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Adjustments in the public sector:  
Scope, effects, and policy issues  

ILO-EC Project 2011-2012     

Objectives 
After a first series of policy responses to the crisis that aimed at sustaining internal demand 
through expansionary anti-crisis packages, most European governments (starting with 
Greece, Ireland, Bulgaria, Romania followed by many others) in a second period put in place 
a series of restrictive budgetary policies aimed at reducing the budgetary deficit. Along this 
new series of policies, a significant number of jobs were cut in the public sector. At the same 
time, many governments decided to cut wages and additional bonuses (13th month etc.) of 
public sector employees. A number of expenditure previously dedicated to education, and 
training were also removed. 
The aim of this project is to study this public sector shock . Budgetary reductions are quite 
demanding and already generating a new source of work inequality: against public sector 
employees, and among them women, migrant workers who are rather prevalent in the public 
sector. Cuts in education, training may also have an impact on the quality of human capital in 
both the public and private sectors, although the findings from our previous ILO-EC project 
on Work inequalities in the crisis have shown the value of education since employees with 
more skills and training are those who succeeded better to overcome the crisis. Evidence 
collected so far during the crisis has shown that countries do not always react in the same 
way. As an example, to face budgetary constraints, some have reacted by outsourcing to the 
private sector some activities previously carried out by the public sector, while others have 
decided on the contrary to recuperate for the public sector some of the activities previously 
outsourced to the private sector.   

What have been the reforms carried out in the public sector? And what are their implications 
not only in the short term but also in the longer term? On the economic side, what will be 
their impact on wages, and jobs quantity and quality? On the social side, what will be their 
effects on inequalities and social cohesion? And what will be the outcome for social partners 
and social dialogue? 
On the basis of a comparative and comprehensive assessment policy issues will be 
discussed, with the aim to carefully find the right balance and right mix in the current reforms 
carried out in the public sector. 
This work will directly contribute to the drafting of the next European Industrial relations 
report prepared by the EC that will be precisely dedicated to the public sector.   
At the same time, this work will contribute to the next ILO s Global wage report with a 
special section on public sector pay - but also to the concrete cooperation currently carried 
out in the field between the ILO and the IMF as a follow up of the Oslo Conference (with such 
exercise being carried out in Romania), with public sector reforms representing an essential 
policy area where more data and policy advice are needed. The project will aim at providing 
more evidence on public sector reforms while putting forward a number of policy 
recommendations in this area.   

Methodology 
It will consist in:  

Providing a national assessment of Adjustments and policies in the public sector; and an 
assessment of their implications in major areas of the world of work, in both the public and 
private sectors.  

Carrying out case studies of specific policies and practices implemented.  
Holding a policy discussion of possible ways forward in the public sector. 
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1) High national expertise: 
We shall first constitute a group of high-level national experts to investigate the situation in 
their country, and this on the basis of two main methods:  

- first the systematic and in-depth collection of all information and data existing at national 
level on the adjustments carried out in the public sector and their implications on different 
areas of the world of work in order to build a comprehensive assessment of the situation in 
each of the selected countries; The experts will follow a more detailed common structure, to 
facilitate then comparisons between countries: they will address one by one, in the same 
order, what we believe are the basic developments and issues to be monitored.     

- second, field work, with the launching of specific case studies on specific items that will be 
selected during the experts meetings; case studies will aim at presenting in more details one 
practical aspect of public sector adjustments, for instance on employment (job losses) or  
wages (i.e. lower pay and wage cuts) or for one category of workers or specific sector (i.e. 
health sector employees) or develop one problematic issue (i.e. effects of cuts in training and 
education programmes on overall quality of work).   

The objective of each expert is thus clearly to capture and report the story of the public 
sector adjustments in the crisis and beyond in his/her individual country, first through the 
assessment part and then through case studies that will illustrate the particular policy reforms 
in his/her country.  
In the conference volume and final book, all chapters will thus have two distinct parts, the 
first will be about the national assessment, and the second will present the case studies (2 at 
least for each selected country).   

2) A comprehensive comparative assessment:  
For the national studies, we took the decision not to have national experts on all 30 countries 

because for this type of qualitative work it would be too heavy and thus counterproductive

 

but to focus on a smaller group of countries (15 selected countries out of 30) that would 
represent the trends also in the other countries.  
Nevertheless we shall ask all national experts to collect as far as possible also information on 
neighbouring countries.  
At the same time we shall carry out comparative research in order to cover the 30 countries 
in a comparative fashion, notably with a number of statistical compilations and comparative 
tables/graphs. Such comparative information will be collected by ILO experts during the 
whole period of the project, with also the help of a statistician.    

Activities 
The following activities will be implemented:  

- The constitution of a group of 14 experts from EU countries (out of EU27+ Croatia, FYR of 
Macedonia and Turkey) who will implement research activities for more than one year in 
order to collect all evidence on public sector adjustments in their country. This group of 
national experts with one expert who will address across country the gender issues

 

will 
meet three times in Geneva, first to launch the whole project on the basis of the project 
outline and to define the areas to be investigated; then at an intermediary stage, to discuss 
preliminary reports, and to identify possible areas for improvement; and third, to discuss the 
finalization of the national reports for the pre-Conference volume, and to prepare the 
organization of the conference and the role of each expert in it.  

- A significant contribution to the European Commission Industrial Relations Report 2012. On 
the basis of our findings a chapter could be written on various issues in the public sector.    
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- The completion of a series of case studies aimed at better identifying and illustrating the 
effects of the crisis in specific sectors and enterprises.  

- The completion of a comprehensive and comparative volume of the main issues on 
adjustments in the public sector in the enlarged EU, that will cover all the basic elements or 
areas under investigation, and in particular the different focuses proposed above, as well as 
discussing and presenting policy recommendations.   

- The organization of a final tripartite conference, with more than 100 participants. All 
governments, but also employers and trade unions representatives from the 30 countries 
will be invited to participate in the debate. 
An intense tripartite discussion is expected to take place that will be structured around a few 
key items, and be organized in such a way to leave sufficient space for discussion, and to 
allow all participants to actively participate and give specific contributions. Such non standard 
format worked very well in the final conference of previous EC-ILO project (on Work 
Inequalities in the Crisis: Evidence from Europe) and no doubt the participants contribution 
and interactive discussion will represent the main value added of the proposed conference 
on The adjustments in the public sector. A final policy round table will also be organized, with 
the participation of all European social partners, and representatives of the ILO and the 
European Commission.  

- The dissemination of results will be achieved through the collective experts volume. The 
conference will then help to get a much larger audience in individual EU member states and 
candidate countries. Contacts and activities with the press will also be prepared. A final 
publication that will include the comparative introduction, individual chapters will then be 
prepared, and will be then distributed at national, but also International level, among policy 
makers, social partners, as well as researchers from independent institutes and students 
from universities.   

Duration 
The project will be completed in 12 months, starting on July 15 and ending in July 2012. It 
will generate a first comparative assessment in September 2011 that will be completed by 
more detailed results by February 2012. The final conference will be organized at the end of 
June or early July 2012 that is approximately one year after the starting date.    

Programme of activities: time schedule 
05-06 July 2011 
First experts' meeting to discuss outline and determine the objectives to be pursued and 
contents to be covered. 

22-23 November 2011 
Intermediary meeting to discuss first findings and intermediary national reports.  
13-14 March 2012 
Third experts' meeting aimed at discussing and improving final assessment, especially with 
the view of comparative publication and to organize the final conference. 
February-June 2012 
Preparation of comparative volume  
21-22 June  
Final tripartite conference with presentation of main findings of national reports and 
comparative synthesis, and debates with representatives of government and of social 
partners. 
July 
Finalization of comparative volume 


