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INTRODUCTION

There is an ongoing international debate over the way globalisation and inten-
sified international competition are leading to a restructuring of management
practices in Europe in order to achieve greater flexibility and cooperation at the
workplace. A key focus in this debate has been on the diffusion of the ‘lean’ or
‘high-performance’ model, which is often presented as a new ‘one best way’ des-
tined to replace fordism which emerged as the dominant organisational paradigm
in the decades after the World War II (see Womack et al. 1990; Osterman 1994;
MacDuffie & Pil 1997).1 For example, MacDuffie and Pil (1997: 24–5), in their
international comparison of the auto industry, argue that intensified international
competition associated with the globalisation of product markets has resulted in
greater awareness on the part of manufacturers of the performance-related advan-
tages of lean production relative to fordist techniques. Foreign direct investments
and international joint ventures work in the same direction, by providing produc-
ers with greater insight into the operating principles of the lean model.

The diffusion of the lean model is often seen as one aspect of a more general
convergence in industrial relations systems among advanced industrialised nations
(Eaton 2000). As Thelen (2001: 75–7) has observed, the globalisation literature,
implicitly or explicitly, sees the observed trend towards greater decentralisation of
bargaining as a general weakening of labour, because it undermines unions’ ability
to enforce uniform standards. Decentralisation is understood as being driven
by employers’ uniform interest in withdrawing from the collective regulation of
labour markets in order to secure the conditions necessary for achieving greater
flexibility at the plant level. Thus, flexibility at the plant level and higher-level
coordination are seen in zero-sum terms.

In this paper we provide evidence contrary to the convergence thesis. Not
only do our results show that traditional taylorist forms of work organisation are
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holding their own in certain nations and sectors, but they also show that the
dichotomous distinction between taylorism and the lean or high-performance
model is inadequate for capturing the organisational variety that exists across
European nations. The organisational forms associated with strong learning dy-
namics and high problem-solving activity on the part of employees display widely
different degrees of employee autonomy in decision-making. Much in keeping
with the remarks of Applebaum and Batt (1994), our evidence points to the ex-
istence of two models with strong learning dynamics: a relatively decentralised
model associated with substantial employee autonomy in setting work methods
and work pace (referred to as the ‘learning model’), and a more hierarchical model,
which places emphasis on regulating individual or group work pace by setting tight
quantitative production norms and precise quality standards (referred to as the
‘lean’ model).

Moreover, these two forms of advanced work organisation tend to prevail in
different institutional settings. Although the lean forms of organisation are most
developed in nations with relatively deregulated labour markets, the learning
forms tend to predominate in regulated labour market settings. We shall argue
that relatively well-developed systems of employer coordination around matters
of pay and vocational training constitute a favourable institutional setting for
establishing learning forms of work organisation characterised by high levels of
employee competence and autonomy at all levels of the organisational structure.

The discussion that follows is divided into five basic sections. In the first
section we describe the variables used to characterise work organisation in the
15 countries of the European Union (EU) and we present the results of the factor
and hierarchical clustering analyses used to construct a typology of organisational
forms. The second section examines how the relative importance of the differ-
ent organisational forms varies according to sector, firm size and occupational
category. The third section takes up the issue of Human Resource Management
(HRM) complementarities by examining the relation between organisation forms
and policies around pay, training and employment tenures. The fourth section
makes use of logit analysis to assess the importance of national effects in the adop-
tion of the different organisational forms. The fifth section considers to what
extent the differing importance of these organisational forms across European
nations may be associated with differences in the way labour markets are regu-
lated. In the conclusion we consider some of the principal methodological and
policy-related implications of our results.

MEASURING FORMS OF WORK ORGANISATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

The research is based on the results of the Third European Survey on Working
Conditions undertaken by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Liv-
ing and Working Conditions.2 The survey was carried out in each of the 15 mem-
ber states of the European Union (EU) in March 2000. The survey questionnaire
was directed to approximately 1500 active persons in each country with the excep-
tion of Luxembourg with only 500 respondents. The total survey population is
21 703 persons, of which 17 910 are salaried employees. The survey methodology
is based on a multistage random sampling method called ‘random walk’ involving
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face-to-face interviews undertaken at the respondent’s principal residence. The
analysis of forms of work organisation developed here is based on the responses of
the 8081 salaried employees working in establishments with at least 10 persons in
all sectors except agriculture and fishing; public administration and social security;
education, health and social work; and private domestic employees.

In order to describe the principal forms of work organisation across the 15
nations of the EU, a factor analysis and hierarchical clustering method3 have been
used on the basis of the following 15 organisational binary variables:
• a variable measuring the use of team work;
• a variable measuring job rotation;
• two variables measuring autonomy in work: autonomy in the methods used;

and autonomy in the pace or rate at which work is carried out;
• four variables measuring the factors or constraints, which determine the pace

or rate of work: ‘automatic’ constraints linked to the rate as which equipment
is operated or a product is displaced in the production flow; norm-based con-
straints linked to the setting of quantitative production norms; ‘hierarchical’
constraints linked to the direct control, which is exercised by ones immediate
superiors; and ‘horizontal’ constraints linked to way one person’s work rate is
dependent on the work of one’s colleagues;

• a variable measuring task repetitiveness;
• a variable measuring perceived task monotony;
• two variables measuring the way quality is controlled: use of precise quality

norms; and individual responsibility for quality control;
• a variable measuring the tasks complexity; and
• two variables measuring learning dynamics in work: learning new things in

one’s work; and problem-solving activity.

Main dimensions of work organisation
Figure 1 presents graphically the first two axes or factors of the multiple corre-
spondence analysis (MCA). The first factor, accounting for 18% of the inertia
or chi-squared statistic, distinguishes between taylorist and ‘post-taylorist’ organ-
isational forms. Thus, on one side of the axis we find the variables measuring
autonomy, learning, problem-solving and task complexity and to a lesser degree
quality management, while on the other side we find the variables measuring
monotony and the various factors constraining work pace, notably those linked
to the automatic speed of equipment or flow of products, and to the use of quan-
titative production norms.

The second axis, accounting for 15% of the chi-squared statistic, is struc-
tured by two groups of variables characteristic of the lean production model:
first, the use of teams and job rotation, which are associated with the importance
of horizontal constraints on work pace; and second, those variables measuring
the use of quality management techniques, which are associated with what we
have called ‘automatic’ and ‘norm-based’ constraints. The third factor, which ac-
counts for 8% of the chi-squared statistic, is also structured by these two groups
of variables. However, it brings into relief the distinction between, on the one
hand, those organisational settings characterised by team work, job rotation and
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Figure 1 Forms of work organisation.
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horizontal interdependence in work, and, on the other hand, those organisational
settings where the use of quality norms, automatic and quantitative norm-based
constraints on work pace are important. The second and third axes of the anal-
ysis show that the simple dichotomy between taylorist and lean organisational
methods is not sufficient for capturing the organisational variety that exists across
European nations.

Typology of organisational forms
The various distinctions brought out by the MCA can, for the most part, be
observed in the results of the hierarchical cluster analysis that has been carried out
on the factor scores of all 15 factors resulting from the MCA. The cluster analysis
results in a grouping of individuals into four main forms of work organisation:
• ‘learning’ forms;
• ‘lean’ forms;
• ‘taylorist’ forms; and
• ‘simple’ forms.
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Table 1 Work organisation clusters (% of employees in each cluster)

Learning Lean Traditional
organisation production Taylorism organisation All

Autonomy fixing
work methods

89.1 51.8 17.7 46.5 61.7

Autonomy setting
work rate

87.5 52.2 27.3 52.7 63.6

Learning new
things in work

93.9 81.7 42.0 29.7 71.4

Problem-solving
activities

95.4 98.0 5.7 68.7 79.3

Complexity of
tasks

79.8 64.7 23.8 19.2 56.7

Responsibility for
quality control

86.4 88.7 46.7 38.9 72.6

Quality norms 78.1 94.0 81.1 36.1 74.4

Team work 64.3 84.2 70.1 33.4 64.2

Job rotation 44.0 70.5 53.2 27.5 48.9

Monotony of
tasks

19.5 65.8 65.6 43.9 42.4

Repetitiveness of
tasks

12.8 41.9 37.1 19.2 24.9

Horizontal
constraints on
work rate

43.6 80.3 66.1 27.8 53.1

Hierarchical
constraints on
work rate

19.6 64.4 66.5 26.7 38.9

Norm-based
constraints on
work rate

21.2 75.5 56.3 14.7 38.7

Automatic
constraints on
work rate

5.4 59.8 56.9 7.2 26.7

Source: Third Working Condition survey. European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and

Working Conditions.

As the projection of the centre of gravity of the clusters onto the graphic repre-
sentation of the first two factors of the MCA suggests (see Fig. 1), and as Table 1
shows in more detail, the four clusters correspond to quite different working
conditions.

The first cluster, which we refer to as the ‘learning’ model, groups 39% of the
employees. It is characterised by the overrepresentation of the variables measur-
ing autonomy and task complexity, learning and problem-solving and to a lesser
degree by an overrepresentation of the variable measuring individual responsi-
bility for quality management. The variables reflecting monotony, repetitiveness
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and work rate constraints are underrepresented. This cluster would appear to
correspond to the Swedish sociotechnical model of work organisation or to what
Freyssenet (1995) has referred to as ‘reflexive production’. It would also appear to
have much in common with what Applebaum and Batt in their 1994 volume re-
ferred to as the ‘American team production’ model, which combines the Swedish
sociotechnical principles with a contemporary emphasis on individual responsi-
bility for quality control. A somewhat surprising result, though, is that neither
team work nor job rotation are defining characteristics of this model of work or-
ganisation, suggesting that the emphasis on the importance of these practices as a
condition for promoting learning and problem-solving on the part of employees
is probably exaggerated in the literature.

The second cluster, which accounts for 28% of the population, is characterised
by an overrepresentation of team work and job rotation, the quality management
variables and the various factors constraining work pace. This cluster, like the
first, displays strong learning dynamics and relies on employees’ contribution to
problem-solving. Yet, compared to the first cluster, autonomy in work is relatively
low and tight quantitative production norms are used to control employee effort.
One easily recognises here the classic attributes of the ‘lean’ or ‘high performance
work’ model (Womack et al. 1990; MacDuffie & Krafcik 1992). Compared to
classic forms of taylorism, autonomy in work is relatively high. However, worker
autonomy is bracketed by the importance of work pace constraints linked to the
collective nature of the work and to the requirement of respecting strict quantita-
tive production norms. This class has much in common with what Coutrot (1998)
has described as a ‘controlled’ autonomy in work, reflecting employers’ concern
to balance the needs of exercising control over employees and encouraging their
creativity (Edwards et al. 2002).

The third class, which groups 14% of the employees, corresponds in most re-
spects to a classic characterisation of taylorism. The work situation is, for the
most part, the opposite of that found in first cluster, with minimal learning dy-
namics, low complexity, low autonomy and an overrepresentation of the variables
measuring constraints on the pace of work. Interestingly, teams and job rotation
are somewhat overrepresented in this cluster, confirming the importance of what
some authors refer to as ‘flexible taylorism’ (Boyer & Durand 1993; Linhart 1994).

The fourth cluster groups 19% of the employees. It is poorly described by
the work organisation variables which, with the exception of monotony in work,
are all underrepresented. This class presumably groups simple forms of work
organisation where methods are for the most part informal and non-codified.
This cluster would appear to correspond to Mintzberg’s (1979) notion of ‘simple
organisational structure’.

DIFFERENCES IN FORMS OF WORK ORGANISATION ACCORDING TO
STRUCTURAL AND OCCUPATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS

The different forms of work organisation vary considerably in importance across
sectors, establishment sizes and occupational category, as the projection of these
variables onto the graph representing the first two axes of the MCA shows (see
Fig. 2). The graph shows that learning forms of work organisation are especially
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Figure 2 Work organisation by sector, size and occupation.
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developed in certain of the service sectors, notably banks and insurance, busi-
ness services, and gas, electricity and water. The lean model of production is
more present in the manufacturing sector, notably in the production of transport
equipment, electronics and electrical production, wood and paper products, and
printing and publishing. The taylorist forms of work organisation are notably
present in textiles, clothing and leather products, food processing, wood and pa-
per products and transport equipment. The simple forms of work organisation
grouped in the fourth cluster are to be found principally in the services, notably
land transport, personal services, hotels and restaurants, post and telecommuni-
cations, wholesale and retail trade.

Regarding occupational category, as one would anticipate, the learning forms of
work organisation are especially characteristics of the work of managers, profes-
sionals and technicians, while the lean forms of work organisation primarily char-
acterise the work of blue-collar employees. The taylorist forms are most present
among machine operators and the unskilled trades. Finally, the simple forms of
work organisation grouped in the fourth cluster are especially characteristics of
the work of service workers and shop and market sales persons.

Establishment size constitutes a relatively unimportant factor in the use of
different organisational models. The projection of this variable onto the graph of
the first two axes of the MCA shows that the lean and taylorism forms increase
somewhat with establishment size, while the reverse tendency can be observed
for the use of simple forms of work organisation.
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HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT COMPLEMENTARITIES

There is a growing literature focusing on the nature and performance effects of
HRM complementarities. A basic idea in this literature is that the forms of work
organisation requiring considerable discretion and problem-solving activity on
the part of employees are more likely to be effective if they are supported by par-
ticular policies around pay, training and manpower planning. For example, work
in ‘learning organisations’ is characterised by a high degree of task complexity.
Learning is continuous as employees are expected to take initiative and to ex-
ercise autonomy in resolving the production and service-related problems they
confront. In the ‘lean production’ model, while work requires problem-solving
skills and involves continuous learning, these dynamics are embedded in a more
formal structure based on codified protocols (e.g. team work and job rotation
practices) often associated with tight quantitative production norms. Autonomy
is relatively low compared to the learning model.

Since learning and problem-solving capabilities are central to both of these
models, it can be expected that firms adopting them will invest more in the train-
ing of their employees than those using more traditional taylorist methods, char-
acterised by low-task complexity and high repetition. Moreover, one can argue
that such investments in training are more likely to be effective if they are com-
plemented by relatively secure employment tenures that serve to lengthen time
horizons and to increase employees’ commitment to the goals of the enterprise
(Marchington et al. 1994).

For similar incentives reasons, it can be argued that firms adopting the learning
or lean forms of work organisation will have an interest in adopting pay systems
linking employees’ compensation to their effort and to company performance.
The quite plausible hypothesis is that employees will be more likely to commit
themselves to the goal of improving the firm’s capacity for problem-solving and
product development if they are promised a share of the quasirents, which derive
from their enhanced commitment and effort (Levine & Tyson 1990; Osterman
1994; Freeman & Lazear 1995; Ichniowski et al. 1997).

Pay practices, which support employee involvement in this manner, include
such collective incentive schemes as profit sharing and gaining sharing, and such
individual incentive schemes as skill-based pay and compensation for suggestions.
It has also been argued that such complementary compensation policies are more
likely to be effective if they are embedded in some system of employee represen-
tation that assures employees that their interests will be represented in the design
and operation of the pay system (Levine & Tyson 1990; Eaton & Voos 1992;
Freeman & Lazear 1995; Lorenz et al. 2004).

The idea that important complementarities exist between forms of work organ-
isation and investments in training is supported by the figures in Table 2. They
show a clear tendency for employers to offer more further training to those em-
ployees grouped in the learning and lean clusters, both of which are characterised
by active problem-solving and continuous learning. Moreover, the differences are
more striking when the further training is of a relative long duration.

The relation between the use of the different organisational forms and types
of employment contracts also support the idea of complementarities between
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Table 2 Forms of work organisation and further training (% of employees in each
organisation class receiving training)

Training Learning Lean Taylorist Simple All

received organisation organisation organisation organisation organisations

over the last

12 months

None 52.6 62.5 83.5 83.4 65.5

1–9 days 29.8 23.1 11.2 12.7 22.1

At least 17.6 14.4 5.3 3.9 12.4
10 days

Source: Third European Survey of Working Conditions. European Foundation for the Improvement of

Living and Working Conditions.

Table 3 Forms of work organisation and types of employment contracts (% of employees
in each organisation class according to type of employment contract)

Types of Learning Lean Taylorist Simple All

labour organisation organisation organisation organisation organisations

contract

Unlimited 88.3 82.8 77.9 83.4 84.4

Fixed term 6.1 9.8 9.7 9.5 8.3

Temporary hire 1.1 1.9 6.1 2.3 2.2

Apprenticeship 4.5 5.4 6.3 4.8 5.1
or other

Source: Third European Survey of Working Conditions. European Foundation for the Improvement of

Living and Working Conditions.

work organisation and HRM practices. As Table 3 shows, those contractual forms
which correspond to relatively secure job tenures are especially characteristic of
the learning forms of work organisation, which rely on substantial investments in
further training. Fixed-term contracts, however, are more common in the case of
the lean forms of organisation, while relatively precarious forms of employment
associated with the use of temporary hires are more frequent in the case of taylorist
forms of work organisation.

The thesis of HRM complementarities also receives some support from the
figures in Table 4 on the use of different payment systems. Collective forms of
performance-based pay, such as gain sharing or profit sharing, are more present
for the two forms of work organisation, which require continuous learning and
problem-solving on the part of employees. A clear distinction between the learning
and lean forms appears, however, as regards the use of piece rate and productivity
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Table 4 Forms of work organisation and types of payment systems (% of employees in
each organisation class according to pay system)

Payment Learning Lean Taylorist Simple All

system organisation organisation organisation organisation organisations

Fixed base salary 93.9 91.9 92.0 92.4 92.8

Piece rate or
productivity
bonus

7.3 13.3 12.8 6.5 9.6

Pay linked to
enterprise
performances

10.5 9.1 2.3 4.8 7.9

Pay linked to team
performance

4.7 5.4 0.5 1.3 3.7

Shareholding within
the enterprise

4.5 3.0 0.8 0.4 2.8

Source: Third European Survey of Working Conditions. European Foundation for the Improvement of

Living and Working Conditions.

bonuses. The importance of the letter forms of pay in the case of the lean model
can arguably be explained by their role as incentive devices associated with the
use of quantitative production norms to regulate work pace. Such norm-based
constraints on work pace play a relatively minor role in the learning model of
work organisation.

The HRM policies typically differ across sectors, establishment sizes and ac-
cording to occupational category. One can also anticipate national differences in
the form and importance of these polices. In order to neutralise these effects, we
have undertaken logit regressions on a range of HRM polices controlling for the
country of location, sector, size of establishments, occupational category, gender,
age and seniority.

The coefficients presented in Table 5 broadly confirm the characterisation
based on simple descriptive statistics. Thus, the forms of work organisation char-
acterised by strong learning dynamics are positively associated with investments
in further training. The relation is less systematic in the case of the lean model,
since the positive relation is primarily apparent for training of a relatively long
duration. The logit analysis brings out more sharply the relation between types
of employment contracts and forms of work organisation. The learning forms,
which rely on a capacity for autonomous problem-solving at all levels of the or-
ganisation, are associated with the relative importance of employment contracts
of unlimited duration, while the lean model is associated with the relative impor-
tance of fixed-term contracts. The relatively important use of temporary hires
is a good predictor of taylorist forms. Finally, as regards pay systems, while the
coefficients for enterprise-based forms of performance pay are positive for both
the learning and the lean forms, the coefficient is only significant in the case of
the lean form.
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Table 5 Human Resource Management (HRM) polices and forms of work organisation
(logit regression estimates with structural contols)

Learning Lean Taylorist Simple
organisationorganisationorganisationorganisation

Further training Reference category
None (over the last year)

1–3 days 0.57∗∗ 0.18∗ −0.61∗∗ −0.68∗∗

4–9 days 0.95∗∗ −0.10 −0.71∗∗ −1.03∗∗

10–19 days 1.09∗∗ −0.11 −0.92∗∗ −1.31∗∗

At least 20 days 0.49∗∗ 0.48∗∗ −0.78∗∗ −1.31∗∗

Type of employment contract Reference category
Unlimited

Fixed term −0.33∗∗ 0.28∗∗ 0.10 −0.03
Temporary hire −0.40∗ −0.34∗ 0.99∗∗ −0.26
Apprenticeship or other 0.16 0.07 0.05 −0.20

Piece rate or productivity bonus
Yes −0.40∗∗ 0.43∗∗ 0.20∗ −0.38∗∗

No
Pay based on enterprise performance

Yes 0.06 0.22∗ −0.97∗∗ 0.06
No

Discussions with staff representatives
Yes −0.02 0.52∗∗ −0.31∗∗ −0.48∗∗

No

∗Significant at 10% level; ∗∗significant at 1% level.

Source: Third European Survey of Working Conditions. European Foundation for the Improvement of

Living and Working Conditions.

NATIONAL EFFECTS ON WORK ORGANISATION

The section ‘Human Resource Management complementarities’ has brought into
relief certain universal characteristics of the different forms of work organisation.
In this section we turn to a characterisation of national differences. Although each
form of work organisation tends to be associated with particular HRM practices,
as Table 6 suggests, there are wide differences in the importance of the four
forms of work organisation across European nations. The learning forms of work
organisation are most widely diffused in the Netherlands, the Nordic countries
and to a lesser extent Germany and Austria, while they are little diffused in Ireland
and the southern European nations. The lean model is most in evidence in the
UK, Ireland and Spain and to a lesser extent in France, while it is little developed
in the Nordic countries as well as in Germany, Austria and the Netherlands. The
taylorist forms of work organisation show almost the reverse trend compared to
the learning forms, being most developed in the southern European nations and
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Table 6 National differences in organisational models (% of employees by organisa-
tional class)

Learning Lean Taylorist Simple
organisation organisation organisation organisation

Belgium 38.9 25.1 13.9 22.1
Denmark 60.0 21.9 6.8 11.3
Germany 44.3 19.6 14.3 21.9
Greece 18.7 25.6 28.0 27.7
Italy 30.0 23.6 20.9 25.4
Spain 20.1 38.8 18.5 22.5
France 38.0 33.3 11.1 17.7
Ireland 24.0 37.8 20.7 17.6
Luxembourg 42.8 25.4 11.9 20.0
The Netherlands 64.0 17.2 5.3 13.5
Portugal 26.1 28.1 23.0 22.8
UK 34.8 40.6 10.9 13.7
Finland 47.8 27.6 12.5 12.1
Sweden 52.6 18.5 7.1 21.7
Austria 47.5 21.5 13.1 18.0
EU-15 39.1 28.2 13.6 19.1

Source: Third Working Condition survey. European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and

Working Conditions.

Ireland. Finally, the simple forms of work organisation are most in evidence in
Greece and Italy and to a lesser extent in Germany, Sweden, Belgium, Spain and
Portugal.

As the discussion in the section ‘Differences in forms of work organisation ac-
cording to structural and occupational characteristics’ showed, each form of work
organisation tends to be associated with particular sectors, establishments sizes
and occupational categories. This raises the question of what part of the variation
in the importance of these forms across EU nations can be accounted for by the
nation’s specific structural characteristics. In order to address this, we use logit
regression analysis to estimate the impact of national effects on the relative likeli-
hood of adopting the different work models (see Table 7). The dependent variable
for these regressions is a binary variable measuring whether or not the individual
is characterised by the particular form of work organisation. The independent
variable for the columns 1–4 results is a categorical variable with 15 classes cor-
responding to country. Germany, the most populous nation within the EU, is
the reference case for the estimates. Thus, the coefficients show the effects of a
country on the likelihood of adopting the particular organisational form relative
to the German case. For columns 5–8, three control variables have been added
to the independent variables corresponding to sector, establishment size and oc-
cupational category. The reference cases for the estimates are the vehicle sector,
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the 10–49 employee establishment size category and the occupational category of
machine operator and assembler.

With a couple of exceptions, the results show that the national differences
identified in columns 1–4 are robust to the various structural controls.4 In the next
section, we consider how features of national systems of labour market regulation
may help account for these national differences.

LABOUR MARKET REGULATION AND NATIONAL EFFECTS ON WORK
ORGANISATION

The evidence presented above calls for an analysis that goes beyond the idea
that national variations in work organisation can be explained by the different
degrees to which a new one best way has diffused across Europe. Our results not
only point to the continued importance of taylorism in some national settings,
but they also show the existence of multiple traditions and sources of inspiration
for the development of more flexible work systems that depend on high levels of
employee involvement in problem-solving and operational decision-making. This
view is in keeping with the ‘varieties of capitalism’ literature (see notably Hall &
Soskice 2001) and with work in the tradition of the regulationist school (Amable
et al. 1997), which argue that the pressures associated with globalisation will tend
to work themselves out differently in different national contexts, resulting in some
respects in greater specialisation.

One possible explanation for international difference in the relative impor-
tance of the lean and learning forms of work organisation, both of which draw
on employees’ capacity for continuous learning and problem-solving, is simply
the different degrees to which national producers are positioned on the high-
technology or high-quality end of product markets. Competition in these prod-
uct market segments requires at a minimum capacity for continuous upgrading of
quality for existing products and increasingly it requires a capacity for innovating
new products and services. Correspondingly, work tends to be more demanding
in terms of its problem-solving requirements and learning attributes.

Some support for this hypothesis can be derived from Figure 3. It shows a
positive relation between the percentage of employees in a nation whose work is
characterised either by the learning or by the lean models, and a standard measure
of innovative effort, research and development expenditures as a percent of GDP
(GERD).

Close inspection of Figure 3, however, suggests that the positive correlation
identified can be explained by the presence of the four southern European nations.
If we restrict our attention to the Nordic and central and western European na-
tions, which on average have much higher R&D expenditures, there is no obvious
relation between the variables. This suggests that the figure is basically capturing
an organisational distinction between two groups of nations with differing levels
of R&D capability. This, however, leaves the basis for the different organisational
choices among the more advanced group of nations. In what follows we focus on
the factors that might account for differences in their use of the learning and lean
forms and, in particular, the reasons for the relatively intensive use of the lean
model in the UK and Ireland.
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Figure 3 Relation between R & O and the learning and lean forms.
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One possible explanation for the limited use of the learning forms of work
organisation in the UK and Ireland is that the deregulated labour market context
in these nations fails to provide the necessary institutional support for establishing
substantial forms of autonomy in work, both at the shop floor and higher levels.
Figure 4 shows a clear distinction among nations in the relative importance of
the lean model of work organisation according to the degree which the labour
market is deregulated, as measured by the OECD’s overall index of employment
protection legislation (EPL).5

One argument that may help to account for the observed relation is that the
current trend towards decentralised bargaining across European nations has dif-
ferent consequences in liberal market economies, such as the UK and Ireland,
as compared with coordinated market economies, such as Germany, the Nordic
countries and the Netherlands (see notably Thelen 2001). In the latter countries,
despite the importance attached to plant and shop-level bargaining, employers
have shown a continued interest in maintaining higher-level forms of coordina-
tion, notably around issues of wage determination and the provision of training.

The collective coordination of the labour market in these countries has ar-
guably played an important role in supporting local bargaining designed to se-
cure more flexibility and greater cooperation of labour for two central reasons.
First, as authors such as Streeck (1992) have observed, it serves to buffer the es-
tablishment from distributional conflict, which can easily spillover into areas of
labour/management cooperation that are vital for competing through strategies
of product and process innovation. Second, it provides a more solid foundation
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Figure 4 Relation between the learning model and employment protection.
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upon which to make the substantial investments in industry and firms-specific
training that lead to the development of an autonomous capacity for learning and
problem-solving at all levels of the organisational structure.

In deregulated institutional settings, where employers’ capacity for coordinated
action around skill provision is weak, success in establishing the forms of employee
involvement and cooperation vital to the goal of incremental innovation will de-
pend on the firm’s capacity to put in place adequate in-house training linked to
firm-specific internal labour markets that serve to structure careers and provide in-
centives for skill acquisition. The risk is that in the absence of supporting external
coordinating mechanisms, such firm-specific governance mechanisms will prove
to be unstable. Distributional conflict may prove inimical to securing labour’s
commitment to progressive improvements in product quality, while the risk of
loss of skilled labour to competitors will encourage firms to underinvest in the
provision of training. Where these pressures do not simply dictate a reversion to
low-skill strategies based on taylorism, they may lead to preference for relatively
hierarchical modes of work organisation, characterised by lower degrees of worker
autonomy and the use of tight quantitative production norms to fix the pace of
work. From this perspective, the exceptional attractions of the lean model for
employers in the UK and Ireland may be directly linked to the relatively deregu-
lated labour market context in these countries, while the collective regulation of
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Figure 5 Relation between the learning model and vocation training.
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the labour market in Germany, the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries
helps account for the relative importance of the learning model there.

Some support for this view is provided in Figure 5, which shows a positive
correlation between the strength of a nation’s vocational training system, as mea-
sured by the proportion of the nation’s age cohort receiving vocational training,
and the relative importance of the learning forms of organisation.

CONCLUSION

The adoption of new organisational forms is now clearly on the European political
agenda. In the Luxembourg Employment Summit, the ‘adaptability’ of compa-
nies.6 In a closely related action, the European Commission issued a Green Paper
examining new forms of work organisation and public policy options for increasing
their utilisation.7 Although there is increasing recognition at both the European
and national levels of the importance of new forms of work organisation for com-
petitive performance,8 debate and policy initiatives are seriously hampered by the
idea of a uniform direction of organisational change. This has impoverished the
policy debate by precluding a serious discussion of the normative consequences
of the alternative models that are available for achieving the combined goals of
organisational learning and problem-solving.

Furthermore, the debate up to now has failed to address in a serious manner
the relation between organisational change and wider labour market and institu-
tional setting. It is difficult to assess the frequently made claim that unconstrained
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competition and an absence of labour market restrictions constitute the most
favourable context for introducing new forms of work organisation for the simple
reason that we lack of a reliable mapping of the extent of diffusion of new practices
across EU nations. In this paper we have taken an initial step towards providing
this mapping and relating it to widely recognised differences in the way labour
markets are regulated across European nations. Our results not only show that
strong systems of employment protection are fully compatible with the develop-
ment of advanced forms of work organisation, they suggest nations characterised
by such systems display a comparative advantage in terms of adopting organisa-
tional practices that rely on a high degree of employee autonomy and involvement
at all levels of the organisational structure.

These results of course need further development and our explanation for na-
tional differences should be taken as a set of tentative hypotheses consistent with
the evidence rather than solid conclusions coming out of the econometric analy-
sis. We offer them in the spirit of widening the debate and in the hope that they
will stimulate further comparative research exploring the European link between
organisational forms and institutional context.

ENDNOTES

1. For a useful survey of the ‘high performance work practice’ literature, see Wood (1999). Key
contributions include Becker and Huselid (1998), Guest (1997), Huselid (1995), Ichiniowski
et al. (1997) and Osterman (2000).

2. The initial findings of the survey are presented in a European Foundation report by Merllié and
Paoli (2001).

3. The factor analysis method used here is multiple correspondence analysis, which is designed for
the analysis of categorical variables. See Benzecri (1973) and Greenacre (1993: 24–31).

4. The positive coefficient for the use of the ‘learning’ forms in Sweden is no longer significant
at the 0.05 level and the positive coefficient for the use of taylorist forms in Spain is no longer
significant at the 0.05 level. For a further discussion of these results, see Lorenz and Valeyre
(2004).

5. Denmark is clearly somewhat of an outlier in terms of the relation we are proposing between
employment protection and the relative importance of the lean model of work organisation.
A distinctive feature of the Danish institutional set-up is that while employment protection is
relatively low, unemployment protection is among the highest in Europe. See Lundvall (2002)
and Hall and Soskice (2001: 167–9).

6. CEC ‘The 1998 Employment Guidelines—Council Resolution of 15 December 1997’ (1998).
7. CEC ‘Partnership for a New organisation of Work—Green Paper’ (Bulletin of the European

Union, Supplement 1/97, 1997).
8. Often cited national programs include the New Work Organisation in Ireland Programme

(Savage 1999) and the Finnish Workplace Development Programme (DGESA 2000).
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