participation can unfold, and (iii) what we know about democ-
racy and participation among different groups of workers.  

The literature presents two overarching rationales: a rights-based justification rooted in 
democratic principles of fairness, justice, and equality, and an efficiency-based justifi-
cation focused on organisational effectiveness. The rights-based perspective empha-
sises collective representation as a means to counterbalance asymmetrical power rela-
tions between labour and capital, drawing on traditions such as Power Resource The-
ory, Labour Process Theory, and participatory democracy. Scholars argue that work-
place participation fosters democratic skills and political engagement, particularly 
among marginalised groups. Conversely, the efficiency-based rationale views participa-
tion as a strategic tool to enhance motivation, communication, and productivity, often 
framed within Human Resource Management and Organisational Behaviour traditions. 
While these perspectives differ in emphasis, recent research suggests that combining 
fairness and efficiency can yield positive outcomes for both workers and organisations.  

How participation and voice unfold is, among other things, a result of how the two un-
derlying rationales, fairness and efficiency, are balanced against each other. Within in-
clusive employment regimes, the strength of the workersʼ side contributes to reducing 
the initially asymmetrical power relations. In contrast, in countries characterised by mar-
ket-based regimes, the efficiency argument tends to dominate. Here, workersʼ partici-
pation and influence largely depend on whether employers perceive value in inviting 
employees into decision-making processes. In dualist regimes, insiders may have ac-
cess to well-established channels for participation and influence, whereas outsiders—
such as workers in non-standard employment—are often excluded from these mecha-
nisms.  

Furthermore, participation varies in terms of degree, form, timing, coverage, domain, 
and topic. These variations may cut across employment regimes and national contexts. 
It ranges from weak forms, such as being informed post-decision, to strong forms in-
volving negotiation and co-determination. Participation may be formal, informal, or a 
combination of both, with evidence suggesting that dual engagement enhances per-
ceived influence. The timing of involvement, whether before or after decisions are 
made, significantly affects outcomes. Coverage is a critical dimension, as mechanisms 
often exclude non-standard workers, raising concerns about equity. Topics of participa-
tion span operational, tactical, strategic, and increasingly, well-being-related issues. 
Domains extend from team-level decisions to national and sectoral social dialogue, un-
derscoring the multi-level nature of workplace democracy.  

Empirical studies reveal significant variation across employment regimes. Inclusive re-
gimes, such as those in Nordic countries, tend to integrate both fairness and efficiency 
rationales, resulting in higher levels of participation. However, mechanisms often fail 
to adequately represent non-standard workers, including migrants, platform workers, 
and freelancers. These groups face structural, economic, and social barriers to partici-
pation, and may rely on alternative forms of representation such as trade associations 
or public platforms. Moreover, the literature highlights the need to recognise worker di-
versity, noting that mainstream participation structures may not address the specific 
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needs of women, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQIA individuals. Silence, exclusion, and 
lack of tailored mechanisms remain challenges to inclusive workplace democracy.   

This also makes it pertinent to ask whether those who wish to work towards a more in-
clusive working life are aware of the diverse interests these workers hold. Some may 
have an interest in joining a trade union that works, for example, to secure them a per-
manent fulltime position. Others may benefit from engaging in selfexploitation, at least 
temporarily, either to improve their position in the labour market or because they wish 
to maximise profit in the shortest possible time. As Borello and Hau (2025) point out, 
migrant workers value solidarity, but in ways that differ from native workers. This under-
scores the need for a bottomup perspective, something this study aims to contribute to.  
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4 Industrial relations regimes, 
employment regimes and social dialogue in 
non-standard work in Europe  
Kristin Alsos, Fafo  

In this chapter we give an overview of literature shedding light on how national and sec-
toral industrial relation (IR) systems and employment regimes affect the various types of 
social dialogue (SD) in general, but with a focus on the representation and inclusion of 
NSWs. The main focus is the capacities of SD embedded in different industrial relations 
and employment regimes to respond to NSWs interests. We will also give a short over-
view of the variation of IR/ER regimes.  

Social dialogue is often studied in light of how actorsʼ access to power resources. Korpi 
(1978) defined power resources as ‘the properties of an actor that provide the ability to 
reward or punish another actor .̓ The theory is rooted in the idea that workers can pro-
tect their interests by collectively building power resources to contest the asymmetrical 
and imbalanced power dynamic between capital and labour or to influence political de-
cisions on the regulation of the labour market and the welfare state. The potential for 
building collective power resources (Olsen 1965), or union action (Ibsen 2024), will vary 
dependent on the IR/employment regimes in place.   

IR regimes include the role of trade unions and employer organisations, as well as the 
power relations between them, while employment regimes refer to employment levels, 
employment rights and safety nets affecting the differences between employment sta-
tuses. Collective bargaining is the main regulatory instrument of IR and has an inherent 
equalising effect, as the aim is to introduce common standards for workers and employ-
ers (Dorigatti & Pedersini (2021). As pointed out by Dollegast and Benassi (2014) “[t]he 
distinctiveness of collective bargaining lies in this role as an institution that involves for-
mal negotiations between two organizations representing employer and worker inter-
ests and holding different forms of political and economic powerˮ (p. 228). Within in-
dustrial relations, representation of interests is central in order to deal with the inhibit 
power imbalance between labour and capital. But as Meardi et al. (2019) argues “only 
rarely has ‘representationʼ been at the forefront of industrial relations reflectionˮ (p. 
44).  

Traditionally, the legal frameworks for social dialogue include workers in employment 
relationships, i.e., in a position of subordination or, in some jurisdictions, dependency. 
Davidov (2004) argues that the applicable industrial relations legislation which regu-
lates workers‘collective rights is often either not responsive enough or fails to cover cer-
tain categories of workers. Workers who operate independently as self-employed, how-
ever, are often excluded, as they are not considered to be in a position of subordination 
or dependency. Instead, they operate in the market as undertakings, and as such the 
purpose and mechanisms of social dialogue are not suitable. A binary divide between 
subordinate or dependent workers/employees and independent workers/self-employed 
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is therefore deeply rooted in the legal institutions governing social dialogue. NSWs in 
business models in the new world of work obscure the binary divide, as they often do 
not fit well into either category. Zero-hour contracts and platform work are examples of 
work relations often characterised by legal ambiguity concerning the correct legal sta-
tus as workers/employees or self-employed (Freedland & Kountouris 2011; Hotvedt et al. 
2020). As pointed at by OECD (2019) regulations there might be a need to extend col-
lective bargaining rights to workers and self-employed who share vulnerabilities with 
employees (see chapter 6).   

The countries covered by this literature study, belong to different IR and employment 
regimes. The politics, structure and regulations of social dialogue, both at firm level and 
industry or national level vary and will be expected to affect the inclusiveness and ef-
fectiveness of social dialogue. At the same time scholars have identified similarities be-
tween industries belonging to different kind of regimes (Bechter et al. 2012). In this 
chapter we will first focus on literature that relates to different regimes, but also sector 
similarities across borders. We will then look more closely into different models for firm 
level representation. In the literature covering IR regimes, there are several contributions 
investigating trade union strategies and actions towards non-standard workers. This lit-
erature is covered in chapter 6.  

Typologies of Industrial relations regimes and employment regimes   
European industrial relations and employment systems vary widely, and over the years 
several authors have provided systematic classification of the institutional framework of 
industrial relations (e.g. Clegg 1976, Visser 2009; ETUI 2012, Bohle and Greskovits 
2012, Eurofound 2016, Gwadarski & Towalski 2019). We will not cover all these in detail, 
but our starting point is the Visser typology as this has been widely used in indus-
trial relations research.   

Visser (2009) distinguishes between five IR regimes: Nordic organised corporatism, So-
cial Partnership (mostly developed in continental Western Europe), Liberal Pluralism 
originating in Ireland and the UK, a Polarized or State-centred regime found in Southern 
Europe (here represented by the State centred/organised corporatism of Italy) and the 
Fragmented state-centred regime of the Centre-East (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1997).   

The Nordic countries have traditionally featured “organised corporatismˮ characterised 
by centralized social dialogue with strong national and sectoral bargaining and coopera-
tive industrial relations. Peak-level agreements and tripartite consultations are common, 
alongside high union density, broad collective bargaining coverage and institutionalized 
worker voice (e.g. union-based works councils and shop stewards).   

Continental Europeʼs corporatist-conservative or “social partnershipˮ regimes tradition-
ally feature industry-wide collective bargaining, significant coverage (often via general 
extension of sector agreements), and institutionalized consultation (e.g. works councils) 
(Gardawski & Towalski 2019). However, since the 1990s, many have experienced de-
centralization pressures and declines in union membership and bargaining coverage. 
Despite these challenges, continental countries still often use national social pacts or 
tripartite agreements in times of crisis or reform (e.g. the frequent “social pactsˮ in 
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Belgium or the Netherlands, and periodic national accords in Germany, France, Italy). 
Sectoral bargaining remains the backbone, but firm-level bargaining has gained im-
portance for competitiveness, sometimes at the cost of inclusiveness (Keune 2013).  

Southern European countries are often described as state-centred regimes, with rela-
tively polarized labour relations and the state playing a strong role in arbitrating or legis-
lating outcomes. Union density is moderate (but with a strong tradition of mobilization, 
e.g. general strikes), and employer associations vary in strength. Collective bargaining 
is usually organized by sector or branch, but with greater legal extension of agreements 
and frequent state intervention.    

The liberal Anglo-Saxon model is characterized by market-driven employment relations, 
low union density (especially in the private sector), and collective bargaining coverage. 
The UK and Ireland have voluntarist traditions – in the UK, collective bargaining happens 
mostly at the firm or workplace level. There is little coordinated sectoral or national bar-
gaining. Social dialogue is thus weaker and more fragmented: no legal extension of 
agreements, and unions must organize and bargain workplace by workplace. This re-
gime offers high flexibility for employers, but that often translates to a high incidence of 
non-standard work and weaker protections. Indeed, the UK saw an expansion of zero-
hours contracts, agency work, and gig/platform jobs over the last two decades. Fewer 
than one in three UK employees is now in a standard full-time permanent job with union 
coverage (Eurofound 2020). This poses a major challenge for social dialogue: many 
NSWs are in sectors with no union presence or multi-employer agreements.  One major 
hinderance for NSWs is their limited attachment to a single workplace or an employer. In 
IR model as the liberal, where firm level bargaining is the rule, this represents a major 
obstacle to representation (Wills 2009, ILO 2011).  

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) are classified by Visser (2009) as a fragmented state 
-centred model, often with low union density, fragmented employer associations, and 
underdeveloped multi-employer bargaining. In most CEE countries, national tripartite 
councils exist (for social dialogue on policy and minimum wage consultations), but sec-
toral bargaining is weak or virtually absent except in certain industries or public sec-
tor. According to this typology, collective agreements predominantly occur at company 
level, and many firms (especially multinationals) import practices from Western Europe. 
As a result, only a small minority of workers is covered by collective agreements in 
many of CEE countries. As we will return to below, others argue that this generalised 
picture does not take into account the great variations between these countries (Bohle 
& Greskovits 2012). Thus, formal social dialogue is in some of these countries limited to 
the tripartite level where unions lobby for worker-friendly labour code provisions, while 
workplace dialogue remains uneven. Slovakia is one example of this development. Ka-
hancová et al. (2019) describes how a model of peak-level social pacts has been re-
placed by a tripartite advisory committee to the government. Where challenges earlier 
were solved through collective bargaining, one has later turned through legislative solu-
tions. However, the social partners still have an important role to play in shaping these 
regulations through different strategies and channels.  
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IR can be seen as governance of employment relations (Sissons, 2010). Visser (2008) 
combines his IR regime typology with Gallieʼs (2007) classification of employment re-
gimes, to investigate whether different regimes lead to distinct outcomes for social dia-
logue for NSWs with regards to the quality of work. Gallie distinguishes between inclu-
sive employment regimes where the participation of organised labour in decision mak-
ing is strongly institutionalised.  Here, policies are designed to extend both employment 
and employment rights widely. In dualistic regimes participation is more consultative, 
and here employment rights are mainly given to the core workforce. These countries 
historically have had stark labour market dualism: a core of well-protected permanent 
workers versus a periphery of temporary, seasonal, and informal workers with minimal 
security. Spain, for example, has long had one of Europeʼs highest temporary employ-
ment rates.  

The liberal/market-based regimes leave employment levels and job rewards to market 
regulation, and organised labour plays a marginal role. Here, the distinction between in-
siders and outsiders in relation to job quality is less clear. Based on this, job quality 
would be better in the Nordic countries, than in the two others (Gallie 2007).   

Table 4.1 Typology of industrial relation regimes and employment regimes in Europe  

Regions   North   Centre-West  South  West  Centre-East  

Countries in-
cluded in the 
project  

Denmark,  Nor-
way  

Belgium, The 
Netherlands  

Italy  Ireland, UK  Slovakia  

IR-regime  Organised cor-
poratism  

Social partner-
ship  

 State cen-
tred/organised 
corporatism  

Liberal pluralism  Fragmented 
state-centred  

Employment re-
gimes  

Inclusive  Dualistic  Liberal/Market  

Power balance  Labour oriented  Balanced  Alternating  Employer oriented  

Principal level of 
bargaining  

   

Sector  

   

Company  

   

Bargaining style  

   

Integrating  

   

Conflict oriented  

   

Acquiescent  

Role of social 
partners in pub-
lic policy  

   

Institutionalised  

Irregular/ politi-
cised  

Rare/event-
driven  

Irregular/ politi-
cised  

Role of state in 
labour relations  

Limited (media-
tor)  

‘shadow of hier-
archyʼ  

Frequent inter-
vention  

Non-intervention  Organiser of 
transition  

Employee repre-
sentation  

Union based  Dual system  Union based  Union based  Variable  

Source: Visser (2008, 2009), Gallie (2007)  

While most authors agree that IR models with multi-employer bargaining are more suc-
cessful securing job quality outcomes for NSWs, several challenges can be identified. 
The temporary attachment to a single establishment, that characterise many NSWs can 
make it harder for them to be included, not only if they move between sectors (Bosch, 
G. 2010), but also between different forms in the same sector (Svalund & Alsos 2021).   
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Challenges with typologies and alternative clustering  
A key limitation of typologies is that they mask substantial variation within clusters. As 
Visser argues, ‘the real world is messier than these typologies and the application to 
single countries is an approximation at best .̓ Moreover, institutional developments since 
the 2008 financial crisis raise questions about whether the original typologies re-
main fully appropriate for all countries. The classification of Centre-East European 
countries has been criticised for oversimplification. Significant institutional differences 
exist, for example, between Poland and the Czech Republic, and between Slovenia and 
the Baltic states (Gardawski &Towalski, 2019; Crowley & Ost 2001). Bohle and 
Greskovits (2012) make a distinction between three forms of capitalisms in these coun-
tries: neoliberal in the Baltic states (and similarities in Romania and Bulgaria), embedded 
neoliberal in the Visegrad countries (and Croatia) and neocorporatist type in Slove-
nia. The neoliberal regime in the Baltic states limits the political influence of citizens and 
social groups on policymaking, while the embedded neoliberal regimes in the Visegrad 
states are looking for compromises between market transformation and social cohe-
sion, making them more inclusive. Lastly, Slovenia is seen as the most generous in rela-
tion to those who lose out in the transformation to the market economy. Here you find 
multilevel, negotiated relationship between the state, labour and capital, and search for 
compromises. This variation suggests that the grouping made by Visser masks im-
portant divergences in industrial relations structures.  

Gwadarski and Towalski (2019) have provided a different typology based on 19 input 
and output variables covering both institutions and the quality of work and employment, 
as employment rate, forms of employment or labour costs. The authors have identi-
fied four different clusters of countries.   

(1) Anglo-Saxon cluster encompassing UK and Ireland, and characterized by de-
centralized collective bargaining with low coverage, and a low share of workers in 
standard employment. These countries have high employment rates, low employ-
ment protection and the highest labour productivity in the sample.   

(2) The Continental model cluster compromising most West, South and North-Euro-
pean countries except Portugal and Greece. All countries in this cluster have high col-
lective bargaining coverage, and also other characteristics of strong industrial democ-
racy. Although union density varies between these countries, other institutional ar-
rangements such as work councils indicates that the industrial democracy is strong. 
Further, these countries have high share of employment by low skilled workers and 
small share of precarious workers, low unemployment etc. what the authors label as a 
“solidaristic face .ˮ Notably, this cluster spans multiple of Visserʼs original regime 
groups, indicating greater cross-country convergence than traditional typologies allow.  

(3) The Statist cluster includes Greece, Portugal, the Czech Republic, Poland, Croa-
tia and Slovenia. Their industrial democracy is considered weak with low union density 
and weak forms of employee representation and collective bargaining. Thus, the state 
exercises its power, often autonomously. Representative social partners are often ab-
sent and multi-employer bargaining weak. Further, employment levels are low, as well 
as quality of jobs and labour productivity.   
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(4) The last cluster, the Deregulated model, compromises the other seven CEE 
countries. Here, the industrial democracy is even more underdeveloped than in cluster 
(3). The countries have a small share of people on temporary contracts, but low em-
ployment protection makes it easy to ‘hire and fireʼ workers. Further characteristics in-
clude low employment rate, high rate of precarious work and low level of low skilled 
workers in the labour force. The authors sum up this cluster the following way: -the 
economies making up cluster 4 have undergone a far-reaching decentralization of the 
relations between employers and employees, while at the same time the state has not 
aspired to assume an active role in industrial relationsʼ (p. 96).   

While this typology offers a more accurate picture of CEE states, it does also feature 
simplifications in some areas. For instance, it overlooks some factors that are useful in 
an analytical framework for assessing the inclusiveness of social dialogue, eg. The will-
ingness of the state to set up corporatist structures, and the capacity of trade unions to 
mobilise workers. Another example would be the measurement of industrial democracy, 
where the collective bargaining variable and the employee representative variable en-
compass a wide diversity of institutional characteristics. For instance, Danish collective 
bargaining coverage is largely based on union activity at company level, which could be 
expected to facilitate more firm-level initiatives compared with companies covered only 
by an extended collective agreement. Furthermore, the level at which employee repre-
sentatives are present, as well as the overall unionisation rate, would also be important. 
Ibsen et al. (2017), analysing workers in Denmark, show that there is a positive effect of 
workplace union density on the likelihood that new employees join unions—an im-
portant factor for increasing associational power (Traxler et al., 2021). They find a sig-
nificant acceleration at around 45–65 per cent workplace union density. But, as Ibsen 
(2024) points out, associational power is not based on union density alone, but also on 
the ability to mobilise non-members.  

There are also contributions arguing that recent changes have made national models 
drift in the direction of other regimes. Sippola et al. (2024) compare the continental 
Dutch model with the Nordic model using the regulation of variable-hours contracts as a 
case. They find that the Dutch bargaining process was more dynamic than the Finnish 
one. They explain this by the commitment of the tripartite body, the social partnersʼ La-
bour Foundation (STAR). In Finland, autonomous bargaining between the social part-
ners failed to protect workers with variable-hours contracts; instead, negotiations were 
shaped by the perceived need for greater employer flexibility, and decentralisation of 
collective bargaining made it difficult to improve protection through sector-level agree-
ments. Rather than collaborating through tripartite or bipartite institutions, the social 
partners sought to push their agendas independently into state legislation. The authors 
argue that the Finnish case resembles the Irish liberal labour market regime with weak 
unions, moving away from the Nordic model, while the Netherlands is moving in the op-
posite direction.  

There is considerable variation between different IR regimes in terms of bargaining cov-
erage, depending on employer and union density, bargaining models, and the use of ex-
tension mechanisms (OECD/AIAS, 2025). However, there is not necessarily a direct link 
between coverage and levels of equality between different groups of workers, as 
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access to power resources varies between unions in different countries and sectors, 
giving some unions a stronger position vis-à-vis employers than others. How IR regimes 
are constructed is therefore crucial for explaining different job quality outcomes. For in-
stance, coordination between bargaining areas and solidaristic wage bargaining—as 
found in the Nordic regimes of organised corporatism—support unions with limited 
power resources, often those representing a relatively high share of NSWs. This is not 
the case in more decentralised regimes such as the UK, where bargaining is not coordi-
nated (Doregatti & Pedersini, 2021; Alsos & Nergaard, 2021).  

Sector differences and cross-country similarities   
Bechter et al. (2012) demonstrate a significant disconnection between national indus-
trial relations systems and sectoral-level industrial relations. Their analysis, which com-
pares sector indicators against the Visser/European Commission (2009) typology, 
shows that several sectors in different countries would fit better within the “Organised 
Corporatismˮ model typically associated with the Nordic region. Examples include the 
steel industry in Poland and hospitals and railways in the UK. According to their analy-
sis, only in Austria and the Netherlands do sectoral patterns fully mirror the national in-
dustrial relations model of social partnership, while only Portuguese sectors consist-
ently resemble the state-centred Southern European model. Bechter et al. argue that 
sectoral and national levels do not replace one another; instead, ‘both levels are equally 
importantʼ (Bechter et al., p. 199).  

Keune and Pedaci (2020) similarly find that, across seven European countries, national 
institutional contexts play a limited role in shaping trade union strategies against precar-
ious work in construction, industrial cleaning and temporary agency work. Their find-
ings align with Bechter et al. (2012) by demonstrating that sectors exhibit notable simi-
larities across national borders. In their analysis, unionsʼ power resources emerge as 
the decisive factor shaping strategies. At the same time, unions operating in weaker 
sectors—such as cleaning—may utilise power resources from stronger sectors or from 
the national level (Keune & Pedaci, 2020).  

When Meardi et al. (2019) study representation, they find that ‘deeper rootsʼ—where or-
ganisations claim to be more genuine—and ‘new voicesʼ—where traditional unions are 
challenged by emerging organisations representing groups marginalised in large trade 
unions—are common in the pluralist representation systems of liberal and Mediterra-
nean countries, but appear to be rare in corporatist countries.  

Bechter et al. (2012) point to the Nordic countries and Austria as cases where national 
models remain visible at the sectoral level. However, even in the well-regulated Nordic 
countries, cracks in the inclusive model have been identified. Alsos and Trygstad 
(2019), examining representativesʼ participation in Norwegian companies covered by 
collective agreements, found substantial variation between firms in manufacturing and 
those in private services. In parts of the private services sector, it was difficult to iden-
tify the Nordic micro-model, which is characterised by close cooperation between man-
agement and company-level union representatives. A key challenge for union repre-
sentatives in the service sector was low union density, which reduced their power vis-
à-vis the employer.  
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Furthermore, several contributions have shown that the Nordic model struggles to regu-
late platform work. Oppegaard (2025) argues that this is not the result of a weakened IR 
system or labour-market deregulation, but rather that platforms exploit the fringes of the 
Nordic labour-market model. By this he refers to parts of the labour market that are not 
fully institutionalised. López et al. (2024) investigate how even workers at the fringe can 
use the institutional framework for collective representation as a power resource, 
but note that these power resources are frequently contested and circumvented by em-
ployers. The challenge, therefore, is to maintain their position, as the institutional frame-
work contains loopholes.   

An opposite example can be found in the UK, where more is left to market regulation. 
Simms (2011) addresses the general problems of the UK industrial relations system in 
improving the situation for vulnerable workers, due to low bargaining coverage and low 
union density, particularly in sectors with high levels of precarious work. At the same 
time, there are some sectors with long-established bargaining traditions, such as per-
forming artists and nurses. In these sectors, unions have succeeded in organising and 
regulating precarious work and in extending coverage to new forms of work. One exam-
ple of the latter is the transport unions, which have begun recruiting members and ex-
tending collective bargaining to more precarious groups of workers in the transport 
sector—for instance, cleaners on the London Underground.  

So, how do different IR and employment regimes affect the quality of work? In a litera-
ture review investigating inequality between capital and labour and among wage-earn-
ers, Keune (2021) finds that increased inequality is related to low bargaining coverage 
and low union density. Keune argues that four factors help explain this correlation. One 
of them concerns representation, and whether unions represent only insiders or also 
outsiders. NSWs will less often be union members, and if unions represent only their 
members, they may have little interest in combating low wages. However, Keune finds 
evidence in the literature that many European unions have sought to include the inter-
ests of precarious workers in collective bargaining as well as through other strategies. 
In addition to motivations of social justice and solidarity, unions may also act because 
employers can use precarious workers to put pressure on insidersʼ wages and working 
conditions. Keune finds that ideas of social solidarity and equality are strongest in the 
Nordic and southern European countries and weakest in the Anglophone countries (with 
reference to Rosetti 2019). As Keune points out, the same applies to employers, as one 
argument for multi-employer bargaining is that it prevents low-wage competition.  

The limits of the collective bargaining model are observed by Been and Keune (2022). 
They examine regulatory changes and developments in marginal part-time work in com-
parison with other forms of non-standard work in the Dutch cultural and creative indus-
tries. They identify substantial variation across subsectors with regard to centralized, 
marginalisation, and the responses of collective bargaining actors. This is due not only 
to the absence of collective agreements in many subsectors, but also to the fact that 
measures to counteract poor working and living conditions are included in collective 
agreements only when the social partners reach consensus. However, in industrial rela-
tions systems with strong institutions, issues that collective bargaining actors fail to re-
solve can be raised in other institutional arenas. Keune (2015) illustrates this in relation 
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to unionsʼ efforts to improve collective agreements for non-standard workers, but this 
can also be relevant for labour markets as such. Where unions are not sufficiently 
strong, or where bargaining coverage is limited, they may turn to tripartite institutions or 
legislators to push for change (Trif et al., 2023; Kahancová & Martišková, 2022). Yet this 
strategy is less effective in responding quickly to emerging forms of precarious employ-
ment—creating opportunities for regime shopping.  

In a study of interest representation in the videogame industry in Denmark, Italy and the 
Netherlands, Dorigatti et al. (2023) analyse how representation is shaped by national 
and sectoral contexts. In line with other contributions, they find that traditional industrial 
relations actors play only a limited role for companies and workers in any of the three 
countries. One explanation offered by trade unions is the difficulty of recruiting mem-
bers. However, even in Denmark, where union density is relatively high in parts of the 
sector, this does not appear to be reflected in trade union activity. In all countries, sec-
tor-level collective agreements are absent. The authors find that, in place of traditional 
actors, professional organisations, trade associations and informal communities that 
help develop occupational identities are more important. On the one hand, this study 
confirms Bechter et al.̓ s (2012) argument regarding cross-national sectoral similarities. 
Nonetheless, the differences in union density between the countries may suggest that 
both unions and workers in Denmark are better positioned than those in the other two 
countries to mobilise representation, as the formal structures are in place.  

Firm-level representation models   
Until now, we have mainly addressed institutions at national and central level, and to a 
lesser extent firm-level institutions. In Table 3.1, Visser distinguishes between union-
based systems (North, South and West), dual systems (Centre-West) and variable sys-
tems (Centre-East). Among the union-based systems there is considerable variation in 
coverage. Employer representation is high in the North and South, but more fragmented 
in the voluntarist model of the UK and Ireland, as well as in the Centre-East. Neverthe-
less, the gaps have narrowed due to EU regulation in this area (Visser, 2009).  

Even within these main categories, there is substantial variation in systems for workersʼ 
representative participation at workplace and firm level, and in the existence of board-
level employee representation. This includes different combinations of institutions and 
actors, such as trade unions, works councils and board-level employee representatives 
(Haipeter, 2024).  

De Spiegelaere et al. (2024) have developed an Employer Participation Index (EPI) 
based on three dimensions: board-level employee representation, workplace represen-
tation and collective bargaining. The country-level EPI ranges from 0 (no collective 
worker representation) to 1 (the highest level of participation across all three dimen-
sions). Based on these dimensions, the Nordic EU countries score highest (0.84–0.87), 
while many CEE countries and the UK have low scores. This aligns with what one would 
expect from the IR regime clusters developed by Visser. However, the findings also di-
verge from these expectations. Slovenia, the Slovak Republic, Croatia and Hungary all 
have scores above 0.5, explained by the presence of board-level employee representa-
tion. The index also shows differences between the UK and Ireland, with an EPI of 0.25 
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in the UK and 0.45 in Ireland, where board-level representation appears to be decisive. 
De Spiegelaere et al. (2019) have also analysed the different elements of the institu-
tional framework of democracy at work, referred to as the diamond of democracy at 
work (see Chapter 3).  

Nienhüser (2014) provides an overview of different forms of works councils. In line with 
Rogers and Streeck (1995: 6), he defines works councils as ‘an institutionalised, repre-
sentative body – one that represents the interests of all employees of a company to its 
managementʼ (p. 248). He excludes voluntary bodies established at the initiative of 
managers, as well as councils with a narrow topical focus, such as HSE committees. 
Under this definition, he includes bodies in which only employees are represented, joint 
committees involving employers, and institutions in which unions are represented.  

In the literature, a distinction is drawn between single-channel and dual-channel repre-
sentation. There are two types of works councils that can be described as single-chan-
nel. The German model, in which works councils are the only, or at least the dominant, 
body of interest representation, is an example of a non-union body at establishment 
level. In the Nordic single-channel model, employee representation takes place through 
a union body. Sweden is used by Nienhüser (2014) as an example of this model, but it 
can also be found in countries outside the Nordics, such as Cyprus. The final type, 
dual-channel representation, implies that countries have both union representation and 
non-union representation at firm level, with France as a key example.  

Works councils can also be clustered according to the rights they hold. Drawing on 
Visser (2012), European countries are placed in different categories based on the rights 
of works councils (see Table 4.2). Visserʼs categorisation includes councils in which un-
ions are the sole body of representation.  

Table 4.2 Cluster of work councils  

Rights of work councils  Countries  

No or only information rights  UK, Estonia  

Social rights only  Czech Rep., Spain, Italy, Poland  

Economic and social rights – consultation  Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Hun-
gary, Lux., Norway, Sweden, Slovenia, Slo-
vakia  

Economic and social rights – incl. codeter-
mination on some issues  

Austria, Germany, Netherlands  

 Source: (Nienhüser 2014 based on Visser 2012) 

Based on the rights that representatives hold and the resources available to them—such 
as time to carry out their tasks, training, and networks within the local environment—
Dufour and Hege (2013) argue that the more generous rights in dualistic countries give 
employees a better chance of being heard, provided the local environment is favoura-
ble.  
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Nienhüser (2014) finds, when comparing Germany, Sweden and France, that differ-
ences in the incidence of works councils are partly explained by the thresholds re-
quired for establishing them and whether their establishment is mandated by law. Simi-
larities relate to the types of issues discussed and whether these are subject to consul-
tation or codetermination.  

Although elections are the main method for appointing representatives across different 
models, there are exceptions. Dufour and Hege (2013) note both appointment by exter-
nal unions (as in France) and designated quotas of union nominees (as in Italy). Entitle-
ment to vote also varies. In most single-channel systems, elections involve only union-
ised workers, but Italy is an exception: there, as in dual-channel countries such as 
France and Germany, all workers are entitled to vote (Dufour & Hege, 2012).  

In a comparison between German and Dutch works councils, van den Berg et al. (2019) 
find that union membership is higher among council members than in the wider work-
force in both countries—particularly in Germany. They also find that members of Ger-
man works councils generally have a closer relationship with unions, whereas Dutch 
members tend to focus more on interaction with management. Dutch councils appear 
to operate more informally (with Germans engaging in more meetings and written com-
munication), and Dutch representatives tend to reach agreement with management, 
share more information, and express greater satisfaction with this relationship. Regard-
ing the topics covered and the risk of conflict, there are no major differences between 
the two countries: both models favour cooperation.  

There are differences between industrial relations regimes in the extent to which works 
councils are widespread. They are more likely to be found in coordinated market econo-
mies (Hall & Soskice, 2001), and Nienhüser explains this through the co-evolution of in-
stitutions: works councils have developed alongside other institutions such as collective 
bargaining systems and labour law. This is also related to whether the imbalance be-
tween labour and capital is perceived as a problem or regarded as something that can 
be regulated by the market. Nienhüser (2014) further argues that works councils are 
more likely to be found in countries where unions play a lesser role within firms and 
where wage bargaining is more centralised, while in countries where wage bargaining 
mainly takes place at company level, such as the UK, works councils are absent. One 
may add that union-based works councils are also found in countries with multi-em-
ployer bargaining models. According to Nienhüser, research on the effects of works 
councils remains inconclusive.  

There are also comparative studies that investigate the inclusiveness of social dialogue 
in countries with different institutional frameworks for representative participation and 
voice.  

Grimshaw et al. (2017) identify three types of representation gaps. The institutional 
gap concerns the absence of unions or works councils and the lack of effective social 
dialogue at firm, sector or supply-chain level. The eligibility gap refers to situations 
where certain employment characteristics (e.g. contract type) limit access to particular 
forms of representation. The involvement gap represents situations where unions or 
other bodies are less likely to include or represent certain groups of workers. They 
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analyse these gaps in six countries belonging to different IR regimes: Germany, Den-
mark, Spain, France, Slovenia and the UK.  

They find that even though the institutional frameworks differ—particularly regard-
ing works councils, where unions do not have a statutory role—unions nevertheless 
play an important part in workplace representation in all the countries studied. In Den-
mark, workers are mainly represented by unions. In countries with works councils (Ger-
many, Spain, France and Slovenia), unions dominate these bodies even when they oper-
ate formally separately from unions. This aligns with Heeryʼs (2009) interpretation of 
Towers (1997), who argued that a key to the success of German works councils was 
their integration with union-based representation. Towers maintained that a critical is-
sue for works councils is that they must not undermine union-based arrangements if 
the aim is to build stronger worker representation.  

Heery (2009) summarises research on non-union representation in Britain and other 
Anglophone countries. Several studies find that workers benefit from a combination of 
union and non-union representation, while others find that non-union representation 
displaces unions. Heery argues that this divergent pattern depends on union strategies, 
the behaviour of other actors, and contextual circumstances.  

As Grimshaw et al. (2017) show, unions remain the most common form of workplace 
representation in the UK. However, the importance of unions even in Germany and other 
dual-channel countries indicates that works councils cannot fully compensate for de-
clining union density.  

The authors analyse the inclusiveness of representation structures with respect to the 
workers covered, including across sectors, firm sizes and non-standard workers. They 
find the Danish and French models to be the most inclusive in terms of collective bar-
gaining coverage and the presence of workplace information and consultation. The UK 
performs poorly on all these dimensions, while Spain and Slovenia show high collective 
bargaining coverage and medium levels of workplace representation. Germany exhib-
its moderate bargaining coverage and weak workplace representation.  

When it comes to the inclusiveness of NSWs, several issues arise: part-timers and mini-
jobbers may find participation in works councils hampered by irregular working hours; 
agency workers may struggle to participate in elections of workersʼ representatives be-
cause their placements end; subcontracted workers may not be covered by representa-
tion; workersʼ representatives often have minimal legal rights to information about sub-
contractors; temporary work agencies may not be covered by collective agreements; 
and unions face difficulties in reaching and unionising NSWs. These findings largely re-
flect a top-down perspective, as do many union initiatives aimed at closing involvement 
gaps.  

Furthermore, the authors note that exclusions are strongly shaped by legislation, for ex-
ample, thresholds for establishing works councils, and by labour-market structures, 
such as the uneven presence of collective institutions across industries. New types of 
employment have created additional blind spots in representation, and as a 
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consequence unions often lack knowledge about the wages and working conditions of 
NSWs.  

As with industrial relations regime typologies, workplace-representation typologies are 
also challenged by studies showing sectoral similarities across countries, as well as 
findings that differences between firms within the same sector may be greater than dif-
ferences between sectors (Dufour & Hege, 2013). They argue that four common princi-
ples are decisive for the quality of workplace representatives. Because these principles 
can be found within each national model, they are not tied to any particular institu-
tional configuration. They therefore conclude that institutional effects are of secondary 
importance and that institution-centred approaches overlook what they call the “repre-
sentative logic .ˮ The four principles are: the capacity to foster relationships; task selec-
tion or the privilege of taking the initiative; experience and the capacity to transform it 
into action; and external relations (Dufour & Hege, 2013). These can be understood as 
power resources operationalised in different ways (see, for instance, Arnholtz & 
Refslund, 2024; Korpi, 1978).   

Summary  
Diversity in national, sectoral and workplace IR structures and employment re-
gimes shapes how NSWs are integrated into social dialogue and the outcomes in rela-
tion to job quality. Inclusive, coordinated regimes with high bargaining coverage and 
strong workplace representation provide better structural conditions for integrating 
workplace-bound NSWs and limiting low-wage competition. Liberal and fragmented re-
gimes face greater structural obstacles. National institutions establish the floor of inclu-
sion, but sectoral dynamics determine where challenges emerge and how acute they 
become. However, national regimes may, e.g. through coordinated and solidaristic wage 
bargaining, support unions with weaker power resources, often those representing sec-
tors with high shares of NSWs. Regimes with centralized firm-level bargaining, low un-
ion density, and weak workplace representation, struggle to include NSWs and may 
produce widening inequalities. However, the relationship is not linear. The literature on 
Nordic regimes illustrates that even strong corporatist regimes face difficulties regulat-
ing NSWs. Non-workplace bound NSWs, such as platform workers, challenge traditional 
IR structures more fundamentally, while the binary divide between the employee and 
the self-employed may create loopholes, especially where the national systems are 
tightly coupled to the standard employment. Because representation systems are often 
built around identifiable employers and workplaces, workers operating through digital 
platforms fall outside existing channels of social dialogue.   
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5 Non-standard work and business models  
Lisa Dorigatti, Anna Mori, and Roberto Pedersini, University of Milan  

The use of non-standard work has become common practice across sectors and differ-
ent types of firms. According to our analytical framework, we can classify business 
models according to the ways in which firms use standard work and we assume that 
these distinct patterns can influence the viability, content and effectiveness of collec-
tive representation of non-standard workers.  

The first distinction that we introduce to identify business models is between those 
which rely on NSWs as a core element of their organization (CORE) and those which in-
clude NSWs as a peripheral component (PERIPHERY). NSWs was originally regarded as 
the exception (non-standard!), but, as the previous widespread restrictions on the use 
of NSWs were lifted and the available forms of non-standard work multiplied, it has pro-
gressively become a more stable option and can now even represent the ‘standardʼ for 
some business models. The second dimension that we developed to identify business 
models refers to the type of coordination mechanism used to integrate work within the 
enterprise. We distinguish between traditional hierarchical forms of coordination (HIER-
ARCHY), where NSWs are recruited through subordinate employment contracts, from 
market-based organisational forms (MARKET), where NSWs are essentially repre-
sented by self-employed, freelancers or hired via subcontracted services. Moreover, we 
added a coordination mechanism based on algorithms (ALGORITHM), which could be 
used in different organisational environments, including both subordinate and independ-
ent employment. The combination of these two dimensions provides a suitable frame-
work to investigate how different business strategies can affect the scope, features, and 
outcomes of collective representation. Our assumption is that business models are de-
fined through a combination of institutional factors, sectoral and market characteristics, 
and entrepreneurial agency. Therefore, although there could be a common pattern 
across countries and sectors, depending on the specific institutional and market cir-
cumstances, we expect to find a significant role of individual business strategies in 
shaping employment relation involving NSWs, which could provide relevant insights on 
the issue of effectively integrating NSWs in social dialogue.  

In line with the chronological development of the use of NSWs, the classical utiliza-
tion of NSWs, as identified by the existing and early literature, used to be contingent 
and ad hoc, aimed at covering short-term leaves of regular workers (Lautsch, 2002). 
However, in more recent times, non-standard work started being used by companies in 
a more stable manner in order to reach different, permanent goals. Among them 
are Doellgast, Batt, and Sørensen, 2009; Jaehrling and , 2013; Benassi and Kornelakis, 
2021:  

• lower employment costs, as non-standard workers are often paid lower wages, do 
not accrue seniority premia, and do not enjoy fringe benefits (such as health insur-
ance or pension plans);  
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• avoid administrative responsibilities and HR-related costs, in the case of temporary 
agency workers (such as recruitment);  

• implement numerical flexibility: non-standard work can be used to adjust staffing lev-
els in response to changes in demand or revenues, externalizing market insecurity 
onto workers;  

• screen workers before permanent employment;  

• acquire scarce skills and deal with labour shortages;  

• strengthen power and control over workers, changing the power balance between 
workers and employers by giving the latter more freedom to rescind the employment 
relationship and stronger capacity to use competition to discipline workers;  

• circumvent labor regulations and reduce companiesʼ responsibilities towards work-
ers.  

Some authors even argued that non-standard work might be used in order to follow 
dominant ideas, without much capacity from organisations to actually ascertain the ulti-
mate benefits of these forms of employment.   

The literature has also highlighted the disadvantages of contingent work, exploring the 
potential costs organizations incur when using NSWs. It needs to be kept in mind, in 
fact, that for most of the post-WWII period, the dominant strategy of organisations (re-
flected also in the theories developed by employment relations scholars) was not exter-
nalization, but internalization. Organizations used internal labor markets and of-
fered workers continued, regular, full-time employment in order to acquire stable pools 
of firm-specific skills, control the workforce, create loyalty and attachment on the part 
of their employees (Doeringer & Piore, 1971; Kalleberg et al., 2003). One can, there-
fore, read the disadvantages of NSWs by contrasting them with the advantages of inter-
nal labour markets. In particular, non-standard work might cause:  

• a lack/inadequate provision of firm-specific skills and reduce the propensity of both 
workers and companies to invest in training;  

• a lack of loyalty, attachment, trust and commitment;  

• higher transaction costs connected to the management of a transient and unstable 
labour pool;  

• lack of full control over the employment relationship;  

• reduction in innovation capacity.  

Combining these elements, typologies of the companiesʼ use of NSW have been devel-
oped. Among them are traditional frameworks, such as the dual labor market model 
(Doeringer & Piore, 1971), the flexible firm model (Atkinson, 1987), and the employment 
subsystem framework (Osterman, 1985). All those frameworks tended to predict the use 
of NSW for unskilled, non-core activities, which are not associated with major disrup-
tions connected with high turnover rates. In fact, in these perspectives, the importance 
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of specific skills for the business objectives creates a mutual interest in long-term em-
ployment relationships (Emmenegger, 2009), which should foster employersʼ propensity 
to offer stability-oriented contracts (with permanent duration, seniority pay, etc.), rather 
than non-standard work. On the other side, the recruitment of workers with low or gen-
eral skills makes a more flexible contractual arrangement viable and attractive for the 
employer. Therefore, while specialised staff are integrated into the internal labour mar-
kets and offered stable careers, workers without specific skills are exposed to external 
markets and are used to absorb fluctuations in demand (Doeringer & Piore, 1971).  

More recent approaches have, instead, complexified our expectations on the types of 
activities associated with non-standard work. For example, Lepak and Snell (2002) have 
developed an analytical framework connecting non-standard work with the uniqueness 
of workersʼ human capital and its strategic value for organisations. According to this 
framework, non-standard work is particularly common in either low-skilled, routine po-
sitions or in high-skill ones, which are not unique to the companyʼs strategies. On the 
contrary, non-standard work will not be used for activities that are core to a com-
panyʼs business and which require a high level of specific knowledge and competence.  

A more recent strand of literature focused on the differences across different types of 
non-standard work, exploring why employers use different work arrangements in differ-
ent activities (Cappelli & Keller, 2013; Benassi & Kornelakis, 2021). This literature illumi-
nates the existence of differentiated advantages/disadvantages connected with differ-
ent types of non-standard work, which depend on the regulatory constraints associated 
with various contracts and influence the way in which employers use different non-
standard work. For example, Benassi and Kornelakis (2021) argue that there is a trade-
off between costs and control in using agency and fixed-term contracts, versus free-
lancers and subcontractors: the former are comparatively more costly, but allow more 
direct forms of control by the employers; the latter are, instead, more cost-advanta-
geous, but less controllable. Thus, employers might favour agency and fixed-term con-
tracts, despite their higher labour costs, for activities that require closer integration of 
NSWs into the work organization of permanent workers, while freelancers and subcon-
tractors are most commonly assigned to tasks that can be delivered without coopera-
tion with permanent employees. Employersʼ choices are also influenced by their capac-
ity of ‘institutional toying ,̓ i.e. exploit institutional loopholes, ambiguities, and poor en-
forcement of regulations. In this regard, misclassification might enable employers to rely 
on freelancers and subcontractors, despite the formal regulations that may (try to) re-
strain their use. Similarly, the manipulation of costs through the evasion of the proper 
application of labour regulations might make agency and fixed-term contracts less dis-
advantageous in terms of costs.  

All these factors are relevant in explaining one key element highlighted by the literature 
on non-standard work, namely the differentiated prevalence of NSWs across different 
types of companies. Variation across economic sectors (and, more specifically, across 
different business models; Eichhorst, 2010; Marx, 2011) and variation across countries 
(Hipp et al., 2015) are the two most significant elements of differentiation which have 
been addressed by the literature.  
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In terms of sectoral distribution, non-standard work has been found to be more preva-
lent in agriculture and in services, and less prevalent in manufacturing and the public 
sector (European Parliament 2016).  

In a more fine-grained analysis, Marx (2011) developed a classification of diverging ‘em-
ployment logicsʼ of non-standard work which are connected not to sectors, but to occu-
pations. This is influenced not just by workersʼ skill levels, but also by the predominant 
‘work logicsʼ of different occupations. Work logics are conceptualized as related to the 
setting of the work process (including the tasks primarily performed), the relations of 
authority or command structure, the primary orientation of the worker (towards custom-
ers, the organisation or the professional community) and the types of required skills. 
Marx distinguishes three different work logics, each with a specific connection with 
non-standard work: the ‘technical work logic ,̓ typical of manufacturing industries, fa-
vours the stability of employment contracts because it takes place mostly in large or-
ganisations which require company-specific tacit skills. The ‘interpersonal work 
logic ,̓ typical of social services and knowledge intensive, creative industries, is instead 
based on general skills and forms of work organisation performed individually or in 
small companies. It therefore tends to be associated with ‘unstructuredʼ career paths, 
often based on ‘extended entry tournaments .̓ The ‘occupational work logics ,̓ typical of 
administrative office work, has less connection to a specific skill set, but is typical of 
large and bureaucratic entities, with work systems closely bound to specific individ-
ual organisations. As a consequence, structured careers and internal labour markets are 
typical of this logic, as visible in the public sector.  

Other scholars have shown that it is not only the overall amount of non-standard work 
to vary across sectors and occupations, but also the specific type of non-standard work 
on which companies in different sectors rely. In their ‘state of the artʼ article, for exam-
ple, Hipp et al. (2015) report how temporary contracts have been found to be most com-
mon in the construction and service sector industries (among which hospitality, whole-
sale and retail), and in the public services; part-time work has been shown to have the 
highest prevalence in other service industries such as health and eldercare, retail, fi-
nance, hospitality, insurance and real-estate sectors; self-employment has been found 
to show the highest prevalence in the agricultural, wholesale and retail, trade and repair, 
hospitality sectors and among professionals.  

Lastly, the literature highlighted how hiring practices do not vary only across distinct 
sectors and occupations, but also across different countries. Non-standard work is, in 
fact, differently diffused in different countries depending on the institutional regulation 
of the labour market. Again, it is not only the overall amount of non-standard work to 
vary, but also the specific mix of non-standard work arrangements companies rely on in 
different countries (European Parliament 2016). For example, temporary employment is 
the dominant form of nonstandard work in Spain and Portugal, solo self-employment is 
the most common form in Greece and Italy, and part-time work dominates in Den-
mark, Norway and Sweden (Hipp et al., 2015).   

This cross-sector and cross-country variation, in turn, points to different explanations 
for the differentiated prevalence of non-standard work.  
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Factors explaining variation in the use and diffusion of non-standard 
work 
As mentioned above, the prevalence and diffusion of non-standard work arrangements 
vary across industries, occupations, and national contexts. At the country level, sub-
stantial heterogeneity emerges not only in the incidence of non-standard work, but also 
in the dynamics between standard and non-standard forms of employment (Visser et 
al., 2024): the reciprocal patterns of growth or decline in these two segments are far 
from straightforward (Hipp et al., 2015). Adding further complexity, countries also differ 
markedly in the relative importance of the three main types of NSW - temporary con-
tracts, part-time employment, and solo self-employment. As shown by Hipp et al. (2015) 
in their comparative overview, part-time work is the most widespread form of non-
standard work in many countries (see also Allmendinger et al., 2013). In contrast, tem-
porary contracts and solo self-employment are more geographically concentrated. For 
example, temporary employment is particularly spread in Poland, Portugal, Finland, 
Hungary, Slovenia, and Spain, while solo self-employment plays a more significant role 
in countries such as Greece, Romania, Italy, and the Czech Republic.  

In light of this evidence, the literature struggles to suggest a clear-cut and linear rela-
tionship between country-specific institutions and the diffusion of non-standard work. 
Nevertheless, the existing studies offer several explanations for these cross-country 
variations by tracing them back to the influence of institutional frameworks in shaping 
these developments.  

Two main sets of institutional determinants are identified as especially relevant: (i) la-
bour market regulations and collective bargaining institutions; and (ii) social protection 
systems and the welfare state. These institutions not only shape employersʼ incentives 
and decisions regarding the use of flexible non-standard contracts, but also deter-
mine the level of security and protection workers experience when employed under 
such arrangements, as well as workersʼ willingness or propensity to accept an non-
standard work position. Furthermore, they have differentiated effects on - and help ac-
count for - the diffusion of the three abovementioned main types of non-standard 
work.  

 Labour market regulations and collective bargaining institutions  
According to a well-established literature, the key institutional factor influencing the in-
cidence of non-standard work is the configuration of employment protection legislation 
(EPL), particularly the legislation regulating hiring and dismissal for both standard and 
non-standard contractual arrangements. The higher the costs associated with dismiss-
ing employees on standard contracts, the more inclined employers will be to rely on 
temporary arrangements and the more hesitant they will be to offer open-ended posi-
tions (Polavieja, 2006). Comparative empirical research shows that, in countries with 
strict EPL and encompassing labour market institutions for standard employment, the 
incidence of non-standard work tends to be higher, as firms rely on these contracts to 
preserve flexibility to tackle fluctuating market demand, while avoiding the high costs 
associated with dismissals (Hevenstone, 2010; Kalleberg, 2000). Collective bargaining 
institutions are also important factors in shaping cross-country differences in the 
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prevalence of non-standard work (Gautié & Schmidt, 2010). In particular, the inclusive-
ness of the collective bargaining system − reflected in its degree of coordination and 
centralization − plays a key role. According to Polavieja (2006), higher levels of centrali-
zation and coordination reduce employersʼ reliance on non-standard work, as coordi-
nated systems establish more uniform wage and employment standards and limit cost-
based competition among firms. Conversely, decentralized and weakly coordinated bar-
gaining structures provide employers with greater flexibility to reduce labour costs and 
manage uncertainty through temporary or non-standard contracts, thereby fostering 
their adoption. The ILO (2016) further notes that in contexts where union coverage and 
sectoral bargaining remain strong, such as in parts of continental Europe, non-standard 
workers tend to benefit from better wage protection and working conditions. In contrast, 
in more deregulated environments, workers in non-standard work arrangements are of-
ten associated with job instability, lower pay, and limited opportunities for career pro-
gression (Kalleberg, 2009; Eichhorst & Marx, 2015). The introduction of a statutory mini-
mum wage also plays a role, as it may incentivise employers to hire workers on a tem-
porary rather than a permanent basis (Gautié & Schmidt, 2010).   

Overall, these institutions tend to exert complementary effects, as documented in the 
literature. Non-standard work, for example, is expected to be more prevalent in national 
contexts where the absence of a statutory minimum wage is coupled with stringent EPL 
for permanent employees and/or weak regulation governing the hiring of workers under 
non-standard work arrangements (Lee, 2013). Altogether, these explanations speak to 
the so-called ‘free-market seeking hypothesis .̓ It posits that firms strategically respond 
to rigid labour market institutions − such as strict EPL, high dismissal costs, or strongly 
coordinated collective bargaining − by seeking ways to recreate more ‘free-marketʼ 
conditions within these constraints. One common strategy is to increase the use of non-
standard work arrangements, which offer greater flexibility and lower costs than stand-
ard, open-ended contracts.  

The economic cycle, wage-setting institutions and collective bargaining   
Institutional factors are thus important because they shape employersʼ decisions re-
garding hiring and firing and their internal labour market. Focusing on the demand side 
of non-standard work reveals that the share of NSWs is influenced not only by institu-
tions, but also by the broader economic context, particularly by how labour markets re-
spond to the business cycle (Gangl, 2002). The economic environment is expected to 
play a critical role in shaping these strategies by affecting uncertainty (Holmlund & Stor-
rie, 2002). In labour markets experiencing rapid deterioration, rising economic uncer-
tainty makes employers less willing to commit to long-term employment relationships, 
especially when institutional frameworks impose high dismissal costs for standard con-
tracts.  

The effects of economic pressures are themselves mediated by the institutional envi-
ronments in which firms operate. As Gautié and Schmitt (2010) show, firms adopt mark-
edly different competitive strategies depending on national wage-setting and regulatory 
frameworks. In countries with strong collective bargaining institutions and robust wage 
regulations (such as Denmark), firms are more inclined to invest in automation rather 
than expand low-wage employment, since downward wage adjustments are more 



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   59 

constrained and thus less profitable. Conversely, in institutional settings characterized 
by weaker unions and more permissive regulatory regimes, firms tend to rely more sys-
tematically on low-wage labour as a cost-reduction strategy, particularly in sectors 
such as hospitality, food services, retail, and call centres.   

In this perspective, the high- vs. low-road approaches to competitiveness provide a 
useful framework to understand how firmsʼ employment strategies (Marsden 1999), in-
cluding the use of non-standard work, are shaped by both institutional and economic 
contexts. In a high-road strategy, firms compete primarily through productivity, skill de-
velopment, innovation, and product quality rather than through cost-cutting. This ap-
proach often relies on stable, well-trained, and committed employees, typically em-
ployed under standard contracts, and is supported by strong labour market institutions, 
comprehensive training systems, and coordinated collective bargaining. Under such 
conditions, non-standard work is used selectively, mainly to address short-term fluctua-
tions in demand rather than as a systematic cost-reduction tool. In contrast, a low-road 
strategy emphasizes cost minimization and labour market flexibility as the main source 
of competitiveness. Firms following this path are more likely to rely extensively on tem-
porary, part-time, or contingent contracts to reduce labour costs and respond quickly to 
market fluctuations (Kalleberg, 2011). This strategy is more common in contexts where 
labour market regulation is weak, collective bargaining is decentralized, and social pro-
tection for non-standard workers is limited. Consequently, low-road strategies tend to 
reinforce labour market segmentation, precarious employment, and wage inequality 
(Appelbaum & Batt, 2014).  

Linking this to the institutional perspective, the prevalence of high- versus low-road 
strategies interacts with macroeconomic conditions and institutional frameworks: strong 
employment protection, inclusive collective bargaining, and comprehensive social pro-
tection systems can incentivize firms to pursue high-road strategies, while deregulated 
labour markets and high dismissal flexibility may encourage low-road approaches. This 
perspective helps explain cross-country variation in the incidence and quality of non-
standard work and its associated risks.  

Social protection systems and the welfare state  
The configuration of unemployment benefits affects the share of non-standard work, in 
particular, of temporary contracts. Unemployment insurance, in fact, can encourage 
employers to rely on temporary contracts as a way to reduce labour costs, and it may 
also make workers more willing to accept unstable forms of employment (Heven-
stone, 2010). Also, the availability of accessible childcare services represents another 
determinant of the diffusion of STW, with specific regard to part-time work, a 
highly feminised arrangement. Affordable, high-quality childcare is positively associated 
with mothersʼ employment rates and working hours; when childcare is scarce, costly, or 
of poor quality, mothers are more likely either not to work or to limit their participation to 
part-time employment (OECD, 2010). Social protection systems play a crucial role in 
shaping both the quality and the risks associated with non-standard work. In Nordic 
countries, where benefits are universal and portable, workers in flexible arrange-
ments retain access to unemployment insurance, pensions, and health care, reflecting 
the ‘flexicurityʼ model (Wilthagen & Tros, 2004; Bredgaard et al., 2008). In contrast, in 
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Southern European regimes, where welfare entitlements are closely tied to standard, 
long-term employment, temporary and part-time workers face substantial disad-
vantages, exacerbating labour market segmentation and inequality (Ferrera, 1996).  
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6 Trade unions and precarious non-standard 
work: a literature review  
Maarten Keune, AIAS-HSI, University of Amsterdam  

There is a growing use of temporary contracts, zero hour and on-call contracts, tempo-
rary agency work, marginal parttime work, self-employment, platform work and other 
types of insecure, vulnerable work and/or low paid work with limited growth opportuni-
ties. This expansion has led to some extent to a dualization of the labour market be-
tween well-protected insiders with a permanent full-time contract and vulnerable out-
siders with low wages, limited job security and weak social security entitlements (Em-
menegger, 2012; Palier et al., 2018). In recent years, this dualization has only been 
strengthened by the COVID-19 pandemic (Natili et al., 2023). Dualization does not only 
take place along the lines of standard and non-standard work: also within standard 
work low paid, dead-end jobs have been on the rise, while among non-standard work-
ers some have been doing quite well, in particular among the self-employed. Not all 
non-standard workers are precarious and not all precarious workers are non-standard 
workers. However, there is a very strong overlap between the two categories.   

This process of dualization has not simply been an inevitable outcome of economic and 
technological developments, but also of conflicts and choices in the political sphere and 
in labour relations (Crouch & Keune, 2012). A key actor to be considered in this respect 
are trade unions.   

Trade unions emerged in Europe as organisations that defended precarious, insecure 
workers that got low wages, worked long hours and suffered from bad working condi-
tions and a lack of social security. The workers that early trade unions represented and 
tried to organise were, in todayʼs terms, mostly informal, self-employed workers like ar-
tisans, day-labourers and others (Webb & Webb, 1919; Lucassen, 2006). Over time, 
trade unions gained strength and played a central role in formalising these workers 
through their struggle for workersʼ rights and the welfare state, albeit with major differ-
ences between countries in the type and level of (Korpi, 1974; Crouch, 1993; Esping-An-
dersen, 1990). This formalisation resulted in the post-World War II ‘trente glorieusesʼ in 
permanent fulltime work becoming the new standard type of employment for male 
workers. Non-standard types of work declined substantially although they remained im-
portant in certain sectors and professions. It was the new standard work that made up 
the bulk of trade union membership, although also in certain sectors dominated by non-
standard work union membership was high.  

Since the 1970s two parallel, but not independent, developments took place. On the one 
hand, union membership and union power have declined almost everywhere in Europe 
(Crouch, 2017; Ebbinghaus & Visser, 1999; Gumbrell-McCormick & Hyman, 2013). This 
gave employers increasing discretion to shape employment in the ways most advanta-
geous to them, shifting risks onto the shoulders of workers among other by utilising 
precarious, non-standard work, often facilitated by legislative changes (Baccaro & How-
ell, 2017; Boumans, 2024). As a result, precarious non-standard work started to grow 
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again, resulting in the intensifying dualization of the labour market. It is the relationship 
of contemporary trade unions with these more recent types of non-standard work that 
we will discuss here, with a focus on the traditional, more established unions. Labour 
market dualization has presented these trade unions with complicated questions about 
representation, interests, solidarity, identity and strategies and power resources.  

Representation, identity and interests   
Trade union membership, overall in decline, is particularly low among non-standard 
workers. This raises the question if trade unions can or want to represent them. Acting 
as their formal, legal representative in for example collective bargaining is difficult be-
cause of the absence of the membership link. Also, representing non-standard, non-
member workers forces unions to deal with complicated political issues. It implies that 
representatives ‘…bring in interests and perspectives that are technically outside their 
formal territorial representation (Meardi et al., 2021, p. 45).̓  Hence, it involves ‘…the 
(re)formulation of employee interests and their operationalization as bargaining objec-
tives and priorities, which requires internal (implicit or explicit) mediation among the in-
terests of different constituencies (Meardi et al., 2021, p. 45).̓  Representation of non-
standard workers is then not so much a  mechanical process in which unions formally 
and substantively act for the other, but more a more dynamic and political process of 
claim-making (Meardi et al., 2021).  

Why would unions then engage in this difficult exercise that may unsettle their member-
ship base? This question can be addressed from different, but interrelated, perspec-
tives. One is trade union identity, a key variable in explaining union attitudes towards 
peripheral workers (Dorigatti, 2017; Benassi & Vlandas, 2016). Hyman (2001) distin-
guishes three ideal-typical trade union identities, which all exist in real life union identi-
ties but with different emphasis. Unions as market actors pictures unions principally as 
interest organisations that focus on maximising the material welfare of their members 
through collective bargaining on wages, working hours and other employment condi-
tions. Unions as class actors sees unions principally as being involved in class struggle 
against capital and the capitalist system, emphasizing confrontation over negotiation. 
And unions as societal actors emphasize the role of unions as champions of social jus-
tice and defenders of the welfare of society at large. The implications of this typology 
are clear. Unions tending more towards market actors will be less interested in non-
standard workers because they are generally no union members. For unions tending to-
wards societal actors membership is of less relevance, as from this perspective un-
ions represent all workers and citizens, in particular the weaker ones, in their pursuit of 
social justice and improved welfare. Their representation of precarious workers is of a 
political nature and will address not only employers but also the state. Unions tending 
towards class actors will be less sensitive to the particular situation of non-stand-
ard workers, but will see them as part of the broader worker universe that struggles 
against capitalism, the root of precarity and bad working conditions.   

A second perspective is that of interests. This is most clearly addressed in the insider-
outsider debate. Orthodox economists and political scientists argue, in line with the un-
ion as market actors type, that trade unions are basically the defenders of the interests 
of their members, mainly consisting of the core workers with the better protected and 
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remunerated jobs, the so-called insiders (Lindbeck & Snower, 2001; Rueda, 2007, 2014; 
Saint-Paul, 1996). They do not, it is maintained, represent the outsiders, those with the 
flexible, insecure and low paid jobs, because they are not members, or if they are, be-
cause their numbers are marginal to those of the core workers.   

What is more, the proponents of this insider-outsider theory claim that the interests of 
the two groups are opposite to each other: where insiders want to protect their privi-
leged position from employer demands, outsiders want to get access to these same 
privileges, which will be to the detriment of the insiders. From this point of view, outsid-
ers are only interesting for trade unions in instrumental terms: they can provide organi-
sations with flexibility and cost advantages while shielding the core workforce from 
fluctuations (Rueda, 2014). Trade union would then consent to or even promote the flex-
ibilization of the outsiders to protect the core. Following this line of argument, strong 
unions may play a role in furthering the dualization of organisations and the labour mar-
ket at large (cf Meardi et al., 2021).  

Classic insider-outsider theorists base their entire theory on this assumption of conflict-
ing interests between insiders and outsiders, and their point of view has been repeated 
by many others. For example, Herrantz (2024: 3) argues that in a dual labour market, in-
siders and outsiders have conflicting interests because the distribution of risks is not 
uniform between these groups. Others have however argued that this viewpoint is mis-
taken. One argument is that weakening trade unions see the growing numbers of non-
standard workers as a possible source of new membership. Another argument that 
is forwarded is that the interests of the core and peripheral workers differ much less 
than insider-outsider proponents claim. Survey evidence shows that both groups favour 
tight employment protection (Emmenegger, 2009), which would allow unions to repre-
sent both groups with one objective. Also, it is increasingly recognised that the fates of 
the two groups are interrelated: increased precariousness in the labour market makes 
the labour market in general less stable, leads to downward competition between com-
panies, and the increased use of non-standard work is strategically used by employers 
to put pressure on the wages and conditions of the insiders (Keune & Pedaci, 2020; 
Benassi & Dorigatti, 2015; Trif et al., 2023). Hence, it is in the interest of core workers 
and their representatives to limit non-standard work and to raise its standards. At the 
same time, if unions try to be inclusive with the objective to protect core workers, they 
may not be addressing the priorities of non-standard workers. For example, insider may 
prioritise job protection, while platform workers may prioritise adequate pay and algo-
rithmic transparency, and bogus self-employed bargaining rights.   

Another contested claim is that it is assumed by the proponents of insider-outsider the-
ory that the identity of trade unions is simply that of a one-dimensional market actor 
with no other identity elements present. This is a simplistic and one-dimensional image 
of what trade unions are, contradicting the above-discussed findings of Hyman (2001) 
that union identities are multidimensional and that all three types of union identity are 
present in trade unions, albeit with different emphasis. This is confirmed by plentiful 
empirical studies that show that the political identities of unions play a major role in their 
approach of the position of non-standard precarious workers and that many trade un-
ions, and in particular the large union confederations, do indeed develop strategies to 
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limit employer discretion, to improve the wages and working conditions of this group, 
and/or to foster the conversion of non-standard work in standard work (Doellgast et al., 
2018; Keune & Pedaci, 20202; Trif et al., 2023; OʼBrady, 2021; Pulignano et al., 2015; 
Keizer et al., 2024; Dorigatti, 2017; Carver & Doellgast, 2021; Keune, 2013; Hyman 
and Gumbrell-McCormick, 2017). This then suggests that many trade unions aim to rep-
resent outsiders as well as insiders, that they attempt to be inclusive towards non-
standard workers, and that they can be a key factor in reducing non-standard work 
and/or improving the conditions of this group of workers.   

However, these same and other studies show that not all unions have moved in the 
same direction. Moreover, both the inclination of unions to actually represent non-
standard workers and the success in doing so may vary substantially depending on the 
institutional and economic conditions under which unions operate, the power resources 
they can access and the strategies they apply. Unions operating under adverse institu-
tional or economic conditions, and/or lacking sufficient power resources, may well re-
treat to defend the core and accept dualization as the least-worse or second best op-
tion (Meardi et al., 2021, Palier & Thelen, 2010; Pulignano et al., 2015; Benassi & Dori-
gatti, 2015).   

In the next section we take a closer look at these issues.  

Institutions, power resources and strategies   
Unions across Europe have been confronted with labour market dualization and the 
problem of precarious non-standard work because employers increasingly use this type 
of work  and because certain groups of workers prefer self-employment over depend-
ent employment. However, the issues unions face in this respect differ according to 
both national and sectoral conditions. National institutions play a key role in what types 
of non-standard work are allowed and the extent to which such types of work are pro-
tected through labour market and welfare regulations against low wages (e.g. minimum 
wage regulations), flexibility (e.g. the possible number of consecutive fixed-term con-
tracts or the regulation of temporary work agencies), social risks (e.g. unemployment 
insurance, pensions regulations, work-life balance regulations), etc. (Kalleberg, 2018).  

However, in spite of national institutional differences, major within country-differences 
and cross-country similarities prevail where the types and causes of non-standard work 
are concerned. Keune and Pedaci (2020), based on a comparative study of construc-
tion, industrial cleaning and temporary agency work (TAW) in six countries, show this in 
the following way:  

Each sector has its own profile of precarious work that is remarkably similar across 

countries: temporary contracts and (dependent) self-employment in construction, 

marginal part-time work in cleaning and short-term work in the TAW sector. These 

types of work all entail, in distinctive ways, (relatively) low pay, insecurity, limited ac-

cess to social benefits, limited representation and voice, limited training opportunities 

and/or high work intensity. These different types of precarious work are closely re-

lated to the distinct ways in which industrial and work organization are shaped in the 
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three sectors: fragmented international supply chains in construction, short morning 

and evening shifts and isolated, ʻinvisibleʼ work in cleaning and highly unstable and 

fragmented work in TAW (Keune and Pedaci, 2020, p. 151).  

A similar argument can be made concerning industrial relations institutions. Traditionally 
comparative industrial relations research has focused on similarities and differences be-
tween countries (Crouch, 1993; Ferner & Hyman, 1998). And indeed, such differences 
were and are of paramount importance in understanding unions and their relationship to 
non-standard work. However, Bechter et al., (2012) argue against ‘methodological na-
tionalismʼ as it obscures other important dimensions, in particular that of the sector. 
They argue that industrial relations vary across sectors as deeply as they do across 
countries and that both are equally important in understanding how industrial relations 
are constituted. Hence, in understanding the relationship between unions and non-
standard precarious work both the national and the sectoral level matter.   

And indeed, recent research confirms that the way unions deal with non-standard pre-
carious work differs substantially between sectors (Håkansta et al., 2024; Keune & 
Pedaci, 2020; Carver & Doellgast, 2021). This on the one hand because the challenges 
differ, but on the other because industrial relations, and the options for action that the 
unions have vary. This is most often discussed in terms of power resources.  

Power resource theory (PRT) emerged in the 1970s spearheaded by Walter Korpi (1974, 
1983) and Esping-Andersen (1990). It offered an alternative to the functionalist theoriz-
ing of the development of the welfare state that was dominant in those days by bringing 
power, class and trade unions (back) into the analysis. It became a key approach for in-
dustrial relations scholars and has become especially prominent again in recent years 
(cf Arnholtz & Refslund, 2024; Refslund & Arnholtz, 2022). Scholars researching the re-
lationship between unions and non-standard precarious work often draw on PRT to ex-
plain the actions of unions through the power resources they have access to (Trif et al., 
2023; Keizer et al., 2024; Doellgast et al., 2018; Keune & Pedaci, 2020; Dorigatti & Mori, 
2025; Jaehrling, 2025).  

PRT argues that societal development to a large extent is driven by the power struggle 
and distribution of power resources between key economic actors, most importantly 
trade unions, and employers. Power is seen as the capacity of actors to shape or re-
sist change, and should always be analysed in relation to the power of others: union 
power interacts with employer power in their struggle to achieve their goals. PRT distin-
guishes five types of power resources that workers and trade unions can have access 
to (Refslund & Arnholtz, 2022):   

• Structural power: Power that arises from workersʼ position in the economy and labour 
process: e.g. their ability to disrupt production (workplace power) or the condition of 
labour supply/demand (marketplace power).  

• Institutional power: Power that comes from formal rules, laws, regulations or institu-
tional arrangements that actors can use to influence labour market and welfare.   
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• Associational power: Power stemming from collective organisation: the capacity of 
workers to form associations (mainly trade unions), recruit members and mobi-
lise members.   

• Ideational power: Power based on ideas, norms, frames or discourses: the ability to 
shape beliefs, values, and legitimize certain interests or social arrangements, thereby 
influencing what is seen as acceptable or desirable.   

• Coalitional power: Power derived from building alliances or coalitions with other ac-
tors: aligning interests, coordinating action across groups, and expanding the scale 
and scope of influence through cooperation.   

Lévesque and Murray (2010) provide a different set of power resources that unions can 
access:   

• Internal solidarity: the cohesion and collective identity within the union: shared com-
mitment among members, sense of belonging and mutual support.   

• Network embeddedness (or external solidarity): the unionʼs connections within 
broader networks (other unions, community organizations, allies, stakeholders), 
which can be mobilized when needed.   

• Narrative resources: the stories, discourses or frames that the union crafts to shape 
how members, employers, and society understand labour issues, union actions, and 
collective purpose.   

• Infrastructural resources: the concrete material and organizational capacity (e.g. hu-
man resources, facilities, administrative structures, processes, policies and pro-
grammes) necessary to support action, mobilization, and sustained union activity.  

The two sets of power resources partially overlap: network embeddedness resembles 
coalitional power, while narrative resources are similar to ideational power. Lévesque 
and Murrayʼs categories internal solidarity and infrastructural resources are how-
ever important additions to the traditional power resources framework. Internal solidar-
ity is key to inclusive union policies, important to extend union activities to non-standard 
workers, while infrastructural resources provides the necessary material dimension re-
quired to mobilise the other power resources.   

In its simplest form, PRT argues that the more power resources union have, the more 
they can attain labour market and welfare state outcomes that align with their interests 
and ideas. Unions use their power resources to counterbalance employer power and in-
fluence public policy (Refslund & Arnholtz, 2022).  Power resources are however not 
static but dynamic: they can be obtained or constructed but they can as well be ex-
hausted  or vanish. They also interact with each other in dynamic ways:   

While these power resources are important on their own right, they also interact and 

overlap in important ways. For example, building associational power cross various 

workforce segments cannot be achieved without developing an inclusive ideational 

narrative that appeals to both secure and precarious workers alike. Similarly, 
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institutional power resources are often the product of strong associational and coali-

tional power resources, and the leverage of structural power resources to push 

through substantive reforms. In a context of institutional change and fragility, trade 

unions may look to broader social campaigns and coalition building to strengthen 

their social legitimacy. The interaction of different power resources can produce virtu-

ous or vicious circles (Keizer et al. 2024, p. 387). 

Lévesque and Murray (2010) add to this that power resources are a necessary but in-
sufficient condition for unions to act successfully: union need capabilities to be able to 
use their power resources, with capabilities referring here ‘…to sets of aptitudes, com-
petencies, abilities, social skills or know-how that can be developed, transmitted and 
learnedʼ (Lévesque & Murray, 2010, p. 336). They identify four strategic capabilities: in-
termediating between contending interests to foster collaborative action and to activate 
networks; framing; articulating actions over time and space; and learning. Moreover, 
they argue, resources and capabilities need to be in the right mix at the right time, to al-
low unions to mobilise their resources to deal with the challenges of specific moments, 
but also forcing them to adapt them over time to changing requirements through experi-
mentation, research and learning (Lévesque & Murray, 2010). They refer to union ca-
pacity as the total of their power resources and capabilities.   

Power resources and capabilities are key to understanding union action related to duali-
zation and non-standard precarious work. More relevant power resources and capabili-
ties would allow unions to develop more effective inclusive policies and reduce precari-
ousness. This is a complicated relationship however as  

…the prevalence of precarious work often negatively affects the power resources that 

unions can draw upon in their efforts to represent all workers. For example, precari-

ous work may reduce associational power (enhancing the organisational challenge 

faced by unions), institutional power (through reduced collectively agreed and statu-

tory rights), structural power (since those in precarious work are less likely to exert 

“control” over production processes), and ideational power (making it more challeng-

ing to develop collective action) (Keizer et al. 2024, p. 398).  

Union activities towards non-standard precarious workers hence often have to be de-
veloped under adverse conditions with limited readily available power resources and 
capabilities. This is however not necessarily an unsurmountable problem as grassroots 
unions and movements have emerged at many moments in history. Also, trade unions in 
recent years have also been able to develop new solidaristic and inclusive activities for 
non-standard workers under difficult, uncertain conditions (Trif et al., 2023; Doellgast et 
al., 2018; Però, 2020; Murray et al., 2020; Carver & Doellgast, 2021; Vandaele & Fabris, 
2025).  

What then do these studies show to be factors of success or promising avenues to fol-
low for trade unions? First of all, union policies, practices and discourses should be in-
clusive towards non-standard workers but also as migrants, women, young people or 
low skilled. Doellgast et al. (2018) argue that there can be virtuous and vicious circles in 
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union attempts to address precarious work. These circles take shape depending on the 
extent that unions mobilize on the basis of inclusive institutions and foster inclusive soli-
darity between workers. Virtuous circles follow a clear inclusive path to overcome class 
and ethnic divided and manage to reduce precarity. Vicious circles employ exclusive 
union strategies, include fragmented institutions and particularistic form of worker iden-
tity. Also, unions are not the only important player in their model: virtuous circles include 
voice-oriented employer strategies, while vicious circles include exit-oriented employer 
strategies aiming to exit negotiations.   

Carver  Doellgast (2021, pp. 372-377) build on these findings to identify five paths re-
garding union engagement with peripheral work:  

• Two paths to dualism. One combining fragmented institutions and lack of solidarity 
across unions and the other combining partnership-oriented union identities with un-
favourable structural conditions.  

• Two path to solidarity. One conflict-based path, including strikes, protests and law 
suits, occurring either in the absence of institutional power or in contexts in which in-
stitutional power is in decline. The other a social partnership path, more often uti-
lized by unions who retained (some) institutional strength, in particular in the form of 
sectoral bargaining, to include non-standard workers in existing protective institu-
tions.   

• One path to failed solidarity. Solidarity attempts failed where union were not able 
to create common identities across groups of workers, occupations, age groups or 
countries. Failed solidarity occurred most often in the case of migrants.  

Lévesque & Murray (2010) and Murray et al. (2020) start from the observation that the 
external conditions under which unions operate have deteriorated over time, reducing 
both institutional and structural resources. However, this does not mean that unions 
have no agency and cannot act upon the challenges of precarious work (see also Korpi 
2006). They emphasize both the need and the possibility for unions to develop new or 
strengthen existing power resources related to internal solidarity, external solidarity, and 
their strategic and discursive capacity, with a view to strengthen the position of precari-
ous workers (Lévesque & Murray, 2010; Murray et al., 2020). Murray et al. (2020) ob-
serve and call for extensive experimentation to formulate resilient responses and de-
velop collective capabilities in two steps: experimentation at the organisational level, 
where social actors seek to modify or renew their organisations, networks and alliances 
and reflect on and learn from these experiments; and institutional experimentation, 
where successful responses are scaled up and institutionalised.   

Trif et al. (2023) use the framework of both Doellgast et al. (2018) and Murray et. al. 
(2020) to study union actions aimed at improving the conditions of precarious workers 
on multiple dimensions in nine countries and four sectors in Central and Eastern Europe. 
They argue, based on their comparative study, that ‘…unions can articulate and repre-
sent the interests of precarious workers even when they face unfavourable conditionsʼ 
(Trif et al. 2023, p. 162). They show that the emergence of union initiatives and their 
success or failure does not depend so much on their institutional and structural power 
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resources: successful strategies can be observed in all countries and all types of sec-
tors. Their success or failure depends rather on ‘internal resourcesʼ like proactivity 
(also Bernaciak & Kahancová, 2017; Dufour and Hege, 2010), external links and internal 
democracy aimed at inclusivity (also Marino et al. 2019; Vandaele & Fabris 2025) that 
can empower unions. They claim that ‘…proactive unions with clear objectives that are 
based on convincing win–win discourses can overcome their external constraints by 
acting as drivers of change in precarity patternsʼ (Trif et al., 2023, p. 163). Moreover, 
they show that unions may not easily improve the job security of precarious workers, 
but may have more impact on their wages and voice. They also argue that: 

By facilitating actions that reconcile the interests of different categories of workers 

with those of employers and governments, union intermediation is critical for improv-

ing the relevant dimensions of precarity. It also contributes to (re)building solidarity 

among various societal actorsʼ (Trif et al., 2023, p. 163).  

This latter issue resonates with what Keune and Pedaci call union strategies that ad-
dress ‘third actors ,̓ i.e. actors formally external to the employment relationship. Re-
cently, this is discussed widely in the context of public procurement and the possibili-
ties for unions to build local alliances around precarious work and public procure-
ment with for example municipalities, and to address precarity in public procurement in 
labour clauses and collective agreements (Jaehrling et al., 2018; Dorigatt & Mori, 
2025; Jaehrling, 2025; Tros et al., 2025).   

Vandaele and Fabris (2025) also follow up on the Murray et al. (2020) call for experi-
mentation. They discuss what happens after democratic experimentation for union revi-
talisation, how experiments can be anchored and scaled up and how innovative poli-
cies, methods and tactics are transferred and diffused within and across union organi-
sations. They show that while there is no shortage of innovative and successful experi-
ments, there is a need for unions to critically assess their own internal barriers to organ-
izational change and revitalisation. Where innovative experiments may be successful, 
their institutionalisation may be obstructed by internal bureaucracy and union culture, 
lack of union democracy and limited organisational effectiveness (Vandaele & Fabris, 
2025). Successful policy transfer requires, among other things, supportive leader-
ship and an active deliberative culture; sufficient infrastructural resources; and a solid 
organisational learning capacity. But above all it depends on ‘…the extent trade unions 
in Europe are both willing and able to cultivate those resources and leverage them for 
effective policy transfers of innovative methods, tactics or practicesʼ (Vandaele. 2025). 

Future research  
From the literature review a number of starting points for future research emerge.   

• It is useful to continue to research success and failure of experiments in the repre-
sentation of non-standard, precarious workers by trade unions, to learn more from 
these experiments, and to dedicate due attention to both the longer term impact of 
experiments themselves, and on the extent and way unions learn from experiments 
and manage (or not) to adapt and transform their own identities and strategies to 
more effectively target precarious work.   



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   72 

• A question that also deserves more attention is how to align the interests of standard 
and non-standard workers. Whereas it is increasingly clear that the fates of the two 
groups are interrelated, their priorities may be different at any given point in time. 
How unions can resolve this is a key research concern.   

• The power resource framework is very relevant for further trade union research, 
however, it would be important to try and combine the traditional one, as used 
by Arnholz and Refslund, with the Lévesque and Murray one. Also, it would be inter-
esting to further clarify the relationship between the power resource framework and 
the industrial relations and employment regimes discussed in chapter 4.   

• It would be important to dedicate more effort to theorizing in a field dominated by 
empirical studies, and to bringing together existing theories, explanatory frameworks 
and concepts like union strategies or precarious work, to strengthen the field and 
contribution of industrial relations.  

• It is important to give attention to organizing precarious workers, collective ac-
tion and cooperation with other actors representing these workers. However, it is also 
important to look at cooperation with employers and the state, and to influencing the 
state to e.g. achieve legislative changes.  

• Concerning other actors representing NSWs, it is important to get a better view 
of their characteristics, power resources, under what conditions they emerge and 
what their relationship with traditional unions is. This is to a large extent discussed in 
chapter 7.  

• Under-researched areas are employer strategies and motives; identities and subjec-
tivities of (precarious) workers, their interests and needs, and their attitudes towards 
collective action and representation; the broadening of unionsʼ representativeness 
claims and solidarity towards e.g. migrants and the respective coordination and co-
operation with other organizations representing these workers, and the opportunities 
this offers for union renewal.  



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   73 

References 
Arnholtz, J., & Refslund, B. (Eds.). (2024). Workers, power and society: power resource theory in con-

temporary capitalism. Taylor & Francis.  

Baccaro L and Howell Ch (2017) Trajectories of Neoliberal Transformation: European Industrial Relations 
since the 1970s. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Bechter, B., Brandl, B., & Meardi, G. (2012). Sectors or countries? Typologies and levels of analysis in 
comparative industrial relations. European Journal of Industrial Relations, 18(3), 185-202.  

Been, W., & Keune, M. (2024). Bringing labour market flexibilization under control? Marginal work and 
collective regulation in the creative industries in the Netherlands. European Journal of Industrial Re-
lations, 30(4), 403-420.  

Benassi, C., & Dorigatti, L. (2015). Straight to the Core—Explaining Union Responses to the Casualization 
of Work: The IG M etall Campaign for Agency Workers. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 53(3), 
533-555.  

Benassi, Chiara, & Tim Vlandas. 2016. Union inclusiveness and temporary agency workers: The role of 
power resources and union ideology. European Journal of Industrial Relations 22(1): 5–22.  

Bernaciak M & Kahancová M (eds) (2017) Innovative Union Practices in Central-Eastern Europe. Brus-
sels: ETUI.  

Boumans, S. (2024). Employer discretion: The role of collective agreements in the liberalization of indus-
trial relations. ILR Review, 77(2), 227-250.  

Carver, L., & Doellgast, V. (2021). Dualism or solidarity? Conditions for union success in regulating pre-
carious work. European Journal of Industrial Relations, 27(4), 367-385.  

Crouch, C. (1993). Industrial relations and European state traditions. Clarendon Press.  

Crouch, C. (2017). Membership density and trade union power. Transfer: European Review of Labour 
and Research, 23(1), 47-61.  

Crouch, C., & Keune, M. (2012). The governance of economic uncertainty. The politics of the new wel-
fare state, 45-66.  

Doellgast, V. L., Lillie, N., & Pulignano, V. (Eds.). (2018). Reconstructing solidarity: Labour unions, precari-
ous work, and the politics of institutional change in Europe. Oxford University Press.  

Dorigatti, L. (2017). Trade unions in segmented labor markets: Evidence from the German metal and 
chemical sectors. ILR Review, 70(4), 919-941.  

Dorigatti, L., & Mori, A. (2025). The role of trade union power resources in experimenting with ‘buying 
decent work :̓ the case of the Italian public procurement protocols. Transfer: European Review of 
Labour and Research, 10242589251335757.   

Dufour C and Hege A (2010) The legitimacy of collective actors and trade union renewal. Transfer:  

European Review of Labour and Research 16(3): 351–367.   

Ebbinghaus, B., & Visser, J. (1999). When institutions matter: Union growth and decline in Western Eu-
rope, 1950–1995. European Sociological Review, 15(2), 135-158.  

Emmenegger, P. (2009) ‘Barriers to entry: insider/outsider politics and the political determinants of job 
security regulations ,̓ Journal of European Social Policy, 19(2): 131–146.  

Emmenegger, P. (Ed.). (2012). The age of dualization: The changing face of inequality in deindustrializing 
societies. OUP USA.  

Esping-Andersen, G. (1990). The three worlds of welfare capitalism. Princeton University Press.  

Ferner A, Hyman R (eds) (1998) Changing Industrial Relations in Europe. Oxford: Blackwell.  

Grimshaw D, Fagan C, Hebson C & Tavora I (2017) Making Work More Equal. A New Labour Market Seg-
mentation Approach. Manchester: Manchester University Press.ˮ   

Gumbrell-McCormick R & Hyman R (2013) Trade Unions in Western Europe: Hard Times, Hard 
Choices. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   74 

Håkansta, C., Albin, M., Kreshpaj, B., Gunn, V., Hogstedt, C., Matilla-Santander, N., OÇampo, P., Orellana 
Pozo, C., Wegman, D. & Bodin, T. (2024). Power resources and the battle against precarious em-
ployment: Trade union activities within a tripartite initiative tackling undeclared work in Swe-
den. Economic and Industrial Democracy, 45(1), 29-56.  

Herranz, A. (2024). The eclipse of solidarity: Precarious work, agency and collective action. European 
Journal of Political Theory, 14748851241254817.  

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

Hyman, R., & Gumbrell-McCormick, R. (2017). Resisting labour market insecurity: Old and new actors, ri-
vals or allies?. Journal of Industrial Relations, 59(4), 538-561.   

Jaehrling, K. (2025). Introduction: Quiet and noisy politics in the ‘interregnum .̓ The case of public pro-
curement. Transfer: European Review of Labour and Research, 10242589251377578.   

Jaehrling, K., Johnson, M., Larsen, T. P., Refslund, B., & Grimshaw, D. (2018). Tackling precarious work 
in public supply chains: A comparison of local government procurement policies in Denmark, Ger-
many and the UK. Work, Employment and Society, 32(3), 546-563.   

Kalleberg, A. L. (2018). Precarious lives: Job insecurity and well-being in rich democracies. John Wiley & 
Sons.  

Keizer, A., Johnson, M., Larsen, T. P., Refslund, B., & Grimshaw, D. (2024). Unions and precarious work: 
How power resources shape diverse strategies and outcomes. European Journal of Industrial Rela-
tions, 30(4), 383-402.  

Keune, M. (2013). Trade union responses to precarious work in seven European countries. International 
Journal of Labour Research, 5(1).  

Keune, M. (2015). Trade unions, precarious work and dualisation in Europe. In Non-standard employ-
ment in post-industrial labour markets (pp. 378-400). Edward Elgar Publishing.  

Keune, M., & Pedaci, M. (2020). Trade union strategies against precarious work: Common trends and 
sectoral divergence in the EU. European Journal of Industrial Relations, 26(2), 139-155.  

Korpi, W. (1974). Conflict, power and relative deprivation. American Political Science Review, 68(4), 
1569-1578.  

Korpi, W. (1983). The democratic class struggle. Routedge & Kegan Paul.   

Korpi W (2006) Power resources and employer-centered approaches in explanations of welfare states 
and varieties of capitalism: Protagonists, consenters, and antagonists. World Politics 58(2): 167–
206.  

Lindbeck, A. & Snower, D. (2002) The Insider-outsider Theory: A Survey. Discussion Paper 534. Bonn: 
IZA.  

Lucassen, J. (Ed.). (2006). Global labour history: a state of the art. Peter Lang.  

Marino S, Bernaciak M, Mrozowicki A, et al. (2019) Unions for whom? Union democracy and precarious 
workers in Poland and Italy. Economic and Industrial Democracy 40(1): 111–131.   

Meardi, G., Simms, M., & Adam, D. (2021). Trade unions and precariat in Europe: Representative 
claims. European Journal of Industrial Relations, 27(1), 41-58.  

Murray G, Lévesque C, Morgan G, et al. (2020) Disruption and re-regulation in work and employment: 
From organisational to institutional experimentation. Transfer: European Review of Labour and Re-
search 26(2): 135–156.   

Natili, M., Negri, F., & Ronchi, S. (2023). Widening double dualisation? Labour market inequalities and 
national social policy responses in Western Europe during the first wave of the COVID‐19 pan-
demic. Social Policy & Administration, 57(3), 416-432.  

OʼBrady, S. (2021). Fighting precarious work with institutional power: Union inclusion and its limits across 
spheres of action. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 59(4), 1084-1107.  

Palier, B., & Thelen, K. (2010). Institutionalizing dualism: Complementarities and change in France and 
Germany. Politics & Society, 38(1), 119-148.  



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   75 

Palier, B., Rovny, A. E., & Rovny, J. (2018). European disunion? Social and economic divergence in Europe, 
and their political consequences. In P. Manow, B. Palier, & H. Schwander (Eds.), Welfare democracies 
and party politics: Explaining electoral dynamics in times of changing welfare capitalism (pp. 281–
299). Oxford University Press.  

Però D (2020) Indie unions, organizing and labour renewal: learning from precarious migrant work-
ers. Work, Employment and Society 34(5): 900–918.  

Pulignano, V., Meardi, G., & Doerflinger, N. (2015). Trade unions and labour market dualisation: a com-
parison of policies and attitudes towards agency and migrant workers in Germany and Bel-
gium. Work, Employment and Society, 29(5), 808-825.  

Refslund, B., & Arnholtz, J. (2022). Power resource theory revisited: The perils and promises for under-
standing contemporary labour politics. Economic and industrial democracy, 43(4), 1958-1979.  

Rueda, D. (2007) Social Democracy inside Out: Government Partisanship, Insiders, and Outsiders in In-
dustrialized Democracies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Rueda D (2014) Dualization, crisis and the welfare state. Socio-Economic Review 12(2): 381–407.  

Saint-Paul G (1996) Dual Labour Markets: A Macroeconomic Perspective. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

Signoretti, A., Pedaci, M., Perra, S., & Pilati, K. (2025). Competing for workersʼ representation: estab-
lished and grassroots unions in the Italian logistics sector. European Societies, 1-25.  

Trif, A., Paolucci, V., Kahancová, M., & Koukiadaki, A. (2023). Power resources and successful trade un-
ion actions that address precarity in adverse contexts: The case of Central and Eastern Europe. Hu-
man relations, 76(1), 144-167.  

Tros, F., Keune, M., & Kuijpers, S. (2025). Public procurement and job quality in the Netherlands: institu-
tions, actors and experiments. Transfer: European Review of Labour and Research, 31(2), 197-213.  

Vandaele, K., & Fabris, B. L. (eds.) (2025). When trade unions learn to innovate. Case study evidence 
from across Europe, ETUI.  

Vandaele, K. (2025) Union rebels with applause. Comparing policy transfer processes for union revitali-
sation in Europe. In: K. Vandaele & B. Fabris (eds.) (2025). When trade unions learn to inno-
vate. Case study evidence from across Europe, ETUI.  

Webb, S., & Webb, B. (1919). The history of trade unionism, 1666-1920.   

  



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   76 

7 Alternative models of representation and 
voice: grassroots and institution-led 
initiatives 
Trine P. Larsen, Emily Erickson (University of Warwick) & Maarten Keune 
(AIAS-HSI, University of Amsterdam)  

Introduction  
This chapter examines the state of the literature on emerging forms of worker voice and 
representation among non-standard workers (NSWs). The purpose, principally descrip-
tive, is to map innovative practices and develop analytical frames for the empirical work 
to be undertaken in the Horizon Europe Integrate Dialogue project as part of the work 
package 5. The literature on NSWs is growing and encompasses a broad set of employ-
ment arrangements, including temporary agency work, fixed-term and zero-hour con-
tracts, part-time, freelance and the solo-self-employed, platform and posted workers. 
Research on the NSWs often takes an intersectional approach, considering factors such 
as migration, gender and age. While traditional forms of worker voice remain relevant, 
this review focuses on the innovations and novel approaches which are emerging – in 
response to or in support of those engaged in non-traditional forms of work. These in-
clude adapting existing models to new contexts, introducing organisational forms, using 
digital tools and embedding workersʼ intersectional identities into organisational strate-
gies. Many innovations arise from grassroots initiatives – bottom-up approaches to self-
organising efforts originating outside traditional trade unions or institutional channels. 
Others originate within established organisations and are institution-led initiatives, seek-
ing to extend dialogue and representation to NSWs through diverse organisational set-
tings and approaches. Understanding these alternative approaches is critical for ad-
dressing persistent gaps in representation and to inform future policy and research.   

The chapter proceeds as follows: Section 7.2 introduces the state of the literature on al-
ternative models of voice, section 7.3 defines the key terms and concepts before we in 
section 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6 review different strands of literature organised around what we 
classify as (a) traditional grassroots initiatives which emerge outside of the established 
organisations and institutional contexts, (b) institution-led initiatives which are devel-
oped outside of traditional union contexts such as professional and employer organisa-
tions or government bodies, and (c) an examination of the digital organising and repre-
sentation which is emerging across contexts. For each, we examine their emergence, 
effectiveness and sustainability, means of actions, social dialogue practices and pro-
vide illustrative examples. Section 7.7 sums the main conclusions with an identification 
of future research priorities.   

State of the literature on alternative models of representation and 
voice   
Trade unions are widely considered the cornerstone of worker voice and representation 
within different industrial relations regimes, yet a long history of alternative, non-union 
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models—such as yellow unions, professional bodies, works councils, health and safety 
committees, worker centres and employer-supported voice channels—shows that rep-
resentation has always extended beyond unions (Tavora et al., 2025; Donaghey et al., 
2011; 2022; Guarin et al, 2025; Taran, 2022). Non-standard workers (NSW), who are 
typically underrepresented within trade unions , demonstrate the broader scope and 
potential of alternative voice and representation. Different strands of literature have ex-
plored NSWs representation and voice through both union-led and non-union led initia-
tives, but with different focusses and analytical lenses.  Ample research has explored 
the representation and voice of NSWs, often through the lenses of trade unions and 
NSWsʼ position within the industrial relations regimes and social dialogue at EU-, na-
tional-, sector- and company-levels (Heery, 2009; Doellgast et al., 2018; Larsen et al., 
2022; Keune & Pedacci, 2020 Grumbrell-McGormick, 2011; Pulignano et al., 2015; see 
also chapters 4 and 6). This strand of literature tends to examine both trade unionsʼ 
more general approach towards NSWs as well as specific groups such as temporary 
agency workers, fixed-term workers, freelancers/solo self-employed, platform workers, 
posted workers, part-time workers, including those under zero-hour contracts etc. 
(Grumbrell-McGormick, 2011: Keune and Pedacci, 2020; Vandaele & Rainone, 2025; 
Ilsøe et al., 2024; Holgate, 2015; Benassi & Dorigatti, 2020; Arnholtz, 2022; MacDonald 
& Koltatkar, 2021). This body of work often identifies a shift in trade union strategies to-
wards NSWs from trying to exclude them to increasingly include and represent them, 
but with marked variations across and within countries, sectors, workplaces and worker 
groups (Heery, 2009; Pulignano et al., 2015; Doellgast & Carver, 2021; Meardi et al. 
2021; Alberti et al. 2013; Lindbeck & Snower, 1988; Rueda, 2007; Keizer et al., 2024: 
Mackensie, 2010).   

A growing literature also explores alternative, often grassroot and non-union, forms of 
voice and representation for NSWs (Dundon et al., 2011; 2025; Tavora et al., 2025; Si-
gnoretti et al., 2025; Alcalde-González et al., 2024). These studies draw on industrial 
relations, dualization and segmentation literature, alongside social movement theory 
and power resource theory to analyse the emergence, development and sustainability 
of such initiatives and their interactions with traditional trade unions and the wider in-
dustrial relations systems (Joyce et al., 2023; Signoretti et al., 2025; Cini, 2023; Woods 
et al., 2019; Hau & Borello, 2024: Dasgupta et al., 2025; Holgate, 2015). Platform work 
has particularly attracted much attention in recent literature exploring alternative non-
union, and often grassroots led, models for voice and representation (Dasgupta et al., 
2025; Dasgupta et al., 2025; Vandaele & Rainone, 2025).   

Research on non-union models andassroots initiatives for worker voice and representa-
tion tends to highlight the struggles trade unions face in representing NSWs, arguing 
that alternative initiatives typically emerge to fill the void left by traditional trade unionsʼ 
absence (see also section 3; Tapia et al., 2015; Tavora et al., 2025; Donaghey et al., 
2011; Guarin et al., 2025; Signoretti et al., 2025; Peró & Downey, 2024). Their focus is 
frequently on groups such as migrant workers, women, young people, unemployed, low 
paid and various groups of highly skilled and unskilled NSWs or those working in non-
unionised settings (Alcalde-González et al., 2024: Dasgupta et al., 2025; Holgate, 
2015; Alterti, 2016; Alberti and Però, 2018; Donaghey et al., 2011). The literature consist-
ently finds that such groups experience lower levels of institutional representation 
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within traditional trade unions and collective bargaining systems (Simms and Dean, 
2015, Taras, 2002: Meardi et al., 2021; Doellgast et al., 2018; Donaghey et al., 2011; 
Guarin et al., 2025; Alberti, 2016). A recurring argument is that the traditional channels 
of worker representation and voice are built around trade union presence and the 
standard full-time open-ended employment contract, leaving workers in other employ-
ment situations less covered (Simms & Dean, 2015, Taras, 2002: Meardi et al., 
2021; Doellgast et al., 2018).  

Most research on worker representation and voice further tends to explore alternative 
models of representation from a worker or trade union perspective. Only few studies in-
clude the perspectives of employers, governments and non-governmental bodies in 
shaping these initiatives (for exceptions, see for instance Been & de Boer, 2022; Ilsøe & 
Larsen, 2023; Nicolaisen & Trygstad, 2015; Kallas, 2025).   

There also seem to be an overrepresentation of qualitative and often single country 
case studies with notable exceptions of cross-country comparisons – typically involving 
2-3 countries. The comparative studies typically focus on larger digital labour platforms 
or logistics firms such as Uber, Just Eat and Amazon or on migrant workers and union-
led initiatives in low wage services, logistics, construction and manufacturing (Holgate, 
2015; Keune & Pedacci. 2020; Larsen et al., 2022; Grimshaw et al., 2017, Arnholtz, 
2022). Studies of alternative non-union and grassroots models of representation usually 
explore company or sector-level initiatives, which may not be union led, but receive un-
ion support once established (Hau & Savage, 2023; Joyce et al., 2023; Tapia et al. 2015; 
Taras, 2022; Donaghey et al., 2011 Guarin et al., 2025). Representation of NSWs at EU 
level is less researched, although some studies examine NSWs role in shaping, imple-
menting and enforcing EU labour market regulation, including the EU directives on part-
time work, fixed-term work, temporary agency, platform work, posted work, European 
works councils as well as broader issues such as telework, public procurement, gender 
equality, health and safety issues etc. (Pulignano et al., 2015; Arnholtz et al., 2025: Arn-
holtz & Lillie, 2019). Like national-level research, these EU studies rarely compare initia-
tives across different groups of NSWs or governance levels, despite divergent strate-
gies among grassroot movements, employers, trade unions and governments may di-
verge (OʼBrady, 2021; Kallas, 2025; Meijerink & Arets, 2021; Larsen et al., 2024). Over-
all, the literature offers depth, but limited breath, underscoring the need for analytical 
frameworks that capture how alternative non-union and grassroots models of voice and 
representation emerge, evolve and endure across groups, workplaces, sectors, coun-
tries and multiple levels.   

Defining key concepts   
Grassroots initiatives often emerge outside the established industrial relations struc-
tures and represent an alternative form of worker voice (Dasgupta et al., 2025). This is 
why we not only distinguish between worker voice and representation, but also adopt a 
broad definition of worker voice, differentiating between two types of initiatives com-
prised of what can be considered institution-led and grassroot-led initiatives for voice 
and representation (see below). This approach will allow us to capture the broad range 
of voice channels that transcend the traditional physical workplace and engage external 
stakeholders as well as both unionised and non-unionised structures (Dasgupta et al., 



 

NDI Working paper 2 WP1 Social dialogue and non-standard workers: a literature review   79 

2025). We define voice along the lines of the work by Dasgupta et al. (2025) and con-
sider voice as ‘encompassing expressions and/or actions undertaken by workers to in-
fluence key stakeholders in order to advance their interests and defend their rights 
within a working relationshipʼ (Dasgupta et al. 2025, p. 652).   

While our definition of voice is broad, our understanding of representation is narrower 
and aligns more closely with traditional definitions of worker representation. We define 
worker representation as the form of rights and processes of workers to rely on a third 
party being it a trade union, employee elected individual or collective body to consult 
and negotiate with management, employers organisations and policymakers on their 
behalf on issues related to wages and working conditions more broadly (Eurofound, 
2025). These forms of representation are institutionally recognised and supported 
whether union or non-union. Within this wider landscape of voice and representation, 
this chapter focuses on two types of initiatives: grassroots led and institutional led initi-
atives – both of which may involve elements of digital organising among NSWs.   

Defining grassroots initiatives   
Grassroot initiatives are here understood as collective actions by self-organising groups 
of workers that initially emerge outside the established representation and voice struc-
tures with the aim to collectivise the discontent of NSWs to improve the quality of pre-
carious work. Their focus is generally on workers facing low pay, limited job security, 
marginal or hyper-flexible working time, and/or restricted worker representation or spe-
cific vulnerabilities such as migration exploitation or algorithmic management. Grass-
roots initiatives often start small and locally, but may grow into sectoral, occupa-
tional, national or transnational movements. In many cases, reflecting the composition 
of the NSWs workforce, grassroots initiatives often explicitly link precarious work to 
wider social issues such as migration, gender, or ethnicity – highlighting intersecting 
vulnerabilities and the need for an intersectional approach. By connecting workplace is-
sues with broader concerns and discontent in their communities, they create space for 
wide-ranging (local) advocacy coalitions.   

Defining Institutional led initiatives   
Institution led initiatives are here understood as initiatives for worker voice and repre-
sentation that emerge within already established organisations aiming to support NSWs 
and/or reducing precarity through social dialogue. They encompass a diverse group 
of possible organisations which cannot easily be defined. They can be worker, union, 
employer, NGO or government led as well as initiated by professional organisations (i.e. 
organizations focusing on specific professions) or trade associations (i.e. organizations 
focusing on companiesʼ ‘product market interests ;̓ Traxler, 2008). These initiatives 
share the common feature of being anchored in established institutional structures that 
aim to influence public opinion and public policy related to the interests of a particular 
group of workers, to standard-setting organisations (e.g. in the textile industry), to infor-
mal networks or communities, etc. The literature on these initiatives, especially, related 
to their dialogue practices, is limited and largely case based. In this chapter, we focus 
specifically on alternative non-union models of worker voice and representation as un-
ion-led channels are reviewed in chapter 6.  
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Means of actions and social dialogue  
Both institutional and grassroots initiatives can take many forms, ranging from infor-
mation and education campaigns, legal support, public and media campaigns to raise 
awareness to more traditional means of industrial actions involving strikes, picketing, 
boycotts, as well as collective bargaining and social dialogue. This is why we here draw 
on the work by Dasgupta and colleagues (2025) and distinguish between four broad 
types of means of actions to capture this diversity: 1) the utilisation of public spaces 
(i.e. demonstrations, campaigns, traditional industrial actions such as strikes, cam-
paigns, picketing etc.; 2) the usage of traditional and alternative channels for union and 
non-union worker voice and social dialogue, including lobbying, collective bargaining 
and tripartite consultations), 3) digital form of organising and communication and 4) re-
liance on the juridical system through legal litigation and case law.    

The means of actions underpinning the different grassroot and institutional led initia-
tives often hinge on the power resources available to individual organisations which 
may be grassroot movements, alternative non-union organisations or traditional trade 
unions. The literature identifies several broad categories of power resources, including 
associational power resources, institutional power resources, coalitional power re-
sources and ideational power resources and structural power resources (for a recent 
discussion see Refslund & Arnholtz, 2022, see also chapters 3 and 6). Different organi-
sations draw on these power resources in distinct ways: trade unions and professional 
bodies typically reply on institutional and associational power resources, while advo-
cacy organisations and many grassroots movements depend more on ideational and 
coalitional power resources.   

Power resources in grassroot and institution led initiatives   
Most grassroots initiatives tend to suffer from scarce financial and human resources, 
often relying on volunteers and low-cost forms of support. While grassroots initiatives 
may over time grow and professionalise as independent organisations, or merge with 
other organisations, including trade unions, they are initially weak in institutional power 
due to their novel, bottom-up nature. They often emerge outside the established indus-
trial relations regimes but may over time become increasingly embedded within these 
regimes. Research suggests that grassroots initiatives tend to complement, substitute or 
even compete with the more traditional union-led voice channels (see section 7.4 be-
low). Grassroots initiatives are also weak in terms of associational power resources, at 
least initially, because of their novel and localized nature. Their structural power re-
sources, i.e. their ability to interfere with production processes (of goods and services) 
or with distribution varies by activity. Structural power resources can be divides into 
two categories: workplace power and marketplace power. Workplace power refers to 
the extent to which employers are dependent on the workers: what damage can work-
ers do by laying down or slowing down their work, and how easily can the employer re-
place them. An example here can be riders distributing food. When they go on strike, 
they severely interrupt distribution processes. At the same time, they are often quite 
easily replaced. Marketplace power refers to the general level of opportunities that the 
overall labour market offers and what the ability of the workers to change jobs is. Here, 
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overall levels of unemployment matter, but also the types of skills and experience the 
workers have.   

The power resources often used extensively by grassroots initiatives are coalitional 
power resources and ideational power resources. Coalitional power resources refer to 
the ability to form coalitions with other groups or collective actors. Grassroots initiatives 
often develop strong and organic links with their local community and advocacy groups 
that support their cause, possibly not principally based on their worker identity alone, 
but rather based on their more complex identities, combining being a worker, a citizen, a 
migrant, a woman, and/or other dimensions. Ideational power resources are habitually 
at the core of grassroots initiatives, they often include strong public awareness-raising 
components, building on calls for social justice, decent work and an end to exploitation 
and discrimination.   

Institution-led initiatives rely far more on institutional, structural and associational power 
resources. Trade unions and established forms of alternative non-union organisations 
such as professional organisations are institutionally anchored and often supported by 
more steady income sources coming from membership fees etc. They are also able to 
draw on both organisational and professional human capacities to assist with influenc-
ing and improving the work quality of NSWs. Their embeddedness within national in-
dustrial relations regimes– through collective bargaining (trade unions) and/or social di-
alogue (non-union organisations, professional organisations etc.) give them strong insti-
tutional and associational power resources. Trade unions and alternative non-union or-
ganisations capacity to disrupt production processes provides greater structural power 
resources than most grassroots movements. Historically, these organisations, notably 
trade unions, have relied on these power resources to push for regulatory changes and 
lift wage and working conditions for NSWs (Doellgast et al., 2018; Carver & Doellgast, 
2021; Boonstra et al., 2012). However, there are also evidence that the very same power 
resources have been used to protect what core members, leaving NSWs less protected 
(Keizer et al., 2024; Keune, 2015; Rubery, 1978; Lindbeck & Snower, 1988; Larsen, 2011). 
The declining union density has increasingly encouraged trade unions to build coali-
tions with other organisations, including grassroot movements and alternative non-un-
ion organisations.  

Grassroots initiatives for voice and representation among NSWs   
A growing body of research examines grassroots initiatives for voice and representation 
among NSWs that emerge outside the traditional trade union movement and the estab-
lished industrial relations structures (Taras, 2002; Tavora et al. 2025; Joyce et al. 2023). 
Although alternative models of worker voice and representation have historically co-ex-
isted alongside trade unions, recent studies increasingly focus on the rise of grassroots 
models for voice and representation among NSWs. This type of research has especially 
mushroomed around platform work, where novel forms of collective representation, so-
cial movements or grassroot based unionism have emerged in both the conventional 
and online labour markets (for a systematic literature review, see for example Dasgupta 
et al., 2025; Masta & Kaushiva, 2024; Pilatti et al., 2025). Other groups of NSWs have 
attracted less attention, though recent studies highlight grassroots mobilisation among 
freelancers, solo self-employed, workers with zero-hour contracts and other precarious 
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groups in specific sectors (Signoretti et al. 2025; Alcalde-González et al., 2024; Ander-
sen, 2020; Dorigatti et al., 2022). Across these strands of literature, studies iden-
tify mechanisms shaping the emergence, development, effectiveness and sustainability 
of such initiatives as well as the social dialogue practices and power resources they de-
ploy to strengthen NSWs voice, representation and working conditions. The following 
sections explore these dynamics in greater depth.  

Grassroots initiatives –their emergence and development   
Research suggests that grassroot initiatives for NSWs voice and representation often 
arise in the institutional void created when traditional trade unions fail to ade-
quately represent these workers. Some scholars such as Heery et al. (2010) and Tapia 
et al. (2015) link the growth of grassroots initiatives to shrinking union densities and to 
government approaches such as in the UK, where the government increasingly involves 
civil society organisations in policy areas of traditional industrial relations (Tapia et al., 
2015: Heery et al., 2010). Others argue that non-union forms of representation, espe-
cially flourish at workplace level in industrial relations settings marked by union avoid-
ance and conflictual management-employee relations, where employers may initi-
ate such structures to limit or bypass union influence (Donahey et al., 2021; 2022: 
Guarin et al., 2025).   

Studies also suggest that NSWs often develop alternative channels for voice and repre-
sentation because they experience inconsistent union engagement and feel their inter-
ests are marginalised or overlooked within the trade unions, in union-management ne-
gotiations or policy-making processes (Mackenzie, 2010; Joyce et al., 2022; Signoretti 
et al., 2025). Even when unionised, NSWs typically experience lower wages, less fa-
vourable working conditions and weaker representation than workers in standard full-
time employment regardless of collective bargaining coverage (Lewschuk, 2021; Barton 
et al., 2021; Keune & Pedacci, 2021; Scheur, 2011; 2017; Keizer et al., 2024). These ine-
qualities intensify in times of crisis, where unions often prioritise protecting core mem-
bers, leaving NSWs with weaker protection (Rueda, 2007; Keizer et al., 2024; Bekker et 
al., 2025). The COVID-19 pandemic is the most recent example, exposing structural ine-
qualities in national protection systems and relief schemes that disadvantaged NSWs 
despite later adjustments by national governments and social partners (Bekker et al., 
2025; Larsen & Ilsøe, 2022; Jesnes et al., 2025).   

While grievances, injustice and unfairness are considered key for worker mobilisation, 
the literature also underscores the importance of contextual factors such as collective 
identity formation and leadership in turning discontent into collective actions (Cini, 
2023: Lopez-Andreu, 2020: Simms & Dean, 2015: Kelly, 1998; Ibsen & Tapia, 2017). For 
example, Dasgupta and colleagues (2025) evidence that contextual factors, including 
the type of platform work, worker characteristics, supportive communities, institutional 
settings (i.e. industrial relations system, workplace etc.) and socio-political heritage 
shape the form of worker voice, and the likelihood of successful mobilisation. Similarly, 
Cini (2023) in his work on understanding the underpinning dynamics of various collec-
tive actions in the platform economy points to the important role of supportive online 
and local communities as well as the heritage of political activism in fostering solidarity 
and enabling grievances to be channelled into collective actions. Recent studies of 
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Spanish grassroots initiatives (Las Heras & Ribera Almandoz, 2017; Alcalde-González et 
al.,2024; Lopez, 2020) further demonstrate how rising unemployment, economic reces-
sions and widening inequalities combined with union failure to represent NSWs and re-
sist unpopular policy reforms fuelled the rise of these movements.   

Different studies also stress the importance of collective identity formation and leader-
ship in transforming worker discontent into collective actions (Lopez-Andreu, 2020; Pe-
trini & Wettergren, 2022). For example, Lopez-Andreu (2020) illustrates the develop-
ment of solidarity and collective identity among NSWs in Spain that experience injustice 
does not, alone, fuel mobilisation. Instead, occupational memory and the collectivisation 
of grievances around dignity, recognition and treatment of workers as humans help 
overcome workplace fragmentation and foster solidarity (Lopez-Andreau, 2020). Other 
research similarly emphasises identity and collective solidarity as crucial for sustaining 
both grassroots and institutional led initiatives (Simms & Dean, 2015; Holgate, 2015). 
The literature, however, offers mixed views on leadership. Some stress the important of 
collective leadership in channelling social unrest while others argue that leadership - 
whether union led or not - cannot guarantee mobilisation without “spontaneous solidar-
ity ,ˮ which emerges in certain situations and creates alternative spaces for collective 
action (Atzeni, 2009; Lopez-Andreu, 2020).   

Efficiency and sustainability of grassroots initiatives  
Although various studies explore the emergence of grassroots initiatives among NSWs, 
most provide only a snapshot with far fewer analysing how such initiatives evolve and 
sustain themselves over time. Notable exceptions are the work by Las Heras and Ribera 
Almandoz (2017), Alcalde-González et al. (2024) and Lopez (2020), and their longitudi-
nal in-depth case studies of grassroots initiatives in Spain, where they illustrate how 
these initiatives materialise, evolve and inspire other collective actions. For example, 
Les Heras and Ribera Almandoz (2017) illustrate how the 15-M movement (a massive 
anti-austerity, pro-democracy protest in Spain from 2011) successfully challenged the 
dominant austerity narratives and opened new spaces for collective action outside the 
traditional trade union channels. Similarly, Alcalde-González et al. (2024) show that the 
sustainability of Las Kellys (a self-organising grassroot movement led by a group of pre-
carious migrant women working as room attendants in the Spanish hospitality sector) 
stems from its origins in the gaps between labour and feminist movements, its critique 
of trade unions neglect of these workers and its ability to engage with, compete against 
and differentiate itself from unions while offering relevant services to members. Other 
work such as Cini (2023) also stresses the importance of drawing on past grassroots 
successes, tapping into existing communities and political heritage to build solidarity, 
sustain mobilisation and transform it into ongoing collective actions.  

Some studies also explore why certain grassroots initiatives may fail, despite ini-
tial signs of success. For example, Hau and Savage (2023) show how a group of food 
delivery couriers in Denmark developed an online community (i.e. the Woltʼs workers 
group) and formed alliances with Danish trade unions yet struggled to secure a collec-
tive agreement despite protests and wildcat strikes. This illustrates that mobilisation 
does not guarantee improvements in wages and working conditions (Larsen et al., 2021; 
Hau & Savage, 2023). Legault and Webstarʼs (2021) longitudinal study of worker 
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mobilisation in the Canadian videogame sector similarly explore why even highly skilled 
NSWs struggle to mobilise: the industryʼs project-based business model fragments 
worker voice and disconnect the real employer (investor/clients) from workplace bar-
gaining, leaving workers with little leverage and employers with limited bargaining au-
thority. These structural barriers echo challenges identified in the wider research on 
worker voice in multi-national companies, public procurement and subcontracting 
chains.  

Means of Actions and Social Dialogue  
The literature highlights diverse means of actions and social dialogue practices used by 
grassroots movements, which can differ from, but also complement, the conventional 
channels of collective workplace representation (Dasgupta et al., 2025; Joyce et al., 
2023; Alcalde-González et al., 2024). These movements often adopt more radical strat-
egies than trade unions and professional organisations, which tend to seek dialogue 
and rely on established voice channels such as workplace bodies, tripartite consulta-
tions and collective bargaining.   

Traditional means of industrial actions with a twist: Traditional means of industrial ac-
tions such as strikes, wildcat strikes, picketing, work to rules, work stoppage, cam-
paigns and demonstrations etc. are well-documented in research on grassroots initia-
tives (Joyce et al., 2022: Hau & Borello, 2024; Holgate, 2015; Heras & Ribera Almandoz, 
2017). However, their modes of mobilisation tend to differ from more traditional indus-
trial actions as grassroots movements heavily rely on digital tools, social media plat-
forms (WhatsApp, Facebook, LinkedIn, Slack etc.) and online networks to communicate, 
organise and mobilise workers across both online and offline labour markets (see also 
section 5.6). Their actions also extend beyond the workplace into public spaces through 
mass demonstrations, social media campaigns, using both traditional outlets and newer 
platforms such as TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, LinkedIn etc. to influence public debate 
(Cini, 2023; Joyce et al., 2023; Holgate, 2015). Studies further imply that civil disobedi-
ence and targeting company image brands often complement the traditional means of 
industrial actions (Las Heras & Ribera Almandoz, 2017; Lopez-Andreu, 2020).  

Coalition-building and social dialogue practices: Research demonstrates that grassroot 
movements frequently build coalitions with social movements, civil society organisa-
tions, public authorities and most commonly traditional trade unions to push for regula-
tory changes and improved working conditions. Most studies explore coalitions be-
tween grassroots movements and traditional trade unions with less attention to collabo-
ration with other key stakeholders. There are several examples of grassroot organisa-
tions, especially in the platform economy, teaming up and building coalitions with tradi-
tional trade unions to participate in collective bargaining and tripartite consultations in 
countries such as Belgium, Denmark, Italy, Norway, Spain, the Netherlands and the UK 
with mixed outcomes (Hau & Savage, 2003; Cini, 2023; Holgate, 2015). Since grass-
roots movements are like most alternative non-union organisations  not legally recog-
nised as a legitimate bargaining party in most European countries (i.e. Belgium, France, 
Italy, Spain, the UK), collaboration with recognised unions provides a key route into for-
mal social dialogue, although Denmark stands out with no statutory recognition require-
ments, but only voluntary recognition by employers applies  These dynamics are 
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especially visible in mobilisation of food delivery couriers, taxi drivers and logistics 
workers, whose collaboration with traditional trade unions and other key stakeholders 
have figured prominently in the recent public debates and academic literature (see for 
instance, Cini, 2023; Hau & Savage, 2003: Mare et al., 2023; Lopez et al., 2024; Van-
daele & Rainone, 2025; Joyce et al., 2023).  

Similar forms of coalition building between grassroot movements and traditional trade 
unions are evident in other parts of the platform economy – i.e. domestic cleaning - as 
well as in the conventional labour market (Valestrand, 2024: Vandaele & Rainone, 2025; 
Holgate, 2010; 2015: Wills, 2008; Peró and Downey 2024). An illustrative example in-
cludes the union supported community coalitions campaigning for better conditions for 
cleaners at the Dutch Airport Schiphol (Boonstra et al., 2012). Another example is the 
UK “Justice for Cleanersˮ living wage campaign initiated by TELCO (later Citizens UK), 
which spread to other UK cities and inspired new grassroot and quasi trade union or-
ganisations such as the Independent Worker of Great Britain (IWGB) and the United 
Voices of the World (UVW) (Holgate, 2010; Simms, 2011; Wills, 2008; Alberti, 2016; Pe-
trini & Westergreen, 2023; Peró & Downey, 2024). Nation-wide demonstrations to im-
prove childcare quality and childcare staffʼs working conditions in Denmark, Canada 
and the UK similarly reflect coalition building between grassroot movements, profes-
sional groups and trade unions (Larsen & De La Porte, 2022; Herman et al., 2024).   

Some grassroot movements among NSWs do not collaborate with traditional trade un-
ions but instead compete with them, forming alliances with employers and public au-
thorities to bypass and weaken union influence (Lopez-Andreu, 2020). This is nothing 
new and is also illustrated by the historical mixed landscape of employer or state- sup-
ported non-union bodies such as yellow unions, works councils, committees, EDI com-
missions etc. operating alongside or in place of unions (Donaghey, 2022; Heckscher & 
Carré, 2006; Alcalde-González et al., 2024; Tavorra et al., 2025).   

Legal litigation and case law rulings are also pathways increasingly used for NSWs 
voice, grievances and worker mobilisation, often supported by trade unions that help 
bring cases before civil and labour courts with mixed outcomes (Lewshuk, 
2021; Boonstra et al., 2012; Dasgupta et al., 2025; Aloisi, 2021). Platform workers in par-
ticular have used litigation to challenge their classification as self-employed, prompt-
ing numerous rulings across Europe, the USA and Australia on their employment status. 
In Denmark, public authorities, including tax, competition and migration authorities have 
also ruled on the classification of platform workers (Munkholm et al., 2021).  

Beyond platform work, other NSWs groups have collaborated with trade unions to con-
test low wages and poor working conditions through the courts with ripple effects for 
regulatory practices within specific national, sector or workplace contexts (Boonstra et 
al., 2012). At EU level, cases brought by NSWs or their unions before the European 
Court of Justice have contributed to regulatory changes in areas such as fixed-term 
work temporary agency work and posted work (De la Porte & Emmenegger, 2016; Kull-
mann, 2024; Arnholtz, 2022).   
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Power resources – A mix of strategies   
Our literature review suggests that grassroots initiatives draw on a mix of power re-
sources to influence wage and working conditions. Coalition building across diverse 
stakeholders reflect their widespread use of coalitional powers (Las Heras & Ribera Al-
mandoz, 2017; Joyce et al., 2023; Boonstra et al., 2012; Alberti, 2016). Their attempts to 
shape public debate through campaigns and social media stories point to extensive reli-
ance on discursive power and often more so than their reliance on other sources of 
powers (Las Heras & Ribera Almandoz, 2017; Peró & Downey, 2022; Hau & Borello, 
2024; Wills, 2008; Holgate, 2015). Mass demonstrations, nation-wide or local cam-
paigns further point to their ability to mobilise associational power, although in more 
fluid and ad hoc ways than traditional trade unions. Lacking stable membership struc-
tures, grassroots movements typically rely on social media platforms, apps and informal 
networks for mobilisation (Hau & Savage, 2023: Cini, 2023; Lopez et al., 2025; Pe-
trini and Wettergren, 2022).   

Research further evidences that institutional power resources often associated with 
worker voice and representation such as trade unions, collective and individual bargain-
ing and tripartite consultations typically are outside the reach for many grassroots 
groups due to their very bottom-up nature, weak anchoring within the established in-
dustrial relations system and often scarce financial resources as well as heavy reliance 
on volunteers (Joyice et al., 2023: Cini, 2023; MacDonald & Koltakar, 2021; Lopez Mar-
tinez et al., 2021). By contrast, legal litigation has become a more accessible institu-
tional power resource as workers can individually or collectively approach the civil 
courts, sometimes with free legal support or pro-bono representation. However, access 
to labour courts, arbitrations and tribunals often depends on union backing and the abil-
ity to cover fees, which limits opportunities for NSWs and grassroots groups. In coun-
tries such as Denmark, where only trade unions, not individuals, can bring cases before 
the labour courts or tribunals, the barriers are even more pronounced.   

Illustrative examples   

• Living wage campaign and Justice for Cleaners Campaign UK were launched in 
2021 by the by the grassroot movement TELCO (now Citizens UK) to raise awareness 
of precarious wage and working conditions in public procured cleaning work in Lon-
don, working closely with trade unions and other groups. The campaigns spread to 
other UK cities and inspired new grassroots initiatives and helped to pave the way for 
emerging quasi trade unions such as the Independent Worker of Great Britain (IWGB) 
and the United Voices of the World (UVW) (Holgate, 2010; Simms, 2011; Wills, 2008; 
Alberti, 2016; Petrini & Westergreen, 2023; Peró & Downey, 2024)  

• 15 M-movement was a major Spanish grassroot mobilisation initiative from 2011 pro-
testing austerity amid rising unemployment, economic recession and rising inequali-
ties. At the same time, collective bargaining had gradually shifted to the company 
level, while the traditional trade unions favoured the conventional corporatist social 
dialogue and failed to engage rank and file members and represent NSWs, contrib-
uting to fragmentation and social unrest (Les Heras & Ribera Almandoz, 2017). The 
movement inspired subsequent grassroots actions such as Panrico workersʼ strike – 
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and helped to pave the way for alternative spaces for collective actions outside the 
established Spanish trade union structures, challenging the traditional channels of 
worker representation in Spain (Heras & Ribera Almandoz, 2017, Alcalde-Gonzales et 
al. 2024).   

Institution-led initiatives for voice and representation among NSWs – 
the case of non-union organisations   
Institutionalised, non-union organisations are not, as such, a broad theme in the litera-
ture, largely because they encompass a wide variety of forms and purposes. Here we 
distinguish between three types: (1) organisations representing self-employed; (2) or-
ganisations representing professions and (3) organisations representing social groups 
(e.g. migrants, youth, women). Such organisations can emerge in different ways. In a 
top-down approach, they can be purposefully established by public authorities, trade 
unions, employersʼ organisations, NGOs, etc. with the goal of representing certain 
groups of non-standard workers. Bottom-up approaches can be the institutionalized 
outcome of a grassroots type of initiative. Here we will briefly discuss the three types.  

Organisations representing self-employed  
The self-employed are a specific type of non-standard workers that are neither employ-
ers nor employees. Their numbers have been growing substantially in several EU coun-
tries in recent years, especially in services and construction (Conen & Schippers, 2019). 
The self-employed constitutes a very diverse group, ranging from some very well-off 
and other highly vulnerable. In particular these new self-employed are often considered 
precarious, with low income, poor career and development prospects and in many 
cases in practice working as an employee, without the respective labour and social se-
curity rights (Conen & Schippers, 2019). 

The interests of the self-employed vary substantially as well. Still, they are often consid-
ered to be one group with interests that differ from those of employers as well as em-
ployees. Traditionally, they have been poorly accommodated in European industrial re-
lations systems, with no proper representation (Mezihorak et al., 2023; Jansen, 2020). 
However, in recent decades this seems to have changed. With the growth of their share 
in the labour market, new organisations aiming to represent their interests have sprung 
up in many countries, some established by trade unions, some by employersʼ organisa-
tions and others as new independent organisations (Razzolini 2021; Westerveld, 
2012; Mezihorak & Murgia, 2024; Pernicka, 2006; Jansen, 2020). For example, in the 
Netherlands, the interest organisations of the self-employed even obtained two seats in 
the bastion of organised consultation, the Socio-Economic Council (Westerveld 2012). 
Through these forms of representation, the self-employed can, alongside other worker 
groups, address issues related to precariousness.  

Organisations representing professions  
This type of organisations focuses on representing the interests of professions, inde-
pendent from whether the professionals are (standard or non-standard) employees, 
self-employed or employers. This reflects the identity of workers in these occupations 
is not bound strongly to their labour market position but rather to their profession. Also, 
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they do not necessarily focus on precarious work. Traditional examples are the guilds, 
and later the organisations of doctors, lawyers or artists, while over time, many more of 
such organisations have emerged, ranging from journalists, to engineers, to notaries, to 
translators/interpreters, to creative workers (Friedman & Afitska, 2023). They can play a 
role in addressing precarious work by regulating (access to) the profession, by setting 
standards for the profession, in lobbying for policy change, etc. Been and Keune (2019) 
show that they also set non-binding but effective rates for different tasks in the design 
industry. At the same time, Dorigatti et al. (2023) show for the game industry that the 
professional organisations or trade associations often focus mainly on fostering the 
competitiveness of the sector, showing little attention to the weakest workers in the 
sector.  

Organisations representing social groups (migrants, youth, women)  
There is a plethora of organisations representing the interests and/or aiming to improve 
labour standards of specific groups of NSWs and precarious workers in Europe, includ-
ing migrants, young people, platform workers and women. These are often NGOs oper-
ating at the national of transnational level. An example of a nationally operating organi-
zation is Fairwork, a Dutch NGO focused on improving the conditions of exploited mi-
grant workers, specifically nannies, au pairs and in-living care professionals; temporary 
agency workers; and undocumented workers (Hajer et al. 2025). An example of a trans-
nationally operating NGO is (curiously also named) Fairwork, promoting equity and ac-
countability in the platform economy, first and foremost through research and set-
ting, measuring and publishing the extent to which platform companies offer fair labour 
standards (Graham et al., 2020). There is however little to no systematic literature ana-
lysing the activities and impact of such organisations.   

Digital representation and organising   
This section considers the role of digital organizing in novel forms of collective voice 
and social dialogue among NSWs. The prevenance of digital tools has not only trans-
formed work and employment relations, epitomised in the rise of platform-based work, 
but also reshaped how workers and institutions build collective voice. As Dasgupta et al. 
(2025) describe it, the ‘howʼ and ‘whyʼ of voice has evolved in the digital age within the 
platform economy. Building on the definition of voice cited above (section 7.2), we de-
fine digital organising as technology-mediated approaches to engage and mobilise 
workers in collective actions, providing critical channels to ‘influence key stakeholdersʼ 
and ‘advance their interests .̓ While there is a substantial body of literature considering 
the changing employment relationships which has emerged through the digital revolu-
tion, this is largely outside the scope of this chapter. Instead, in this section, we con-
sider how digital tools and approaches (or mechanisms) have changed the means of 
actions which workers deploy when seeking to utilise their collective choice. As will be 
seen below, these tools have facilitated a broadening of the target of collective voice 
beyond the traditional employer-employee domain to include labour intermediaries, pol-
icy makers, the public and peers.  

Digital organizing cuts across both the grassroots initiatives and the institution-led ac-
tivities discussed above. It warrants separate consideration due to its transformative 
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role in shaping collective actions across both domains. By encompassing tools, online 
communication and engagement platforms and practices that enable non-standard 
workers to build voice, representation and social dialogue across the online and the 
conventional labour markets, digital organising introduces novel dynamics that chal-
lenge the traditional industrial relations frameworks. This section examines these ele-
ments as distinct, cross-cutting dimensions of social dialogue and voice among non-
standard workers.   

Much of the literature reviewed in this section centres on the platform economy. The 
digital revolution has not only transformed employment relationships by enabling plat-
form work but has also opened new avenues for organising through digital tools, ex-
tending beyond platform workers to other non-standard forms of work. While the litera-
ture is heavily focused on platform work, where possible we include illustrative exam-
ples from the literature of digital organising from other sectors and forms of employ-
ment. In the following paragraph, we first consider the conditions under which digital 
organising and voice emerges which is followed by a review of the means of action 
commonly seen in this domain. We then consider the efficacy and substantiality of the 
means of action enabled by digital organising before exploring the power resources de-
ployed along with a selection of illustrative examples of digital organising among 
NSWs.   

Emergence or enabling conditions   
Despite the challenges related to the fragmented and individualised nature of platform 
work, new forms of collectivised action have emerged (Cini, 2023). The spatial organi-
sation of platform work often dictates the nature of the organising (Johnston, 
2020). Crowdwork or online, global tasks often lead to spatially displaced workers, who 
experience isolation while place-based or on-location work facilitates the physical prox-
imity, which has led to stronger mobilisation of self-organised collectives (Joyce et al., 
2023; Johnston, 2020). The physical workplace can strengthen collective mobilisation 
and enables more conflictual actions such as strikes (Cini, 2023).   

Digital communication technology and social media platforms are significant enabling 
factors for crowdwork organisers to facilitate collective solidarity and collective iden-
tify formation, mutual support, sharing grievances, and campaign building (Borghi et al., 
2025; Joyce et al., 2023; Cini, 2023). Workers are leveraging online communities and 
social media, such as WhatsApp and Facebook groups to overcome the spatial chal-
lenges. These efforts are often supported and shaped by non-institutional factors such 
as the presence of a supportive community and a heritage of political activism in a 
broader context, which provides workers with resources, scripts and organising skills 
(Cini, 2023). Digital networks are often essential elements of social infrastructure for 
migrant workers coping with precarious working environments and providing peer sup-
port (Hau and Borello, 2024; Hau and Savage, 2023). Early adopters of digital organis-
ing tools include freelance journalists who utilised email lists and social media to coordi-
nate boycotts and strikes. These digital tools are also increasingly used by traditional 
trade unions to mobilise and service their members, most recently evidenced during the 
sector-level bargaining rounds in Spain and Denmark (Salamon, 2016; Hau et al., 
2025).   
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Means of Actions   
In a review of worker voice within the platform economy, Dasgupta et al. (2025) iden-
tify four means of grassroots voice. Building on their framework, this section considers 
the means of action utilised by NSWs which are enabled or facilitated by digital tools.  

In both platform environments and other forms of NSWs, digital tools are widely used to 
build peer-to-peer support and networks for mutual aid and sharing of workplace expe-
riences (Dasgupta et al., 2025). The dispersed nature of much platform work makes 
online organising particularly significant. However, there are also examples of organis-
ing within more traditional sectors such as brewing and the public sector, where the 
Covid-19 pandemic led to the formation of ‘solidarity-networksʼ built through Zoom calls 
and various social media platforms (Anderson and Jenkinson, 2023; Hau et al., 2025; 
Hau and Hansen, 2024).   

Virtual spaces also enable workers to communicate outside of the monitoring and sur-
veillance systems associated with the workplace or labour platforms (Dasgupta et al., 
2025; Wotschack et al., 2024). In the platform economy, online forums, ranging from 
Facebook to Reddit and WhatsApp, enable sharing of resources for coping with difficult 
clients, changes to algorithms, platform policies, issues of under- or non-payment and 
sharing of grievances. Cini (2023) shares the example of workers on Amazon Mechani-
cal Turk creating forums and online networks to overcome the isolation experienced 
in crowdwork, share grievances, and develop a sense of collective solidarity. One such 
forum, Turkopticon, experienced workers supported newer workers on the platform by 
sharing personal experiences and insights while also coordinating campaigns and activ-
ities such as digital strike actions (Cini, 2023; Woodcock, 2021). The digital communi-
ties are seen to enable workers to overcome the information asymmetry that is common 
in platform work – it creates a system for reviewing clients (while the platform only al-
lows for reviewing of workers) and discussing issues related to platformsʼ payment poli-
cies and fairness (Cini, 2023).   

The example of Turkopticon, spans both the role of digital tools in creating peer-to-peer 
support and developing alternative worker-organisations, discussed below. Likewise, 
peer-to-peer support or mutual aid activities that start in the digital forums of WhatsApp 
or Facebook may transcend from the online room into the physical world, which is seen 
in the creation of shared pick-up points used by couriers and delivery workers (Das-
gupta et al., 2025).   

Dasgupta et al.̓ s (2025) second dimension of grassroots voice which has a bearing in 
our review of the digital organising, is the development of alternative, worker-led organ-
isations, which originate as online communities. These small online collectives, can 
evolve into powerful channels for collective voice, as seen above in the example of Me-
chanical Turk workers where small groups grew into a powerful collective voice (Cini, 
2023). Peró and Downey (2024) highlight the impact of self-organised workers evolving 
into ‘indieʼ unions to support precarious, mostly migrant workers in London. Although 
indie unions lack structural power resources associated with more formal trade unions, 
they deploy discursive powers to frame workplace grievances with public discourse (a 
practice they call ‘communicative unionismʼ) (Peró & Downy, 2024).   
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Alternative worker organisations which often lack structural power, may build alliances 
with trade unions, political parties, academics and lawyers. These alliances often hinge 
on reframing workplace grievances as broader social justice issues, embedding them 
within narratives of equity and rights (Peró & Downey, 2024; Dasgupta et al., 2025).   

Voice for visibility is the third element of the grassroots voice mechanism. For many 
NSWs, the nature of the work or their personal status can render them invisible. This is 
particularly true for platform workers, but also for vulnerable groups such as migrant 
workers. Digital tools have been widely deployed to increase the visibility of NSWs. For 
instance, workers on the Amazon Mechanical Turk platform engaged in a letter writing 
campaign targeting platform owner Jeff Bezos, to let him and the world know that 
“Turkers are not only actual human beings, but people who deserve respect, fair treat-
ment and open communicationˮ (Salehi et al., 2025 quoted in Cini, 2023, p. 135, empha-
sis in original). Courriers in London engaged in critical-mass ride outs in London, travel-
ing in groups to customers offices to garner media attention (Joyce et al., 2023). The 
slow public road show, though of mixed success, increased the visibility of these work-
ers among clients and managers.   

The fourth and final framework for voice mechanisms is the use of digital tools for 
worker organising in support of legal confrontations. In what Dasgupta and colleagues 
(2025) refer to as ‘confrontation via the judicial systems ,̓ digital tools are utilised to de-
velop strategic campaigns and organising efforts, which target not only employers but 
also public policy and the legal system more broadly. Tactics include the use of strate-
gic litigation and class action lawsuits, which seek to challenge broad issues such as 
misclassification of employees. Some court cases aim to change the legal framework, 
not only through rulings but also by influencing negotiations with employers and shap-
ing broader policy debates, including migration and employability. In these efforts, 
worker-led organisations may be supported by traditional trade unions (Bonifacio & 
Marcolin, 2024).   

Assessment of the effectiveness (longevity)  
The effectiveness of digital organising is often measured by its ability to achieve tangi-
ble gains (pay increases, legal victories), and to sustain these efforts over time. Mobili-
sations and actions are often combined with traditional or familiar tactics such as strikes 
or demonstrations with newer approaches like coordinated log-offs and social media 
campaigns (Joyce et al., 2023; Woodcock & Cant, 2022). However sustained power and 
inertia remain complex. Loose networks, while important for rapid mobilisation might 
lack the necessary structure for longer-term power (Hau & Savage, 2023). Longevity is 
enhanced when organising efforts combine institutional and symbolic resources, a 
combination named as ‘socio-emotional organisingʼ by Bottalico and Murgia (2024). 
Members of the worker collective Redacta explained that they had to maintain ‘two en-
gines ,̓ one which leveraged emotional resources (frustration over precarity) as a means 
of building collective identify and the other to engage in institutional action, namely in-
fluencing the policymaking process (Bottalico & Murgia, 2024).   

Outcomes, such as collective agreements, may also face limitations regarding their ef-
fectiveness and inclusive. The Just Eat Takeaway agreement in Italy, for example, 
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introduced standard employment contracts and expanded social and employment 
rights, but was seen as factoring less vulnerable riders at the expense of the more nu-
merous and economically dependent riders (Bonifacio & Marcolin, 2024). These agree-
ments may also cover only a portion of the overall workforce and enforcement is often 
difficult.   

Platform companies may also implement counter-practices to undermine efforts at 
growing worker power. This may include firing activists, penalising workers deemed to 
be problematic, and making strategic algorithmic changes to limit action (Jesnes, 
2023).   

Power Resources and Capabilities   
Lacking structural power within platform economies, workers and organisers rely more 
heavily on associational and discursive power (Wotschack et al, 2024; Lopez et al, 
2025; Joyce et al., 2023). Discursive power will result from successful cooperation with 
the broader society, leveraging support in public discourse. This is essential for many 
precarious workers to compensate for a lack of material and institutional resources. In-
die unions may utilise communicative unionism, which integrates direct action and self-
mediated messages designed to resonate morally with mainstream media channels 
(Peró & Downey, 2024).   

An emerging capability in digital organising is ‘worker data science ,̓ where workers col-
lectively seek to gain insights into obscured algorithmic management systems used by 
platforms to manage work and workers (Gallagher et al., 2025). The case of organising 
a global alliance for platform workers, (Borghi et al., 2025) highlights how grassroots 
digital organisingʼs discursive powers can be combined with institutional and structural 
powers found in trade unions. The trade union provided resources such as online meet-
ing capabilities and simultaneous translation to support worker-led organisations to en-
gage in cross-national campaigns.   

Illustrative Examples  
Just Eat Takeaway Agreement, Italy – (Bonifacio & Marcolin, 2024) – Highlights the 
tension between regulation and heterogeneity of the workforce. The company-level 
agreement introduced a standardised employment contract which increased rights and 
protections. However, it failed to recognise the diverse interests of different rider types 
(theorised in the paper as entrepreneur, labourer and explorer).   

Foodora, Norway (Jesnes, 2023; Lopez et al., 2025) – Although the platform initially 
adopted a traditional employment model which enabled collective agreements and se-
cured worker rights, changes to the market with the arrival of new competitors changed 
the dynamic Competitors use of self-employment models prompted Foodora to shift its 
own strategy.   

Wolt Workersʼ Group (WWG), Denmark (Hau & Savage, 2023) – Representing migrant 
couriers, WWG used Facebook to operate as a non-hierarchical and autonomous net-
work. They were supported by an established trade union (3F) through a ‘social media 
unionismʼ strategy which provided the network with resources while not challenging its 
autonomy.   
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Workersʼ Observatory (WO), Scotland (Gallagher et al., 2025) – The WO is a collabora-
tion between couriers and researchers to understand the opaque system of algorithmic 
control, particularly dynamic pricing. Workers analysed data, submitted via screen-
shots) developing ‘worker data scienceʼ capabilities.   

 Conclusions and new avenues for research   
This literature review highlights several important insights and knowledge gaps within 
the literature related to novel forms of voice and representation among nonstandard 
workers. We find among others that while there have been a series of systematic litera-
ture reviews of especially grassroots initiatives within the platform economy, there are 
hardly any systematic or scoping reviews when it comes to grassroots initiatives for 
other groups of NSWs and especially when it comes to institution-led initiatives for 
NSWs among non-union organisations. Our literature review further evidences that 
while there is a series of rich in-depth case studies, often characterised as single or one 
to two national country case study comparisons, exploring selected local grassroots ini-
tiatives and their emergence, the broader cross-cutting insights into alternative non- 
union and grassroots models for voice and representation are less researched. Compar-
ative analysis remains rare, with scholarship dominated by single-country case studies 
rather than cross-national or cross-sectoral comparisons. This calls for analytical 
frameworks able to capture and provide broader insights into the emergence, evolve-
ment and sustainability of these initiatives across and between groups, workplaces, 
sectors, countries and multiple levels. In addition, research tends to focus on the rela-
tionships between grassroots initiatives and traditional trade unions, while paying less 
attention to their collaboration with other organisations and stakeholders such as em-
ployers, public authorities, civil society and social movements. Platform work has at-
tracted a disproportionate amount of analytic and research focus among NSWs, possi-
bly overshadowing other grassroots initiatives working with other groups of NSWs.   

When diving further into the literature, our review suggests that grassroots movements 
often adopt more radical approaches than traditional trade unions and non-union organ-
isations, challenging established norms and experimenting with new strategies (Signo-
retti et al., 2025). These initiatives often combine conventional industrial actions with in-
novative twists – relying heavily on digital tools to raise awareness, mobilise workers, 
organise activities and create channels for worker voice. However, much of the litera-
ture offers only a snapshot of grassroots activities with only few studies exploring the 
evolvement and sustainability of these initiatives over time.   

These gaps raise a series of new research questions that to several promising avenues 
to future research:   

• How do different institution-led (non-union) initiatives and traditional grassroot initia-
tives among NSWs evolve over time? What are the mechanisms that contribute to the 
sustainability of these?   

• What is the role of intersectional identities of NSWs beyond their employment situa-
tion for framing and developing and sustaining grassroots and institution-led (non-
union) among NSWs?   
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What is the role of digital tools in shaping and enabling grassroots initiatives and institu-
tional led initiatives? grassroot  

• How does the national institutional setting and context such as industrial relations re-
gimes, business models etc. influence grassroots and institution led initiatives and re-
sult in different trajectories and sustainability?  

• Why has platform work unlike other forms of NSWs attracted so much academic at-
tention when it comes to researching bottom-up initiatives that are institution led or 
grassroots led?  

• Why are we mainly seeing innovation and innovative forms of worker voice and rep-
resentation in the platform economy and less so among other groups of NSWs?   

• Are grassroots initiatives and other non-union institutional led initiatives more promi-
nent in some industrial relations regimes, sector and business models than others?  
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8 Outlook 

The present paper gave an overview of the literature concerning the subject of non-
standard work and social dialogue. The various chapters discussed this subject 
from their particular angle. They also offer indications on what the issues and ques-
tions are that research on social dialogue and non-standard workers can fruitfully de-
velop. Here they are summarized per chapter.  

Agency of non-standard, precarious workers  
• What are the identities and needs of non-standard workers?  

• How do non-standard workersʼ identities and needs shape their engagement with 
collective action and representation?  

• What forms of agency do non-standard workers exhibit and how are these shaped by 
individual, social and structural factors?  

• How do employer motives and organizational strategies determine the structural and 
relational context in which non-standard workers exercise agency?  

• How can collective organizations and trade unions effectively represent and mobilize 
non-standard workers?  

Why should workers have a say and does it make any difference?    
• Frameworks such as Power Resource Theory and Labour Process Theory empha-

size collective representation and rights-based participation. These approaches 
rarely address how such mechanisms function for workers in non-standard employ-
ment.  

• Within Human Resource Management and Organisational Behaviour, voice is often 
conceptualised as an individual-level phenomenon. The structural barriers faced by 
precarious workers have, until recently, received limited attention 

• Employersʼ motives for involving or excluding non-standard workers from social dia-
logue and voice have been scarcely addressed in the literature.  

• Current models and participation structures described in the literature, are to a large 
extent designed for insiders, leaving freelancers, platform workers, and temporary 
employees without effective channels for representation or influence. Empirical stud-
ies tend to reinforce these conceptual gaps.  

• Limited understanding of how inclusive participation can be achieved seen from be-
low in increasingly fragmented labour markets, where traditional mechanisms fail 
to reach those most vulnerable to precarity represent a knowledge gap.  

Industrial relations and employment regimes  
We then turn to the literature on how industrial relations (IR) and employment regimes 
across Europe shape social dialogue and worker representation for non-standard 
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workers. The review shows that IR systems characterised by coordinated, multi-em-
ployer bargaining and institutionalised social dialogue, particularly in the Nordic coun-
tries and parts of continental Europe, tend to be more inclusive of NSWs than liberal or 
fragmented regimes. However, legal frameworks for social dialogue remain largely 
built around a binary distinction between employees and the self-employed, which ex-
cludes or marginalises many NSWs operating in legally ambiguous employment rela-
tionships, such as platform work or zero-hours contracts.  

• While regime typologies are useful for comparative analysis, the literature also high-
lights substantial within-regime variation. Sectoral studies further demonstrate that 
similarities across sectors often cut across national borders, and that unionsʼ power 
resources at sectoral and firm level are often more decisive than national institutions 
alone.   

• Overall, the literature suggests that inclusive social dialogue for NSWs depends not 
only on formal institutional arrangements, but also on union strategies, sectoral dy-
namics and the ability to mobilise and extend representation beyond standard em-
ployment relationships.  

• While national and sectoral institutions are well covered in the literature, there is less 
systematic research on how firm-level representation functions for NSWs, and on 
how different representation models affect concrete outcomes for NSWs, such as job 
quality, pay, security and voice.   

• Further, new business models are often discussed conceptually, but there is a lack of 
comparative empirical studies on how existing IR institutions are used, contested or 
circumvented in practice.  

Business models and non-standard work  
Several avenues for future research emerge from the provided literature review.  

• The literature review has explored the prevalence of non-standard work across dif-
ferent business models, discussing the differentiated motivations employers have in 
relying on NSWs and their variation depending on the technical characteristics of 
work and the specific goal pursued by organisations. In so doing, it has focused on 
an under-researched area of analysis (employer strategies and motives), whose ex-
ploration is a major added value of the project.  

• A focus on variation across business models (and not just national systems and em-
ployment regimes) allows to discuss structural variables which might be relevant in 
explaining the viability, content and effectiveness of collective representation of 
NSWs and might help overcome the institutionalist bias of most research on social di-
alogue and non-standard work.  

• The literature review has discussed different typologies of use of non-standard work. 
However, an effort to update these typologies is in order, particularly given new de-
velopments driven by technological innovations (the spread of algorithmic manage-
ment and of platform forms of organization), which might have distinguished charac-
teristics and implications for social dialogue and non-standard work.  
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• Existing studies focus on explaining cross-national variation in the incidence of non-
standard work, while much less is known about how different institutional configura-
tions shape the representation of these forms of work. The project should move be-
yond measuring prevalence and systematically examine how labour market regula-
tions, collective bargaining structures, and welfare regimes affect the capacity of so-
cial partners to represent non-standard workers.   

• The literature highlights complementarities between EPL, collective bargaining, mini-
mum wages, and social protection, yet their combined effects on representation out-
comes remain underexplored. The project could investigate how specific institutional 
configurations either mitigate or reinforce representation gaps for non-standard 
workers.   

• The high-road/low-road framework suggests that firmsʼ competitive strategies shape 
their use of non-standard work, but the implications for worker voice are insuffi-
ciently explored. The project could analyse how different firm strategies affect the 
availability and effectiveness of representation channels for non-standard workers, 
including works councils, union presence, and alternative forms of voice. This would 
help clarify under which conditions non-standard work is compatible with participa-
tion and collective voice at the workplace.  

Trade unions and non-standard workers  
From the literature review a number of starting points for future research emerge.   

• It is useful to continue to research success and failure of experiments in the repre-
sentation of non-standard, precarious workers by trade unions, to learn more from 
these experiments, and to dedicate due attention to both the longer term impact of 
experiments themselves, and on the extent and way unions learn from experiments 
and manage (or not) to adapt and transform their own identities and strategies to 
more effectively target precarious work.   

• A question that also deserves more attention is how to align the interests of standard 
and non-standard workers. Whereas it is increasingly clear that the fates of the two 
groups are interrelated, their priorities may be different at any given point in time. 
How unions can resolve this is a key research concern.   

• The power resource framework is very relevant for further trade union research, 
however, it would be important to try and combine the traditional one, as used 
by Arnholz and Refslund, with the Lévesque and Murray one. Also, it would be inter-
esting to further clarify the relationship between the power resource framework and 
the industrial relations and employment regimes discussed in chapter 4.   

• It would be important to dedicate more effort to theorizing in a field dominated by 
empirical studies, and to bringing together existing theories, explanatory frameworks 
and concepts like union strategies or precarious work, to strengthen the field and 
contribution of industrial relations.  

• It is important to give attention to organizing precarious workers, collective ac-
tion and cooperation with other actors representing these workers. However, it is also 
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important to look at cooperation with employers and the state, and to influencing the 
state to e.g. achieve legislative changes.  

• Concerning other actors representing NSWs, it is important to get a better view of 
their characteristics, power resources, under what conditions they emerge and what 
their relationship with traditional unions is. This is to a large extent discussed in chap-
ter 7.  

• Under-researched areas are employer strategies and motives; identities and subjec-
tivities of (precarious) workers, their interests and needs, and their attitudes towards 
collective action and representation; the broadening of unionsʼ representativeness 
claims and solidarity towards e.g. migrants and the respective coordination and co-
operation with other organizations representing these workers, and the opportunities 
this offers for union renewal.  

Alternative models of representation and voice  
These gaps raise a series of new research questions that to several promising avenues 
to future research:   

• How do different institution-led (non-union) initiatives and traditional grassroot initia-
tives among NSWs evolve over time? What are the mechanisms that contribute to the 
sustainability of these?   

• What is the role of intersectional identities of NSWs beyond their employment situa-
tion for framing and developing and sustaining grassroots and institution-led (non-
union) among NSWs?   

What is the role of digital tools in shaping and enabling grassroots initiatives and institu-
tional led initiatives? grassroot  

• How does the national institutional setting and context such as industrial relations re-
gimes, business models etc. influence grassroots and institution led initiatives and re-
sult in different trajectories and sustainability?  

• Why has platform work unlike other forms of non-standard work attracted so much 
academic attention when it comes to researching bottom-up initiatives that are insti-
tution led or grassroots led?  

• Why are we mainly seeing innovation and innovative forms of worker voice and rep-
resentation in the platform economy and less so among other groups of NSWs?   

• Are grassroots initiatives and other non-union institutional led initiatives more promi-
nent in some industrial relations regimes, sector and business models than others?  
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