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WORK-SHARING 

Introduction 

The analysis on 'work-sharing carried out by the 
Standing Committee on Employment forms part of the overall 
plan outlined by the Tripartite Conference of June 197?. 
In order to tackle the prolonged underemployment, which marks 
the current economic and social situation, it was decided, 
at the end of the Conference, to undertake a series of 
measures ~eared towards the following objectives : 

- re-establishing the basic economic system to restore 
growth with stability whilst making it more favourable 
to employment. To this end, an examination has been 
made on problems connected with the international 
environment, the relationships be+.ween investment and 
employment, and opportunities for job creation in 
the tertiary sector (private and public); 

- promoting epeoial measures on employment, particularlr 
for young people, and for stimulating the development 
of active labour market policies (cf. Communication 
to the Council -October 19?7); 

- examining the possibilities for a better sharing 
of work amongst all persons seeking employment 

This present document is the Commission's 
contribution to the meeting which the Standing Committee 
on Employment will devote to work-sharing in March 19?8. 
It is based on the studies and consultations which the 
Commission has carried out. Annexed to it is an analytical 
working document that was used f~r these consultations. 

The other Tripartite topics will be dealt with during 
the first half of the year, either b7 the Standing 
Committee on Employment or the Economic Policy Committee. 
All these topics are interrelated. The general economic 
context which influences all these issues, will be dealt 
with more fully in the other preparator7 document• referred 
to in the f'irst indent· above ... · 
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1. Economic and social background 

The economic recession which faces the Community 
has brought a considerable weakening in the demand for 
labour. The average annual rate of e·conomic growth between 
19?4 and 197? waa less than 2 ~' whereas it had been over 
4 ~ in the pariod 1970-1973· The number or unemployed 
persons has been around·5-6 percent for the last two years. 
Even with n recovery of growth, the shortage or jobs is 
expected to last for several years. · 

Demographic change is one important factor in 
explaining the present difficulties. The number of people 
of working age is increasing by about 1 million 
each year. The number of young people entering the labour 
market has increased in all countries compared with the 
1960's; also,- in aome countries, the number of e+derly 
persons retiring has dropped considerably. It should be 
noted, however, that these trends will be reversed from 
around 1985 onwards. At the same time, the number of.vomen 
on the labour market has increased steadily. 

Thus, the working population is bound to increase tor 
seven or eight yeors. This raises new and difficult 
problems for the Community and the Member States. It ia 
to be expected that measures to deal with this will 
includ~ those designed to re-distribute work. 

A period or reduced growth does not mean that 
we should no longer seek improvements in social policy. 
However, such improvement a will mea.n greater solidarity 
between the two sides of induatry and the Governments; 
it will also require that each side brings its contribution 
towards solving the difficulties that face us. 

2. Forms and methods of work-sharing 

The aim of work-sharing io to redistribute the total 
volume of work in the economy in order to increase 
employment opportunities for all those wishing to work. (•) 

(•) This does not mean that the volume ot work needs remain 
constant. Rather, it is bnse•l on the observation that thia 
volume is at present inadequate. and that.we must tr7 
to redistribute it. 
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Such measures must respect the right to a possibility of 
employment for all persons resident in the·Community. 
They must also take account of the need for social 
prosress and a better qualit7 ot life, and avoid peDalising 
the least priviledged. 

Work-sharing thus defined, may be achieved in 
one or other of the following ways : 

- a reduction of the actual working week (either 
by reducing the number or hours worked per da7 
or by reducing the number of daye"worked per week); 

- a restriction of overtime and ohift working; 

• increased annual holidays; 

- the lowering of retirement age; 

- an increase in part-time work; 

- a longer period of education and training; 

- facilities for a temporary interruption of careers 
for personal reasons (e.g. bringing up children) 
or educational reasons. 

Most of these measures are in line with long-ran· 
· trends. llowever, the policy envisaged implies two 
differsnces : 

firstly -and contrary to previous experience
the reductions would be de~iberate, designed 
to open_up job prospects for persons wishing 
to work but currently unemployed. The main 
objective would be to redistribute or share 
the available work; 

- at the same time, there would be an acceleration 
of past trends. Reductions in working time 
would no longer be so closely linked to the 
process of economic growth. We could then 
seek to strike a better balanc,e between growth 
in incomes, and more leisure, and improved 
working conditions; work-sharing would become, 
in a va7, an autonomous instrument to be uaed 
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at these times when economic policies are not. 
by themselves, able to maintain full employment. 
Bence, the employment creating aim is also 
matched by a vish to tackle the lack of 
improvement, and even decline, in working 
conditions of some groups of workers. 

3· General commentR 

In the light of the analyses set out in its 
working paper, the Commission feels that the following 
comments should be made : 

. a~ work-sharing is not a panacea. It cannot take 
the place of economic policy, nor absolve· those 
responsible for economic policy from taking account 
or its consequences for employment; 

b) work-sharing cannot be approached from a purely 
quantitative point of view. In general, a given 
reduction in working time will result in a lese 
than proportional growth in new jobs, because ot 
labour market inflexibility, and because of 
differing attitudes of employers and workers; 

c) thls being so, work-sharing may help stabilize 
employment if a number of conditions are met • 
. In particular, this means : 

taking account of costs and the fairness 
with which they are shared; 

- 'being aware of the risk of undesirable aide 
effects (for example, clandestine work) 
and its prevention; 

- developing oupporting measures to help 
bring about changes at the level of the 
company (training, organization of vork) 
or or the economy (social security provisions, 
r or example) ·; 

- the diversification or different work-sharing 
measures according to the positions in each 
country, and each sector or for the different 
categorieo ot persona concerned;·. 
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4) each method considered involves some coat for companies 
or the economy. Such costs should not be seen in 
isolation but compared with the high costa of unemplo,aent, 
both in social terms and as regards public sp~nding. 
Work-sharing implies that these must be a fair 
distribution of the costs between the various parties 
concerned and within.society as a whole; 

e) a work-sharing policy should allow for the use of 
all appropriate methods, but varied according to the 
particular circumstances. Methods should be selected 
on the basis of social policy priorities and should 
take account of the needs of those concerned. For 
examp~e~ perGons pursuing difficult or dangerous jobs 
should get priority for a reduction in the number 
of hours worked per year since social bene£its cannot 
compensate for lasting handicaps incurred in -the 
occupation. Similarly, a policy of lowering the 
retirement a~e shnuld take account of the social 
needs of retired workers; 

t) in examining particular work-sharing measures, the 
parties concerned should bear in mind the question of 
reversibility, and the possibility for coping with it in 
the employment situation. This is particularly important 
in view of the changes in working population trends 
which are expected around 1985; 

g) lastly, a work-sharing policy should take account or 
the constraints imposed by international competition 
on compa.nies and on the public finances. Questions of 
costs - if they are not to produce too general ~ 
conclusion - must, nevertheless, be taken into account 
case by case. 

In conclusion, work-sharing offers certain real 
possibilities, but it also invo~ves risks. While it ma7 
be necessary with present economic and demographic 
developments, it requires a prudent and diversified 
approach which distinguishes between short and medium
term actions, and which can take account of the need for 
reversibility, where appropriate. Moreover, such an 
approach must not penalize companies or sectors which 
are already.weak, or penalize less favoured groups of 
workers. This implies a solidarit7 between the two sides 
of industry and the acceptance of a balanced sharing of 
costs and benefita. 

• 
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Under these conditione, work•eharing is a second
best solution in an ove~all plan to absorb unemployment. 
But the longer the delay in creating opportunities for 
action for the promotion or employment in other areas, 
the greater the pressures will be for this type·or 
action in so•e Member States. 

4. Community action : justification and possibilities 

There are three mnin ways in which the Community 
is concerned. 

~irstly, any work-sharing measure involves a cost 
and consequently affects the competitiveness of the 

· sector in the country concerned. The objections raised 
at national level may, therefore, be overcome,·if there 
is collaboration at Community and higher levels. t 

Competition !rom outside the Community amplifies 
the problem, but this fact can only increase the 
need for such collAboration. 

Furthermore, measures to reduce working time, 
taken at national level and without reference to the 
Community context, could increase differences in cost 
trends between the Member States and inhibit the objective 
of greater economic convergence; despite apparent initial 
positive results for employment, this would also ultimate11 
increase unemployment. 

·Compatibility between the measures taken b7 
each Member State may become indispensable from 
the point of view of competition policy. 

The fact that the question is important for 
the Community is not sufficient to permit us to identif1 
clearly those measures which the Community should 
advocate or impose. Any guidelines drawn up should take 
account both of the diversit7 or ·individual situations 
and particular choices regarding the t7Pe of measure 
.to take. 
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For this reason, the Commission suggests that 
the two sides of industry and the Governments examin• 
together, at national and Community level, the 
possibility of implementing a work-sharing policy 
as part of an overall strategy for the return to 
full employment. Here the Commission would like to 
point out that the cost of work-sharing should be 
compared with preoent unemployment cost_s, from the 
point of view of both public finance and the social 
consequences. 

· The parties concerned nre asked to bear their 
share of the costs of work-ohnring in order to limit 
the rislts of such a policy. 

The Commission does not want to usurp the. role 
of the Member States by drawing up a definitive ranking 
ot the various methons of work-sharing. Such a 
classification should take into acco~,t several queationa : 

- what real possibilities of additional jobs 
are created by work-sharing ? 

- what are tl1e resulting costs and bcnefi ts 
for companies and for the economy in general ? 

-~hat are the benefits, and the costa, 
of each type or measure for the people directl7 
affected '1 

- what are the resulting advantages and drawbacks 
for social policy aims in general ? 

Available economic studies cannot take into 
account all these factors, and, in more than one caae, 
the diversity nf situations and preferences would 
lead to different ·classi ficatio·ns, according to the 
cases involved. 

NeverthelP.ss, following the analJses and 
consultations that have been started, the Commission 
feels that there are thre~ sorts or nossibilities 
that ahoul.d be explored b;y the Commit tee : 

' . 
.. : 
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A - firstly, a Community framework and initiative 
must be developed in order to establish the 
conditions that would encourage Member St•tes 
to work for a reduction in the annual volume 
of work per p~rson, respecting the overall 
Community rules, yet allowing sufficient 
flexibility in their application; 

·s -secondly, certain possibilities exist already 
for action at Community level, in respect ot 
certain measures, namely restriction of 
overtime working, reduction of shift work, 
and exte.nsion of training for young people; 

··c -thirdly, certain complex issues have come 
to light during these analyses; in particular 
there are the questions of : the flexibility 
of retirement Age, the role of temporary 
employment agencies, and the question of 
part-time work. They all need more thorough 
study. 

The measures that could be taken in these three 
areas should, however, take account of the general 
economic situation, in terms both of the constraint 
it imposes at present ·and in terms of the aims and 
prospects of the Community. 

These measures should, in particular, take 
account of the wider problems aa outlined by 
the Tripartite Conference in Luxemburg, the intended 
convergence of economic developments in Member States, 
and the progress that has to be made towards ·economic 
and monetary union. 

A 

In general terms, the annual volume of work for 
each worker is determined by the statutory, or agreed, 
length of the working day or week, by paid holidays 
and by overtime hours. 

As far as the length or the· working week and 
annual holidays is concerned, the situation is complex. 
It dittera enormousl7. from one countr7 ·to another 
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and from one sector to another. There are, however, 
real possibilities of arriving at a better sharing 
or work, ·ir the question is looked at from a broad 
Community viewpoint. Concerns for competition and 
for the consistency of Community policies justifies 
a Community involvement in the question. 

The Commission is convinced that, in the medium
term, the annual duration of work will be reduced 
although without, necessarily, the same rate of 
reduction in all Member States. The Council Recommendation 
in 19?6 tor a 40-hour week and four weeks paid holid&JS 
was the first step in this direction. We should study 
what fu~ther progress.is possible on the basis of 

.. a review of the follow-up to this Recommend~tion in 
each Member·state. 

,. 

The Commission will also encourage negotiation· 
on this subject betveen.the two sidee ot industry. 
Moreover, such an action should be the opportunit7 tor 
harmonization aimed at reducing the differences that eXiat. 
between sectors in terma of vor~ing conditione. 

1) Restriction on overtime working 

This type of measure clearly goes in the right 
direction nnd is generally welcomed by the two sides 
of industry. However, it would need supporting measures. 
and there is a risk of the least favoured workers 
being penalised. It would also ne~d to be flexible, 
in order to avoid creating more. rigid.i ty in the labour 
market. 

The Commission will examine the possibility of 
an instrument designed to discourage or limit recourse 
to overtime, for example by introducing paid compenaatorr 
time-off, to b~ tnken during the whole year. In order 
to be nrre~tive, however, such an instrument would need 
to bo supported by measures to deal with those ·faotora 
which lead employers to prefer overtime· working to nev 
recruitment : social security provisions, shortage or 
personnel with particular qualifications, ata!f 
management methode. · 

• 
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2) Restrictions on shift.wo:rking 

This sort of measure would aleo seem to be in line 
with social policy, and has met with a favourable response. 
Its contribution to the problem of the absorption of 
labour depends, however, on the manner in which it ia 
applied. 

The Commission proposes to present the Council with 
a first specific proposal on the regulation ot night work. 
This proposal will be accompanied by a memorandum analysing 
the problems of shiftwork in general, and proposing certain 
guidelines for reform. Special attention will have to be 

. paid to the impact of such measures on the labour market. 

' ' Extension of the right to training 

General lengthening of compulsory schooling does 
not seem desirable in present circumstances. On the other 
hand, the extension of access to training seems to be 
a clearly positive measure, provided that the types of 
training given correspond to the real needs or the economr 
and the persons involve·d. It is desirable in the case of 
7oung school-leavers who have no other training. It would 
also be desirable for adults, but would come up against 
some difficulties, notably as regards return to work. 

As a follow-up to its Communication to the Council 
on Youth Unemployment, the Commission is at present 
looking at the possibility of establishing an instrument 
aiming at the development of training for young people 
during the transition period between school and working 
life. Sue~ an instrument, designed essentially to increase 
the amount of training given to young people, should also 
contribute to a better sharing of work. 

Likewise, the Commission believes it would now 
be appropriate to press for the deYelopment o£ study 
leave and continuous training in the Member States, and 
ia read,- to set this. ia motio~. , r.. : 

. ' ' 
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1) Influence of social security on work-sharing· 

Social security systems may inhibit the 
development or work-sharing policies in certain 
circumstances. 

In particular, the methods used for calculating 
social contributions could lead to a preference for 
over~ime working rather than engaging new workers. 

As regards a possible change in the retirement 
age or the introduction of more flexible retirement 

·schemes, thought must be given not only to the question 
of costs - important as they may be - but also ·to the 
complex implications that such measures could have for 
the social security system. 

It would therefore be as well to examine •11 the 
obstacles to work-sharing which arise from the social 
security systems, an~ to lQok at the effects of chansea 
already tried in certain Me~ber States. 

2) Temporary work 

In certain cases, temporary employment 
agencies may affect work-sharing objectives. 
~he role of such agencies in the distribution 
of work should therefore be studied in 
depth. At the same time, thought should be given as to 
the extent to which control of the~r actiYitiea should 
be re-inforced nt Community level. 

3) Part-time work 

A real demand for part-time work exists among 
various groups.of workers. This is illustrated by the 
significant increase in the number of part-time jobs 
in the period before the crisis. On the other hand, 
an increase in the number or these jobs should not b~ 
a disguised m~ans of increasing short-time working. lt is 
necessary to look at the ways in which this demand can be 
m~t, without it leading to a weakening of social 
protection, or to a further segmentation of the labour 
aarket. 

_____ _.....;...-_. ___ . __ 
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4) Work-sharing and equal treatment for men and women 

The specific problems arising from the increasing 
participation of women on the labour market shoul~ be 
looked at with particular care, in order to ens~re that , 
work-sharing does not result in a further_ accentuation 
ot the discrimination against thea. 

5. Conclusions 

• . In present circumstances, a reduction in working 
time, by the various means, woulct be both an instrument 
ot social progress and an element in a strateg7 of .tull

.e•ployment. 

In addition to ita contribution in solving current 
employment problems, work-sharing could also aid progress 
towards newer patterns of work, to which workers in the 
Community aspire. · 

While the Commission is aware of the costs, risks 
and limits of such measures~ it asks the Committee to 
consider these in relation to the much more serious costs 
and risks inherent in the present unemployment - not only 
tor the young and for other groups affected directly by 
the cr~sis, but also, in the long term, for the dynamism· 
or the European economy. 

The Commission ie convinced that these problems 
can be overcome if all the parties concerned bear their 
share of the burdens and responsibilities in the application 
or these measures. During preliminary contacts, the 
Commission has found a willingness on the part of the 
two aides of industry to carry ou.t their respective roles. 
With this in mind, the Commission proposes that the discussion 
in the Committee takes account of the following possibilities : 

• a Community initiative to reduce the annual 
·volume of ~ork perfor•ed by each vorker; 

•_ the implementation of specific Communi tr 
.. : aeasures in respect of t 

• overtime vorking 
• shift work 

,. ~- .• the !igbt to ~raining 
',, 
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- a fuller study of questions concerning : 

• social security 
• retirement age 
• temporary employment agencies 
• part-time work 
• equal treatment 

The Commission invites the Committee to examine· 
the above issues, taking account of : 

• the need to maintain the competitiveness 
of the European economy; 

• the .costs and benefits or the different measures 
considered. 

It must be remembered, finally, that vork-sharins 
is only a partial response to the ptesent problems. · 
It has to be seen in the overall Tripartite Conference . 

. strategy for a return to full employment, and for the. · 
··discovery ot··a form ot economic development capable of 
sustaining social progress in the future •. 

Encl.: anal7tical docwaent SIC (78) 740/2 
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