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Objective of the research 

 
This research was conducted in the framework of a PhD research on the European 
sectoral social dialogue. The objective is to understand the functioning of the 
European sectoral social dialogue and to identify the conditions that could favour the 
implementation and the follow-up at the national level of the outcomes of the sectoral 
social dialogue. The research concentrates more particularly on the involvement of 
the national social partners in the work of the European social dialogue committees. 
 
The practical aim is to help the social partners at the national and at the European 
level to understand better how the committee in which they are involved in functions 
and to get a global view of the opportunities and constraints at play when they make 
use of/implement the joint texts at the national level1.  
 
This report only concerns the first phase of the study that covers the European social 
dialogue in the hospital sector.  
 
In the hospital sector, the research is specifically involved in the framework of the 
follow-up and implementation of the ‘Code of Conduct on Ethical Cross-border 
Recruitment and Retention’.  
 
While launching in 2006 the European sectoral social dialogue committee in hospital 
sector, EPSU, the European Federation of Public Service and HOSPEEM, the 
European Hospital and Healthcare Employers ‘Association, identified cross-border 
recruitment and retention of health workers as major issues for the healthcare sector 
in all EU countries. In Western Europe, many countries are facing a staff shortage 
because of the increasing needs of health workers due to the ageing of the 
population, staff retention issues and the ageing of health workers.  
 

                                            
1
The research only focuses on the so-called ‘new generation texts’ that include the autonomous agreements 

implemented in accordance with the procedures and practices specific to management and labour and the 
member States and the process-oriented texts such as frameworks of action, guidelines, code of conducts and 
policy orientations which are followed-up by the social partners. Agreements transformed into Council decision 
are not included. 
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Consequently, hospitals recruit an increasing number of doctors, nurses and other 
healthcare workers from other non-EU and EU countries and more particularly from 
Eastern countries. This leads to a flux of workers from Eastern countries to Western 
countries. Staff shortage that was already present in Eastern countries because of 
the ageing workforce and cuts in health expenditure is now more acute because of 
the migration of the workers. In order to address these issues, HOSPEEM, EPSU 
and their respective members adopted on 7 April 2008 the ‘Code of Conduct on 
Ethical Cross-Border Recruitment and Retention in the Hospital Sector’. The code 
underlines the inequalities and unnecessary burdens on healthcare systems caused 
by unethical recruitment practices in the EU, and includes 12 principles to promote 
ethical and to stop unethical practices in cross-border recruitment of health workers.  
 
EPSU and HOSPEEM have elaborated a report on its use and implementation to be 
discussed and adopted in autumn 2012. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: This work is still in progress. Please do not quote or 

circulate without author’s permission.   
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Methodology 

 
Data were collected through: 

 In-depth interviews with representatives of the European social partners, 
representatives of the national organisations and one representative from the 
European Commission 

 
37 persons were contacted and 23 interviews were made (face to face interviews or 
phone interviews) between July 2011 and February 20122. 
 
TAB1: interviews according to countries and type of organisation 

Country Trade unions Employers organisations 

Belgium X  

Denmark X x 

Finland X  

France X  

Germany Xx x 

Ireland X x 

Latvia X x 

Norway  x 

Romania X  

Sweden X x 

The Netherlands X x 

UK X x 

Europe X x 

 

We did not interview all national organisations involved in the European social 
dialogue. The data presented here are thus not meant to be representative. The aim 
is to show the main trends observed among the participants of the European social 
dialogue. People interviewed are frequent and less frequent attendants to the 
European social dialogue meetings. Organisations that are rarely involved or never 
represented could not be reached for understandable reasons.  
 

 Documents analysis 
 
Documents from 2006 to 2012 related to the European social dialogue decision-
making process (minutes, internal documents such as questionnaires, evaluation 
reports…) were used. 
 

 Observation of European sectoral social dialogue meetings  
 
Observations of plenary meetings of the 1st July 2011 and 2nd December 2011 were 
made.  

                                            
2 Contacts with national organisations were made with the support of the Secretariats of EPSU and HOSPEEM 
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Intermediary results  

 
We looked at the involvement and participation of the national social partners in the 
European social dialogue process and identified different logic of actions depending 
on the national contexts. The analysis is divided into three parts: 

- The first part examines the mobilisation and participation of the national 
organisations at the European level: for what reasons are they involved in the 
European social dialogue? What are their capacities to participate? What are 
their resources and constraints? 

- The second part examines the processes at stake when the national actors 
are involved in the decision-making process: do actors learn from each other? 
Are they socialised to European ideas and do they develop transnational 
interests? Are they able to cooperate transnationally? 

- The third part concerns the follow-up of the Code of Conduct on Ethical Cross-
border Recruitment and Retention: what were the initiatives taken by the 
national actors in relation to the Code? What were the opportunities and 
constraints that weighted on the implementation process?  

 

1. Mobilisation and participation  

 
Participation of the national social partners in the European social dialogue can be 
explained on one hand by their strategies and interests and on the other hand by 
their institutional and organisational capacities to be present in Brussels. Interests 
and capacities highly depend on the national context.  
 

For what reasons are national social partners involved in the 

European social dialogue? 

 

 The main objective leading to active commitment involves trying to influence 
European policies and taking joint action before European institutions 
take any decision. The respondents are conscious of the weight of the 
European legislations on the national systems of healthcare. Once the 
decision is taken, it is transposed by the national governments and 
Parliaments and social partners feel that they are consequently excluded from 
the decision-making. Those decisions could have an impact on the interests of 
their members and it is then important for the national organisations to 
influence the decision-making process at an early stage. 

 Other types of motivations were identified according to different types of 
national context: 

o In countries where industrial relations are highly developed, the social 
partners consider participating to the European social dialogue as a 
logical continuation of their traditional activities at the national level.  

o In countries where industrial relations are less developed and where 
social partners have less influence on the national political agenda, 
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social partners will try to get acknowledgment and a legitimacy of 
their action that they do not have at the national level. It is also a way 
to highlight some problems encountered at the national level and to 
encourage European and national stakeholders to take it into account.  

 A third preoccupation is to gain information on what their counterparts in 
other countries are doing and to share experience. It is also a question of 
solidarity and a way to promote social dialogue where it is less developed.  

 Finally, developing a transnational coordination and to reach autonomous 
texts is not directly mentioned by the respondents. However, some 
respondents were highly involved in the drafting of the code of conduct. Most 
of the respondents recognise that there is a direct link between issues dealt 
within the European social dialogue and the national issues. It is then useful to 
exchange information, to learn how those issues are dealt with in other 
countries and to coordinate at the European level to solve them.  

What are the institutional and organisational capacities of the 

national organisations involved in the European social dialogue?  

 
Respondents come from diverse national contexts in terms of industrial relations and 
health systems 3 . Consequently the forms and the role of each represented 
organisation are highly diversified according to the national context in which they 
operate.  
 
Globally, in terms of institutional position, trade unions and employers’ federations 
involved in the European social dialogue also have a strong institutional position 
at the national level. They are involved in sectoral collective bargaining and are for 
the most part consulted formally or informally by the national authorities. They have 
thus a strong lobbying capacity at the national level.  
 
In terms of organisational capacities, we looked at the resources available to be 
involved in the European social dialogue. Do the organisations have a specific 
European affairs department at their disposal to follow European issues? What is the 
function of the people mandated to participate to the European social dialogue?  
 
Situations are very different from one country to another and between employers and 
trade unions.  
 
In some trade unions, the person mandated to participate to the European social 
dialogue has political responsibilities (the General Secretary or Sectoral Secretary) 
and is also involved in national collective bargaining. For these persons, European 

                                            
3 More information about the representativeness and the role of the organisations in their national industrial 

relations system and health system will be available in the final report.  
Information about the national social partners in the health sector can be found in Traxler, F. (2009), 
‘Representativeness of the European social partner organisation in hospitals, European industrial relations 
observatory, European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0802017s/index.htm 
 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0802017s/index.htm
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affairs constitute an additional task to their usual national affairs. On the other hand, 
some trade unions have at their disposal a European department or at least a 
specific person which is in charge of European and international issues. Specific 
experts working on issues such as health and safety for instance can be requested to 
participate to some meetings.  
 
Within the employers’ delegations, some organisations have an office in Brussels 
(but most of the time it is not linked with European social dialogue activities) or one or 
several persons are dedicated to European issues. However, their activities are not 
entirely dedicated to social dialogue and concern as well other European political and 
economical issues.  
 
According to the different ‘institutional and organisational capacity’, obstacles and or 
opportunities to participate could be identified.  

 Involvement is stronger from organisations that benefit from the support of 
experts to prepare the meetings and to answer to the request of their European 
federation. However in such cases, there is a risk of having problems to link 
European issues and the national agenda. To avoid this gap, European 
experts have to work closely with the national negotiators.  

 The identified constraints are mainly of organisational nature: lack of available 
staff, lack of time… 

 The national agenda remains the first priority and exceptional national 
circumstances can justify a lesser involvement at certain periods of time 
(collective bargaining rounds, strike actions or other political events). Involvement 
will also depend on the theme of the issues discussed and their importance for 
the national agenda.  

 From the trade unions side, the absence of knowledge of the working 
languages (especially English) constitutes an important constraint.  

 
It should be noted that the European Federation secretariats play an important role 
in the mobilisation of their members: translating documents, providing interpreters, 
ensuring financial support from the European Commission…such activities 
encourage the smaller organisations with less resources to participate; organising 
internal seminars or capacity building activities is also a way to increase the interest 
of the national members to participate (see section 2).  
 

Logics of participation and degrees of involvement 

 
According to the different interests and capacities to participate, we identified four 
logics of action. These logics of action lead to different degrees of involvement in the 
European social dialogue.  
 
In a first group, social partners consider their involvement in the European social 
dialogue as a logical continuation of their action within their national systems 
of industrial relations. Being traditionally active within the companies, at local or 
regional level and at national level, the social partners consider their involvement at 
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European and international levels as natural. In terms of institutional capacity, 
organisations from this group have an important influence at national level; they are 
consulted by the national authorities and involved in sectoral collective bargaining. In 
terms of internal organisations, human and financial resources are dedicated to 
European affairs, which allow them to prepare the meetings and to follow closely the 
European agenda. Consequently, organisations from these countries are highly 
involved in the European social dialogue and play a key role in the dynamics of the 
committee. They participate regularly to the meetings, present good practices during 
the seminars and are involved in the drafting of the texts.  
 
The second group includes organisations that consider their involvement in the 
European social dialogue as a way to defend their own national system and to 
avoid the elaboration of European texts that would only reflect some national 
realities that are too different of their own systems. In terms of institutional capacity, 
they have a strong position at national level, being involved in sectoral collective 
bargaining and being consulted formally or informally by public authorities. In terms 
of internal organisation, European issues are rather dealt by the national negotiators 
themselves and at sectoral level, there are few experts to support their European 
activities. Such organisations participate regularly to the meetings but being limited in 
terms of human resources, their participation involves ‘passive reaction’ rather than 
‘proactive action’, the aim being to react to certain issues or to learn about them 
rather than to be involved in new initiatives and/or negotiations.  
 
In the third group, organisations come from countries were industrial relations are 
less institutionalised and where labour conditions are less regulated. Participating to 
the European social dialogue is then considered as a new possibility to implement 
a higher level of norms and/or to get more credibility and legitimacy when it 
comes to deal with European norms at the national level. In terms of institutional 
capacities, such organisations have then a weaker national position than 
organisations from the first two groups. However, because of their motivation to be 
present at the European level, those organisations have European affairs 
departments or at least one person involved in European issues who can help to 
prepare the meetings and to follow the European agenda. Participants from this 
group are thus regular attendees and play a key role in the work of the committee.  
 
Finally, the fourth group includes organisations coming from countries where social 
dialogue is less developed. Their position, as social partners, and their influence at 
the national level are weak. Organisations from this group have then strong 
expectations towards the European institutions. Participating to the European social 
dialogue is a way to get recognition and to get some credibility. It is also a way to 
highlight the national situations and to put pressure on the national public authorities. 
Although internal resources are scarce, those organisations try to participate as 
much as possible in a regular manner.  
 
Graph 1 below represents groups of participants to the European social dialogue and 
the different logic of action according to strategy and capacity to participate. 
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Graph 1: the four logics of action according to strategy and capacity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In graph 2, degrees of involvement have been linked to the different degrees of 
interests and capacities. Higher capacities combined with strong motivations lead to 
key involvement (groups 1 and 3), while a higher motivation but with weak capacities, 
or a weak motivation with higher capacities lead to a more ‘ad hoc’ and peripheral 
involvement (groups 2 and 4). Finally, a weak motivation combined with lower 
capacities leads to non-participation.  
 
Graph 2: three degrees of involvement 
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It is important to note that the different degrees of participation are not static, as 
actors’ participation can evolve from one situation to another in line with the 
development of their own constraints, opportunities, interests and priorities. 
 
In the second section, we look at the processes at stake during the decision-making 
process: do actors learn from each other while participating? Do they integrate new 
perspectives and do their develop transnational interests? Does it finally foster 
transnational cooperation and contribute to reinforce the participation of the national 
actors in the European sectoral social dialogue? 
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2. A self-reinforcing decision-making process 

 
In European studies, it is acknowledged that regular and frequent interactions among 
national actors at the European level and the habits of working together transform the 
actors’ common perception4. In this vein, the regular and frequent ESSD meetings 
can favour the exchange of ideas and point of views among the participant and thus 
trigger a learning process.  
 
Given the high heterogeneity of the interests represented within the ESSD 
committees, a true European socialisation cannot be reached. However, according to 
the data collected, the national actors acquire the technical and social competences 
necessary to play simultaneously on the national and European level: 

 Participating in the European social dialogue helps the national actors to get a 
better understanding of the other national systems. According to the 
respondents, exchange of information and learning happen the most during 
the technical seminars. Seminars allow to concentrate on one issue and to 
have more in-depth discussions; 

 Exchange of information and learning can lead in certain condition to a 
change in the perspectives and agenda of the national organisations; 

 Participating to the European social dialogue is also a way to build a 
transnational network. This facilitates the exchange of information and 
cooperation among the national organisations; 

 National actors acquire new knowledge about European policies and the 
European decision-making process. They can easily identify what are the 
different channels of influence (at European level and in other countries); 

 For organisations coming from the new member States, European social 
dialogue and capacity building activities lead them to learn social dialogue 
mechanisms and to develop it in their national level. 

 
Frequent meetings implies a ‘virtuous circle’:  

 Informal and formal meetings and a better comprehension of the other 
national contexts improve the collective dynamic and foster cooperation. 
Some respondents acknowledged that the dynamic of the committee evolved 
positively along the time: there is today a true will to collaborate and to find 
common solutions.  

 

 The participation of the national organisations reinforces their integration in the 
process: national actors get new technical and social competences to 
intervene at the European level and frequent contacts and a better 
understanding of the other national issues foster and improve transnational 
cooperation.  

                                            
4 Jeffrey T. Checkel (2003), ‘ “Going native” in Europe?:Theorizing social interaction in European institutions’, 

Comparative Political Studies, 36(1-2), 209-231.; Lucia Quaglia, Fabrizio De Francesco, Claudio Radaelli (2008), 
‘Committee Goverance and Socialization in the European Union’, Journal of European Public Policy, 15(1), 155-
166.  
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Implementation of the ‘Code of Conduct on Ethical Cross-

border Recruitment and Retention’ 

 
On 7 April 2008, the European Federation of Public Service Union (EPSU) and the 
European Hospital and Healthcare Employers ‘Association (HOSPEEM) adopted a 
Code of Conduct on Ethical Cross-border Recruitment and Retention. The code of 
conduct is a process-oriented text and its follow-up and implementation rely on the 
responsibility of the national social partners.  
 
The implementation process is still on going. The results presented here come from 
the in-depth interviews conducted with the national actors from September 2011 and 
February 2012 and from the EPSU/HOSPEEM joint evaluation report of 20 March 
2012. Results obtained only through the EPSU/HOSPEEM questionnaire are marked 
with a # in the table below. (TU) signifies the information was obtained from trade 
unions only and (EMP) signifies the information was obtained from employers 
‘organisations only. 
 
The table below presents the initiatives taken by the national social partners when 
implementing the code of conduct and the constraints and opportunities that 
prevented or fostered the implementation according to the respondents.  
 
Country Implementation Comments on 

constraints/opportunities 

Austria # (TU) none  

Belgium (TU) none -no employers represented 
in the European social 
dialogue 
-difficulties due to the 
multiplication of decision 
levels (public sector/private 
sector, national/local levels) 
-other national priorities 

Bulgaria # (TU) Translation 
Dissemination 
 
Code used during collective 
bargaining at national level 
and regional level 
Implementation monitoring 

Difficulties to spread the 
code (no details) 

Czech Republic # (TU) none Other national priorities 

Denmark Joint translation and 
dissemination towards works 
council 
 
Code used during collective 
bargaining at national level # 
 
Implementation monitoring  
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Estonia # none Transnational recruitment is 
not an issue at national level 

Finland TU: 
Translation 
Dissemination via seminars, 
working papers, newsletters, 
Meetings with employers 
 
EMP#: 
General letter to inform local 
authorities 
Implementation monitoring  
 

Most of the content of the 
text already exist in national 
norms 

France None 
Some discussions with 
employers ‘organisations 

No French employers 
‘organisations in the 
European social dialogue 
  
Other national priorities  

Germany TU: 
Dissemination through 
lobbying actions, information 
campaigns, publications, 
individual counselling to 
foreign workers,… 
 
EMP: 
Translation 
Dissemination to members 

No joint action: sometimes 
difficult to link European 
issues with the priorities of 
the national negotiators 

Ireland none Economical situation (no 
recruitment in the sector) 
and political situation (break 
down of social partnership) 
 
 

Italy  # (EMP) none Other priorities 
Because of cuts in public 
spending, collective 
agreements are frozen 

Latvia none # 
TU: meetings with 
governments and employers 
Dissemination through 
media, intention to create a 
database with health workers 
leaving the country- the code 
is used to highlight the issue 
of the lack of health workers 
and underfunding of health 
care 

Transnational recruitment is 
not an issue (opposite issue) 
 
Healthcare is not a priority 
for public authorities 

Lithuania # (EMP) None 
 

No cross-border recruitment 
Translation not (yet) 
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available 

Norway EMP:  
Translation (still in progress) 
Dissemination 

Most of the content of the 
text already exist in national 
norms 

Romania TU:  
none 

No employers organisations 
in health sector 
 
Tense dialogue with national 
public authorities 
 

Slovakia # Dissemination through 
seminars, meetings 
 
Meetings with government 

 

Sweden Translation 
Dissemination: seminars, 
website,… 
Meetings with central 
governments 
 
Such activities were made 
through a steering committee 
made up of employer and 
trade union representatives # 
 

 

The Netherlands Translation 
Evaluation of the code of 
conduct in light of existing 
legislation and initiatives of 
social partners  
Such activities were made 
through a steering committee 
made up of employer and 
trade union representatives # 
Code used in collective 
bargaining # 
Implementation monitoring# 

Support of joint body stAZ 
Good relationships between 
trade unions and employers’ 
organisation.  

United Kingdom none British code of conduct 
already in place-inspired the 
European code of conduct 

 

 The implementation of the code of conduct mainly consists in a translation 
into national languages and dissemination towards the affiliates and public 
authorities and other stakeholders. In some cases, the code was used in the 
framework of collective bargaining. 

 Joint implementation was done when social partnership is well developed. 

 There are some cases of unilateral implementation. 

 No implementation can be explained by: 
o Absence of an industry counterpart in the sector and/or in the ESSD 
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o Tense relationships with public authorities/difficult economical and 
political situations 

o Transnational recruitment is not a national issue/national measures 
already exist 

o Not a priority at national level/difficulties to link European issues and 
national agenda 

Conclusion 

 
If we compare the data related to the participation of the national organisations and 
the degrees of involvement, as described in the first part, with the results of 
implementation, it appears that implementation was mainly done by organisations 
that we identified as key players. This can be explained on one hand because such 
organisations have the institutional and organisational capacities to follow and 
implement the text and on the other hand because they are highly involved, they 
weighted on the content of the text, which then reflect their national issues and 
priorities.  
 

 Implementation is linked with the participation of the national social partners in 
the European social dialogue committee. 

 Participation and implementation rely on the national contexts that determine 
the interests and the capacities of the national social partners to be involved in 
the European social dialogue.  

 To some extent, participation in the European social dialogue is self-
reinforcing. National actors get new competences and resources as well as an 
arena to coordinate. 

 


