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Introduction 
 

The following report represents a comparative analysis of 4 national reports developed during 

the first phase of the “DRESS CODE for European multinational companies: a challenge for 

Glocal Industrial relations” research project. The general objective of the project is to 

investigate the role, contribution and perspective of industrial relations, as an answer to the 

challenges and changes that the “fourth revolution” and “digital revolution” have induced, 

introduced and will still produce on employment, economic system and industrial relations. 

The Dress Code project is financed by European Commission under the budget line aimed at 

improving expertise in the field of industrial relations and is leadby FILCAMS Cgil (Union 

Federation of the service sectors affiliated to CGIL at the national level). Within the Dress 

Code project, the research activities, coordinated by Ires Emilia-Romagna together with 

Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg (FAU), consists of two different outputs: 

national reports and case studies.  Whilst the national reports are mainly based on desk-

research and a limited number of interviews with experts, the field work draw on interviews 

with worker and management representatives from case study companies. 

With regard to the national report, research partners from Bulgaria, Germany, Italy and Spain  

were required to document how digitalization is impacting on the following areas:  

- The degree which digitalization is being debated in each country, specifically with reference to 

declinations and thematic focal points under consideration;  

- The role of social parts and public actors regarding the promotion, dissemination and 

management of digitalization processes; 

- The diffusion level of digitalization processes within the different branches of the economy; 

- The occupational and economic impact of digitalization processes; 

- The transformations in the industrial relations system due to digitalization. 

In order to pursue the project’s objectives and with support of a European comparative and 

quantitative analysis, the report considers/addresses six main thematic issues:: 

- Digital society and economy: a quantitative overview 

- Digital and political divide 

- Digitalization and skills 

- Digitalization and occupational skills 

- Digitalization and industrial relations 

- Digitalisation in the public debate 
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For a digital society and economy: how many kinds of Europe? 
 

Focused on mapping developments in relation to the hypothetical European goals for a digital 

society and economy in various member States, in particular Dress Code partnership countries 

(Italy, Germany, Bulgaria, Spain, 1), the comparative analysis draws on The Digital Economy 

and Society Index (DESI). The DESI2 is a composite indicator which aims at gauging in a 

temporal timeframe the digital performance of the various European countries. The use of a 

synthetic indicator provides the opportunity to consider each national position in a rapid and 

accurate way. Furthermore, it also allows for the examination of the digitalization process 

through multiple lenses that do not necessarily focus on individual national areas of political 

debate. We therefore propose an analysis that encompasses a broader concept of 

digitalization.  

 

The synthetic DESI indicator represents different indicators that draw on 5 thematic axes 

dealing with the digitization process and its various articulations: 

 

- Connectivity: the indicator measures the digital network infrastructure  level , the connection 

speed, the high connectivity coverage of networks and the affordability of network 

accessibility; 

- Digital skills: an indicator that collects information on the digital competence of internet users 

and the share of the workforce with ICT and STEM certified skills (science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics); 

- Use of the Internet, an indicator that measures the prevalence of internet usage and the 

quality of its use: diffusion of online purchases, banking, social networks and surfing channels 

and destinations;  

- Integration of digital technologies: this indicator takes into account both the level of 

implementation of e-commerce strategies and the degree of digitization of businesses 

compared to 5 different technologies: the ERP (Electronic Information Sharing Indicators),  the 

RFID indicator of Radio-frequency Identification technologies)), involvement of customers, 

Social Media Indicators (partners and stakeholders through social media) , the eInvoices 

indicator (electronic invoices)  and the Cloud Indicators (Cloud services of medium 

complexity); 

- Digital public services: an indicator that considers both the degree of diffusion and application 

of e-government policies, the degree of openness and transparency of public administrations 

and the degree of access of citizens.  

 

                                                      
1
 Hungary is also a part of the project but has not received any budget. 

2
 DESI indicator has been developed in accordance with the OECD Guidelines "Handbook on constructing composite 

indicators: methodology and user guide" and the proposed data are mainly collected by the European Commission 
services (DG CNECT, Eurostat) and by ad-hoc studies commissioned directly by the European Commission services 
themselves.  

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/handbookonconstructingcompositeindicatorsmethodologyanduserguide.htm
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/handbookonconstructingcompositeindicatorsmethodologyanduserguide.htm


6 
 

If we look at the synthetic DESI indicator, i. e. the systemization of all the above sub-

dimensions, it is clear that Europe is quite diverse or at least national systems are moving at 

different speeds concerning digitization. Together with Germany, the Scandinavian and 

Benelux countries take up the top positions. Among the countries under consideration 

Germany scores very well, at 11th overall in the European ranking, Germany scores excellently 

in terms of digital skills, diffusion of internet use and advancement of e-commerce. In the area 

of e-government there is some room for improvement.  

Chart 1 – Composite DESI indicator by country 

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

Taking up the 14th position Spain is just above the European average in terms of digital 

integration of enterprises and e-government penetration, but records less favorably in terms 

of digital skills. Hungary, Italy and Bulgaria are at the bottom end of the ranking, lagging 

behind on most of the issues under consideration.  

 

In terms of connectivity Italy has made some progress, this down predominantly to improved 

access to NGA networks. However, the poor performance in terms of e-skills risks hampering 

the further development of the digital economy and society. In Bulgaria, efforts  to improve 

on open data and connectivity issues are underway, but performance in terms of digital skills, 

business digitalization and e-government have pushedthe country to bottom end of the 

ranking system. Similarly, progress has been recorded in Hungary in relation to connectivity 

and digital skills, but there are still delays in businesses’ use of ICT and in extending e-

government policies.  

Digital and political divide  
  

Even under the lens of digitalization there are national asymmetries in the European Union. 

The asymmetries are mainly in the so-called digital divide, i.e. in the infrastructural and 

network base, which if not addressed will weaken the emergence of a digital society as well as 
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the economy. Once again, there is a gap between Germany, currently 7th just behind the 

Benelux and Scandinavia countries and the United Kingdom, Spain, Italy and Bulgaria. Whilst 

Spain is just below the average European level, Italy,  Bulgaria and Hungary continue to prop 

up the rankings. 

Chart 2  - Connectivity indicator by country 

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

The national digital divide can also be observed in connection with internet access. For 

example, accepting that on average about 15% of the citizens between the ages 15-74 have 

never used the internet in the EU 28, the average in Germany is much lower, below 10%. In 

Bulgaria on the other hand it stands at almost 35%, or 1 citizen out of 3, whilts in Italy the 

percentage is around 25%, in Hungary around 20% and in Spain it is currently just above the 

the European average. 

 
Chart 3 – Indicator of internet usage, amount of individuals in the 15-74 age group that have never used the internet 

 
Source: Eurostat – Community survey on the ICT usage in households and by individual 

 

Where digital infrastructures are poorly upgraded, widespread and interconnected internet 

usage is much more limited. Is this infrastructure divide reflection of political divisions, too?  

The four reports from Bulgaria, Spain, Italy and Germany provide information which is useful 

to reconstruct, at least partly, the level of political discussion underway in the four countries, 

a discussion which can possibly explain the differences in terms of infrastructural divide, 
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internet access, digital skills, the degree of digital integration of companies and e-government 

policies.  

 

The German report indicates  how Industrie 4.0, a German term first used in 2011, is part of 

what is widely referred to as Zukunftsprojekte (Future projects), which in turn linked to the 

government's high-tech strategy (Hightech-Strategies). In 2013, Acatech - the German 

Academy of Technical Sciences - presented a Research Agenda promoting a series of 

recommendations for implementation following a suggestion by the Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung - BMBF).For this 

reason, of all the four countries under study the political debate around digitalization is most 

advanced in Germany. In particular, Germany seems to have, at least at a governmental level 

taken-up a non-deterministic attitude towards technology, a fact that implies the political 

arena should play a central role in the discussion around what is widely referred to as the 4th 

Revolution. In 2015, in fact, the Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales (BMAS Ministry of 

Employment and Social Affairs) published the Grünbuch: Arbeiten 4.0 (Green Paper: 

Employment 4.0), which launched widespread public consultations around three central 

thematic axes: 

- What will the impact of technology be on the nature of work, and which jobs will be required? 

- What will the repercussions be in terms of working hours, balancing work and private life, and 

what will the role of vocational training be? 

- What repercussions will the changes have for the social market, i.e. social protection? Will 

welfare policies have to adapt to new job profiles and biographies? 

Within the cultural framework of social dialogue, the discussion opened by the Green Paper 

was concluded with the publication of the White Paper (2016), in this document the Ministry 

of Employment and Social Affairs placed particular emphasis on five guidelines that should 

govern the social changes attributable to digitalization processes: 

- Fair income and occupational safety; 

- Training for quality employment; 

- Diversity as a normal condition; 

- Policies to retain quality employment; 

- Codetermination and social partnership based on company culture. 

The longer sedimentation of the debate on digitalization in Germany and a political 

commitment to a non-deterministic approach with respect to technological changes has had 

the effect that greater attention is placed on the social dimension. In particular, the 

governance of digitalization applies a model of participation that involves not only industrial 

relations actors, but equally such a model acknowledges that the welfare state needs to be 

capable of absorbing and reacting to the challenges posed by the 4thRevolution.  

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bundesministerium_f%C3%BCr_Arbeit_und_Soziales
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Chart 4 – National debate in the 4 countries analyzed on a comparative basis 

 

In the other countriesstudied, the level of debate on digitalization remains either weak or still 

strongly attached to a deterministic approach. In Italy in particular, the analysis of 

government documents and the initial reactions of the social partners, too, seem to be 

subject to the technological "fascination" of the Government's Industry Plan 4.0. The decline 

of the public debate in Italy is refelected inthe documental involution between the reports 

produced by the Permanent Commission of the Chamber of Deputies "Productive activities, 

tourism and commerce" (June 2016) and the Senate Commission’s "Labour and social 

security" (2017). If the first document proposes a reasoned and sufficiently exhaustive 

mapping of the different meanings attributable to the digitalization processes, not confining it 

within the industrial perimeter alone, the second one appears more like a "position paper" or 

a political document in which digitalization is exalted as a process of liberation from work. This 

involves employees 1) no longer subordinated by working time as well as 2) the need to widen 

the regulatory net in favor of individual negotiation practices. The adaptive attitude shown by 

social partners, at least initially, continues to be a distinctive trait even concerning the trade 

unions’ vision of digitalization. Only recently (January 2018), during its Policy Conference 

(Conferenza di Programma), the CGIL’s General Secretary appeared to step back from the 

union’s previous adaptive approach and place at the center of the debate the need to "govern 

the changes imposed by digitalization" rather than just managing its impact on the social 

realm. Now CGIL seems to embrace the idea of "bargaining the algorithm" and clearly 

distancing themselves from a vision of technological determinism. 

In Bulgaria, the public debate on digitalization appears to have shifted towards an emphasis 

on Smart Specialization and the need to extend and strengthen ICT investment policies. Whilst 

in Spain the government launched a public consultation strategy on digitalization in 2017, 

focusing on specific thematic areas such as: 

- Data economy 
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- Ecosystems 4.0 

- Intelligent regulation 

- Technological infrastructure 

- Digital Citizenship 

The Spanish report shows that the Digital Strategy is particularly focused on digital citizenship 

and lack of infrastructure rather than on Industrie  4.0. Despite this thematic imbalance, trade 

unions recognize that the discussion on Digital Strategy policies represents a reversal of the 

trend in terms of method: if the policies of the Digital Agenda (2013) were the unilateral result 

of the Government, the Digital Strategy policies have reopened discussions around this topic 

as well as involving trade union organizations in the debate. 

In conclusion, therefore, it seems that the digital divide in terms of infrastructure and use of 

the Internet amongst the countries is also an expression of a political gap concerning 

digitalization issues: the longer political commitment to a non-deterministic approach with 

respect to technology in Germany corresponds to a higher level of internet users and digital 

infrastructure. As we will see in the next paragraph such pervasiveness also exists in terms of 

digital competences, too. 

In contrast, the degree of digital intensity, i.e. the degree of integration of digitalization in 

production and work processes, this appears less divergent between the countries under 

study. While it is true that Germany continues to lead this comparison in 10th position and 

Bulgaria remains  at the bottom of the ranking, the distinction between expansion and 

integration of e-commerce and digital integration of production processes shows that 

distances prevails more in the first factor of the indicator and less in the second. In fact, if we 

compare Italy, Germany and Spain, we can observe that the red histogram (referred to the 

business digitalization) remains substantially constant, while divergences are mainly in 

relation to the degree of e-commerce penetration. Considering this factor outside of Bulgaria, 

Germany, Italy and Spain, the interpretation key is the same, the sole exceptions being 

Denmark and Finland, two countries where the degree of digital integration of companies 

appears to be significantly more advanced than the other EU 28 countries. The main 

difference concerns countries’ orientation towards e-commerce. As highlighted in the German 

report, digital integration of enterprises is affected mainly by the dimensional factor. When 

comparing e-commerce German SMEs record a higher performance than the European 

average (26% compared to 17%), whilst the digital integration of production processes in 

German SMEs is average. For a structural relaunch, the German government promoted the 

establishment of a financing program "Smart Service World II" and network and competence 

centers to provide training and information on the benefits of digitalization in 2016. Whilst in 

Spain the initiative Industria conectada 4.0, which aims to support the diffusion of 

technological and digital knowledge through synergies between industrial companies, tech 

centers, research centers and civil society, seems to be part of the challenge of the 

digitalization of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). 
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Chart 5 – Digital technology integration indicator by country  

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

In the DESI country report for Bulgaria, we can see how a market for digital professionals has 

emerged in recent years, a fact which has led to a push on the part of many international 

companies to establish their Information Technology offices in Bulgaria. Therefore, in Bulgaria 

the digital professions arise in an economic system, as a whole, characterized by a low level of 

digitlisation. 

The divide in terms of digital skills 
 

National reports, as the DESI platform indicates, show how in addition to the digital divide and 

the diverse political debates on digitalization, a gap exists in terms of digital. Generically, it’s 

possible to notice how the gap can be seen in basic skills (how to use an email, install a 

program and other basic IT basic functions), and in advanced skills (meaning the share of ICT 

experts and people which have a degree in the so called STEM topics). Again, Germany ranks 

9th after the Benelux countries, Scandinavia, the UK and Austria. All other partner countries 

are below the EU28 average, in particular Italy and Bulgaria slip to the bottom of this ranking. 

In Bulgaria, some companies in the IT sectors have established academies within their 

company as a means of offering extensive training courses to students (DESI 2017), but these 

have not been officially recognized yet by the government. 

The ranking by country is not very different if one compares the various digital contents of 

workforce, i.e. if the area of interest is narrowed down from the population as a whole to the 

employees. Once again, Italy and Bulgaria are at the bottom of the ranking, above all due to a 

large proportion of those who do not use or do not possess digital skills and due to a 

workforce with limited  advanced digital skills. Spain and Hungary find themselves in a better 

position in the ranking but below the European average (EU28), while Germany has improved 

its position. In terms of the overall population, Germany has a more digitized workforce. It is 

interesting to note that the top ranking countries, such as Luxembourg, Denmark, Finland and 

the United Kingdom, have substantially reduced thepossible percentage of the workforce with 

no digital skills. In turn, they have expanded (with quotas of even more than 50% of the 

workforce) the number of professions with an advanceddigital content, showing a 
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pervasiveness of training and educational policies. Moreover the the failure of governments 

willing to drive digitalization, even within a strict training sense, risks expelling workers 

without digital skills from the labour market. Certainly, these quotas, which in the last 

classified countries (Portugal, Italy, Bulgaria and Romania) do not represent marginal values 

(always above 20%). The process of professional polarization of the workforce, which has 

been going on for over 10 years in most EU countries, will be inevitably accelerated by 

digitalization, this increasing the risk of occupational fragility of the so-called areas dependent 

on low professional content.  

Chart 6 – Indicator of digital skills by country 

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

The ranking by country is not very different if one compares the various digital contents of the 

workforce, i.e. if the area of interest is narrowed down from the population as a whole to the 

employees. Once again, Italy and Bulgaria are at the bottom of the ranking, above all due to a 

large proportion of those who do not use or do not possess digital skills and due to a 

workforce with few  high digital skills. Spain and Hungary find themselves in a better position 

in the ranking but below the European average (EU28), while Germany regains some 

positions. In terms of the overall population, Germany has a more digitized workforce. It is 

interesting to note that the top ranking countries, such as Luxembourg, Denmark, Finland and 

the United Kingdom, have substantially reduced as far as possible the percentage of the 

workforce with no digital skills. In turn, they have expanded (with quotas of even more than 

50% of the workforce) the number of professions with a high digital content, showing a 

pervasiveness of training and educational policies. Otherwise, the lack of a government policy 

driving digitalization, even within a strict training logic, risks expelling workers without digital 

skills from the labour market. These quotas, which in the last classified countries (Portugal, 

Italy, Bulgaria and Romania) certainly do not represent marginal values (always above 20%). 

The process of professional polarization of the workforce, which has been going on for over 

10 years in most EU countries, will inevitably be accelerated by digitalization, this increasing 

the risk of occupational fragility of the so-called areas with low professional content.  
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Precisely in order to counter the risks of professional polarization and the marginalization of 

areas with a lower professional content, all the reports emphasize how vocational training 

and retraining play a central role in the national public debate, both in terms of basic skills 

(education) and professional skills (continuous training). Concerning this point the Italian 

Calenda Plan "Industria 4.0" places great emphasis on training.  Some doubts remain, though. 

Although the tax credit and training proposal 4.0 focuses on 3 specific areas (computer 

science, production technologies and techniques), around 25-30% of the training on offer 

continues to focus on topics such as marketing and sales. It should be noted, that the Italian 

unions’ play a major role here, this is because the courses are agreed with the workers' 

representatives through decentralized bargaining. These negotiations borrow from territorial 

bargaining practices already undertaken in the areas of productivity bonuses and company 

welfare. However, there are still some concerns about issues that have not yet been fully 

clarified as to which bodies will provide training. Specifically, whether or not and to what 

extent the quality of the training providers conditions the training demands of business. 

Chart 7 – Labor force quotas by level of digital skills 

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

In the Bulgarian report, particular attention is given to the delay in the qualification of the 

workforce and how this produces a double negative effect: the occupational risk for the 

weakest members of society and the fact that it does not make the country very attractive for 

investments in digitalization of production systems. The social partners highlight the necessity 

of training. Proof of this can be found in the "Manifesto for Digital Talent" promoted by UGT, 

CC. OO and AMETRIC. Here, social partners call on public actors and private initiatives to 

engage on some points related to professional training and retraining processes to: 

- Encourage and foster dual training (work-based learning), update the entire training chain 

with the use of digitalizaton (training of trainers, introduction of digital technology into 

primary education, lifelong learning and retraining of the unemployed...) 
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- Establish monitoring tools and observatories to understand and analyse digitalization 

dynamics at a national level.  

In Germany, the topic of training in response to transformations induced by the digitalization 

processes also involves a regional aspect, this mirroring the German federal structure and 

culture. The importance of the regional debate is also recognized at a central level. The 

Ministry of Employment and Social Affairs is committed to monitoring regional training needs 

and sharing this knowledge with social and institutional actors at the local level. Part of this 

Ministerial strategy involves the establishment of the Office of Innovation for Qualified 

Personnel for the Regions, its aim to support regional projects, networks and initiatives to 

increase the professional content of employment. 

Occupational impact of digitalization 
 

National reports show how digitalization influences the different employment scenarios. The 

assessment at a European and national level are different. Two approaches can be identified: 

the pessimistic and cautious forecast. Here, institutional assessments usually appear more 

pessimistic. The more catastrophic estimates, other commentators are less pessimistic, 

indicate that between 50-80% of jobs will be cut in Germany, such a scenario provided by the 

famous research by C.B. Frey and M.A. Osborne, “The Future of Employment: How susceptible 

are jobs to computerization?”. These author’s predict around 47% of the workforce of the 

United States could be substituted by robotic processes), the workforce at risk becoming 

obsolete and unemployed. Interviews in Germany as well as calibrated studies in a national 

context, similar to those undertaken in Italy appear less excessive. The suggerst that between 

15-20% of jobs could be threatened by digitalization. In Italy the figure offered is 14,9% (3.2 

million workers)3. Even though various sector studies were conducted in Bulgaria and Spain, , 

there exist  no multisector monitoring tools at a national level on the risks posed by 

digitalization for occupations professions. Clearly, the different stages of public debate would 

seem to condition the development of analysis and monitoring tools.  

A comparative analysis of national reports makes it possible to observe some common 

elements relating to employment dynamics: 

- Digitization as already discussed above is part of f a  professional polarization between high 

and low professional content jobs; 

- The process of polarization, however, does not end within the professional dynamic but 

also affects the degree of standardization and routine work activity: the threat of digitalization 

appears more looming for routine activities, something strongly indicated in the German 

                                                      
3
 Ambrosetti Club (2016), Technology and employemnt: Governing change https://www.ambrosetti.eu/wp-

content/uploads/Ambrosetti-Club-2017_Ricerca-Tecnologia-e-Lavoro.pdf 
 
 

https://www.ambrosetti.eu/wp-content/uploads/Ambrosetti-Club-2017_Ricerca-Tecnologia-e-Lavoro.pdf
https://www.ambrosetti.eu/wp-content/uploads/Ambrosetti-Club-2017_Ricerca-Tecnologia-e-Lavoro.pdf
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report. In this regard, the German report also shows how the service sector is most exposed 

to these developments due to the fact that it is heavily dependent on standardized and low-

cost work processes; 

- The impact on employment will also vary according to the size of the company. As the 

German report suggests, small and medium-sized enterprises, precisely because of their size 

and capitalization, are not in a position to utilize the opportunities generated byeconomies of 

scale. In contarts, the Spanish report instead indicates that the contraction of employment in 

some traditional sectors, even small ones, and the low attractiveness of employment in these 

sectors will lead to the introduction of technologies that replace the workforce; 

- Digitalization will produce an acceleration of hybrid forms of formal self-employment, 

which will be subordinated in terms of economic and organizational bonds as well as a 

stronger employment discontinuity. The process of job precarity, however, as the Spanish 

report points out, began well before the political emphasis on digitization; various reforms of 

the labour market have affected all countries across Europe. In  Spain such policies under the 

veneer of austerity measures have produced a terrain more permeable to processes of 

occupational and social vulnerability;   

- The occupational impact is distributed unevenly compared to the sectoral composition. As 

indicated in the Bulgarian report, despite the workforce being  at risk due to digitalization 

(56%  of workers employed according to a European comparison), the sectors with the highest 

ICT content have seen a significant improvement in terms of employment over the last 5 

years.  

Any forecast on the effects of digitalization on employment processes, even though it would 

be evocative from a political point of view, will contain at least three weaknesses. First, the 

relation between technological change and workinvolves  the issue of tech neutrality. If 

removed from the economic and social context within which they are found, technologies 

appear an independent form social organization that created them. Nevertheless, the 

evolutionary trajectory of each technology is strictly related to the social relations of the 

context in which the technology is shaped, and at the same time, the introduction of 

technology transforms and puts pressure on social relations. Quite clearly, technology would 

therefore appear not to be neutral.  

Second and strictly related to the non-neutrality of technologies, one must consider the dual 

aspect of the economy and society. The capitalistic system is not static, but a continuous 

process mutation which affects consumption, habits and customs (Engel’s law of income and 

consumption). Digitalization is not a change per se, but a part of that change: “Robotics are 

just a piece of the paradigm. Innovation changes the structure and is not related to a single 

company, even though it tends to concentrate in certain sectors. For these reasons, the neo-

classic model of equal and proportional production does not represent reality, and isn’t even 
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close to it. We’re going through a great transition with an uncertain outcome” (Roberto 

Romano, Industria 4.0, a countercurrent interpretation, Let’s take a position4). 

Thirdly, as a consequence of the previous factors any forecast on employment scenarios does 

not take into account all the compensatory effects that may result from innovation processes 

in terms of price and wage contractions as well asinvestment and products. 

Digitalization and industrial relations 
 

Digitalization has not affected, and will not effect in the future, merely occupational aspect. It 

appears likely that it will put pressure on different industrial relations practices, too. 

Obviously, such practices will be different depending on the advance state of the digitalization 

process, the institutional level of industrial relations systems, the scope of collective 

bargaining and the degree to which employment regulations have been transformed in all EU 

countries faced  with a neo-liberal cultural and political shift5.  

Regarding this last point, the Spanish report recognizes how the atomization process of 

industrial relations – aimed at preferring individual as opposed to collective bargaining – is the 

result of the latest labor reforms. The report suggests that this process will likely be 

accelerated because of digitalization.  

A comparative analysis of the different national reports proposes some common trends 

regarding the pressure exercised by digitalization on the industrial relations systems: 

- Trade unions’ fear digitalization will be used by employers to further undermine labour 

regulation. This will likely involve a move to greater job flexibility and an individualization of 

labour relations. As explained in the German national report, there is a risk of a shock therapy 

for the existing employment relations paradigm which place emphasis  the collective 

character of employment; 

- Further, a drive towards contractual decentralization is likely to occur. The tendency to 

shift the collective bargaining from the national to the corporate front has certainly been an 

on going process for a decade now in all the EU28, albeit at different speeds, sizes and forms. 

In Bulgaria, the drive for decentralization stems from the entrepreneurial will to escape 

sectoral collective standards, and digitalization is certainly not reversing this trend. As part of 

the Italian government’s 4.0 Industry Plan a wide array of measures exist not only to promote 

investment in innovation and competitiveness but equally company collective bargaining.  

Germany, characterized as a model of coordinated decentralization in recent decades, it has 

had to contend with an increase in collectiove bargaining exist as well as greater options to 

customize collective agreements, opeb clauses and regulatory interventions that have 

                                                      
4
 http://sbilanciamoci.info/industria-4-0-lettura-controcorrente/ 

 
5
 Quaderni di Rassegna Sindacale 4/2017 – How the structure of bargaining is changing 

http://sbilanciamoci.info/industria-4-0-lettura-controcorrente/
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accentuated the legislative role compared to the contractual one. In terms of training policies, 

some collective agreements have been signed at the regional level in Germany (an example is 

the one signed in 2016 by IG Metall in Bavaria).These  define training measures and retraining 

skills necessary to cope with the processes of digitalization. In Germany, however, it should be 

noted that the recent sectoral contract signed by IG Metall in Baden-Wurttemberg for the "28 

hour week" (with an upwards flexibility of 40 hours) proposes a new role for the multi-

employer collective agreement in managing the flexibility of working time in a 4.0 industry 

scenario. In Spain, legislative reforms aimed at supporting contractual decentralization have 

not had significant macro-effects (decentralized bargaining continues to involve marginal 

number of companies), but fears remain according to the national report, especially of 

increasing individualization of labour relations;  

- From a strictly strategic point of view, national reports highlight how union organizations 

propose, within the context of digitalization, traditional and innovative union strategies. 

Specifically, there have been attempts to regulate smart working and the right of disconnect 

through company and sector level collective agreements (as in the case of the AXA group in 

Spain). Or the establishment of international union coalitions as in the case of Amazon, 

specifically the monitoring of the bodies responsible for the information and consultation 

procedures at a European level (as in the case of Filcams Cgil Nazionale and Delivery Hero, 

head of Foodora, and its transformation in a Societas Europaea). 

- Reactions are not only strategic, but also organizational. Various trade unions have created 

internal representation bodies, partially (as in the case of the Cgil professional consultation 

body – Italy) or totally (the vIVAce community of Cisl Italy or “Your YA union answers”) in 

Spain. These arededicated to offering representation and services to workers of platform 

economies.  Other digital experiments may be traced back to the Fair Crowd Work platform 

promoted by IG Metall, and other Swedish and Austrian union organizations. These are 

designed  to gather information on working conditions and economic treatment for platform 

work, crowd work, and app-based work, and produce a rating of platforms; 

- Together with representation attempts, both traditional and innovative, by major union 

organizations, we see an increase of various spontaneous union movements. An example, of 

this can be found in the Riders Union in Bologna, Turin and Milan. Even though they exhibit a 

distrust towards traditional unions, their requests do not present a specific dissonance when 

compared to the requests advanced by trade unions. On the contrary, they demonstrate there 

is space for potential joint action; 

- To a greater or lesser extent, there seems to be a divergence of approach closely linked to 

the deterministic vision of technology. The Bulgarian report highlights how the union should 

manage the effects of change induced by digitization and not promote an alternative stance 

which might stop it from being potentially marginalized. In the Italian case, on the other hand, 

the recent Cgil Program Conference (Conferenza di Programma) proposes a new trade union 

role towards digitalization, not only in the management of its effects, but also as a bargaining 

agent that intervenes where decision-making processes are generated: "bargaining the 

algorithm". The view of German trade unions, which embraces a non-deterministic approach 

to technology, takes up a similar position;  

http://faircrowd.work/
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- Lastly, digitalization and the centrality of skills is bringing back the importance of workers’ 

participation in the industrial relations debate.  

What is missing in the public discourse? 
 

Reading the national reports has allowed us to reconstruct the themes on which the public 

debate around digitalization focuses and, at the same time, which topics are neglected. 

Firtstly, we can say with much certainty that interest in digitalization, here the Industry 4.0 

area has palyed a key role, is mainly concerned on how it will impact on the manufacturing 

industry. Although data shows that the employment effects and technologies themselves 

have a major impact on the varied world of services - such as logistics, postal services, trade 

and tourism - the service sector itself continues to be confined to an ancillary role compared 

to industry. But not only that. Little attention is paid to the topic of Construction 4.0 and the 

scope of Building Information Modelling (BIM) in the AEC (Architecture, Engineering and 

Construction) industry, which is a part of the production fabric currently subject to a deep 

process of destructuring. Furthermore, little emphasis is given to e-commerce or e-

government policies, even though there are profound asymmetries between countries. For 

example, in the case of smart-citiesthis si an area which is totally neglected. If you look at the 

two graphs below, some observations are possible: 

Chart 8 – Internet users which have purchased a good or srvice online over the last 12 months 

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

- Germany is among one of the leading countries in terms of online purchases, while Italy and 

Bulgaria are always at the bottom of the ranking. Even though Bulgaria records the fastest 

growth between 2010 and 2016, it remains at the bottom of the ranking order. In Spain, 

online shopping appears to be widespread but still below the European average. Considering 

the infrastructural indicators a close correlation with the extension of online purchasing 
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practices can be observed. This underlinines how a lack of digital accessibility corresponds 

with a low propensity, and online culture in the area of commerce;  

- E-government policies, which capture the transparency and digital accessibility of public 

services, place Bulgaria and Hungary at the bottom. Unlike in other rankings, Germany is 

below the EU average, followed closely by Italy. Spain's best performance is mainly due to 

legislative efforts of 2015, (Law 18/2015). This law supports the re-use of data and 

transparency of public administrations. Furthermore, the Aporta project (2009) has been 

effective in promoting an open culture data in the management of public services. 

Chart 9 –Indicator of public services’ digitalization 

 
Source: Desi 2017, European Commission 

 

With exception of Germany, another element absent from the public debate is the issue 

platforms as a business model and not only as a form of employment. If and when it comes to 

crowd-workers or app workers, the issue is always brought within a labour law perimeter. If it 

is true that it is undoubtedly a typology of work that must be analyzed as a hybrid 

composition of subordination and autonomy elements, it is equally true that the platform 

work is also a way for capitalism to position itself. In addition, it represents productive model 

able to integrate vertical and horizontal supply chains and for this very reason it needs to be 

studied. The case of IBM, which has designed an external labour platform to integrate 

professionals on demand, or the recent acquisition of Task Rabbit by IKEA or Adecco, which in 

Italy is experimenting with an online platform for the intermediation of workers outside of 

temporary work, should be regarded as a business strategy and not just a concern I with 

cutting labour costs. 

Furthermore, the issue of the organisational impact on the structure and organisation of 

companies does not seem to be a central topic in the public debate. So far, the fascination 

with technological shifts pays attention to the impact on productivity and the risk to 

employment. It does not focus much on how change will impact on hierarchical structures 

within companies. Closely connected to the technological subjugation of culture, in which the 

emphasis is on determinism, is the lack of attention, as already mentioned, on the 

transformation social relations and hence digitalization’s wider impact on society as a whole. 


