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The Evolution of Employment  
Relations Through Crises
LEGISLATIVE INTERVENTION OR SOCIAL DIALOGUE?

 S ince 2010, first Greece and then Ireland, 
Portugal, Spain and Cyprus have en-
countered serious debt and fiscal crises. 
To address these acute problems, all five 
countries have implemented programs 

of broad structural reforms and fiscal remediation. 
Due to the crisis, reform programs providing for a 
wide range of amendments in diverse sectors were in-
troduced. The employment relations’ system itself or 
at least some of its elements were considered part of 
the problem that ought to be solved, so that an an-
swer was given to the crisis. The impact on national 
institutions regarding labor relations was significant: 
the issues of collective bargaining of undertakings ac-
tive in the same industry, the mechanisms of tripartite 
cooperation, the institutions for the determination of 
salaries and rules governing labor conflicts were part 
of the scope of the reform. The Memoranda of Un-
derstanding (MOU), which were agreed between the 
governments of Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Cyprus and 
EU/IMF, make reference to the explicit need for con-
sultations with the social partners for the implemen-
tation of national reform programs and to tripartite 
agreements. Nonetheless, in practice, the result was an 
unfavorable environment for social dialogue, which 
led to an increased conflict among social partners and 
between labor organizations and public authorities. 
In particular, in Greece, if the structures of social dia-
logue are not readjusted so that the decentralized ne-
gotiations are combined with sufficient coordination 
mechanisms at higher levels, there is a risk that the 
legislation on labor market regulation through social 
dialogue and tripartite governance is severely weak-
ened and subsequently revert to excessive legislative 
intervention on issues relating to the determination of 
salaries, which constitutes a characteristic of the early 
industrialization period. This would result in the de-
crease of the potential the labor market institutions 
have to settle disputes, to allocate income and to build 
alliances. Although the countries themselves are finally 
responsible for the participation of the social partners 
in the policymaking and implementation of reforms, 

more priority is given to the approval of urgent mea-
sures aiming at the restoration of competitiveness and 
development as well as at the stabilization of financial 
markets than to seeking consent by social partners.
As a result, the role of (unilateral) state actions on la-
bor relations was strengthened a lot since 2010 where-
as social dialogue played a less significant role in the 
planning of structural reforms and fiscal remediation 
programs compared to the role played in the initial 
phase of the crisis, in 2008 and 2009.
However, the clear report of the European Commis-
sion on labor relations in Europe for 2014 is impres-
sive: the countries that have strong institutions of 
social dialogue are included within the most effective 
and competitive economies, having a better and more 
resilient social status. Social partners are in a position 
to find well-balanced and solutions tailored to needs 
on diverse policies, therefore, corresponding to social 
and financial developments.
The aforementioned ascertainment requires that so-
cial partners are aware of their role, given that the la-

bor rules do not only constitute a right vested with the 
employees but also a more general social and financial 
right, being an integral part of European civilization.
Apparently, such civilization never adequately existed 
in our country; it is necessary that the said European 
culture is adopted since the future of our societies will 
be determined by the future of employment and not 
by its end.
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