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1. Introduction 
Over the last few years, ‘flexicurity’ has become a core concept in the European labour 
market debate. Both in the academic literature and in the political arena flexicurity has 
been widely discussed as a possible new approach to improving labour market performance 
and combining economic and social objectives. In this paper we shall argue that flexicurity 
has indeed added a number of positive elements to this debate, in particular by promoting 
a more holistic approach, providing a useful analytical tool and turning some neoclassical 
assumptions on their head. At the same time, we shall argue that flexicurity appears ill-
defined and highly ambiguous concerning its role in informing policy. Often, flexicurity 
proponents explicitly argue that this is a deliberate choice that strengthens the holistic 
and inclusive character of the flexicurity approach, as well as its applicability to diverse 
empirical situations. Nevertheless, it will be shown that in the European political arena 
this ill-defined concept has so far failed to a create consensus on political choices, 
leading to its instrumentalisation by traditional views and interests. 

The structure of the paper is as follows. In the next section we shall discuss the 
contribution of flexicurity to the broadening of the labour market debate. In Section 3 
we shall examine the extent to which the flexicurity concept effectively manages to 
inform and guide policy makers and politicians. Section 4 discusses the European-level 
flexicurity debate and shows that there is conflict rather than consensus concerning the 
shape flexicurity strategies should take. Section 5 concludes. 

2. Flexicurity: broadening the labour market debate 
2.1 The bankruptcy of the neoclassical view and the emergence of the EES  
In the 1980s and 1990s, the labour market debate was to a large extent dominated by 
deregulation. Spearheaded by the ‘Chicago Boys’ and the OECD, and basing itself on 
theorising rather than empirics, it was argued that labour markets should function as 
much as possible as neoclassical markets. The OECD Jobs Studies (OECD 1994), the 
dominant policy paper of those days, argued for extensive deregulation and flexibilisation 
of the labour market. It was based on the assumption that, by and large, all forms of 
employee protection and social security interfere with the proper functioning of the 
labour market and so, in the end, negatively affect economic growth and employment 
creation.  

Similarly, the project of European integration had been based largely on ‘negative 
integration’, that is, on market creation through the elimination of national-level 
obstacles to the ‘four freedoms’ (free movement of capital, goods, services and people) 
and the fostering of competition (Scharpf 1996, 2002). ‘Positive integration’ – that is, 
the development of common European policies to shape the conditions under which 
markets operate – had been much more limited (ibid.). In addition, in spite of 
widespread unemployment, the labour market was very low on the EU’s priority list 
until the mid-1990s.  

Empirical reality refused to conform to neoclassical theoretical reasoning, however, and 
deregulation did not deliver the promised results in terms of employment. The countries 
that managed to improve their labour markets in the second half of the 1990s were small 
countries such as Austria, the Netherlands, Denmark and Ireland, hardly examples of 
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extensive deregulation and rather characterised by a balance between economic and 
social goals and by a strong social dialogue (Auer 2000). Indeed, it increasingly became 
clear that in fact very little robust knowledge existed on the relation between labour 
market institutions and labour market performance (Freeman 2005). The neoclassical 
view of the labour market was increasingly exposed as a fallacy and even the OECD 
itself started to retreat from many of its traditional positions. For example, by the end of 
the 1990s, the OECD started to admit that there is no clear relation between the level of 
employment protection (dismissal protection) in a country and its level of unemployment 
(OECD 1999, 2006). 

At the same time, the lack of European attention to social issues in general, and the 
unemployment problems many countries faced in particular, came into contrast more and 
more with the EU’s drive for further economic integration. As a result, the Delors 
Commission introduced the notion of the European Social Model (ESM) and argued that 
one of Europe’s particularities is the equal importance it gives to economic and to social 
objectives, as well as the belief that employment and social policies are an integral part 
of economic policy and an important factor of production (Jepsen and Serrano 2005; 
Rogowski 2008). Where employment policy is concerned, a European advocacy coalition 
pushing for a more active role for the EU in employment policy consolidated, leading 
finally to the inclusion of an employment chapter in the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty and the 
emergence of the European Employment Strategy (EES) (Zeitlin 2007; Mailand 2006).  

The EES, as a new, soft type of governance, does not impose specific rules and 
regulations at national level. Basing itself on the Open Method of Coordination (OMC), 
it aims to strike a balance between European integration and national diversity by 
encouraging convergence of objectives, performance and broad policy approaches, but 
not of specific programmes, rules or institutions (Zeitlin 2005: 448). At the European 
level, common objectives, guidelines and indicators for monitoring are set and specific 
recommendations towards individual Member States can be made, but actual policy 
decisions are left to national actors. The OMC also promotes learning and benchmarking, as 
well as the incorporation of a broad range of actors in its processes, so increasing their 
legitimacy and effectiveness. Moreover, the Commission regards the EES as a means of 
framing and structuring the debate on employment policies in Europe by disseminating 
cognitive models and concepts, comparing performances in the different Member States 
and identifying ‘best practices’ (Keune and Jepsen 2007). 

2.2 Flexicurity: an innovative contribution 
Flexicurity entered the European debate in the early 2000s. The concept of flexicurity, 
first used in the Netherlands in the mid-1990s, represents two major departures from the 
European labour market debate of the 1990s. One is that it promotes a holistic approach 
to labour market analysis. Instead of the one-dimensional orthodox approach that limits 
itself to discussing the need for labour market deregulation and the obstacles to such 
deregulation, it presents a view of the labour market as the interplay of a number of 
different types of flexibility and security (Table 1) (Wilthagen and Tros 2004).1 The 
flexicurity approach argues that it is the combined effect of these different types of 

                                                 
1  The types of flexibility and security presented in Table 1 are those generally used in the flexicurity 

literature. They are not exhaustive, however.  
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flexibility and security that determines the functioning and performance of the labour 
market. In this sense, the flexicurity approach offers a useful holistic tool for analysing 
and comparing the governance and institutional dynamics of labour markets.  

Table 1: Combining flexibility and security 

Flexibility/security Job  
security 

Employment 
security 

Income  
security 

Combination 
security 

External-numerical 
flexibility 

    

Internal-numerical 
flexibility 

    

Functional 
flexibility 

    

Wage flexibility     

Note: see Annex Table 1 for a definition of the various types of flexibility and security.  
Source: Wilthagen and Tros (2004: 171). 

Closely related to this, the flexicurity approach aims to overcome the traditional 
contraposition of labour market flexibility and security. Rather, it is argued that instead 
of being contradictory the latter can also be mutually reinforcing (see, for example, 
Wilthagen and Tros 2004; Wilthagen 2005). Inherent in the term is that more labour 
market flexibility does not necessarily mean less security and that more security does 
not necessarily limit flexibility.  

This is not a new idea, of course. For example, a similar logic was already present in the 
work of Gösta Rehn (1988). The Rehn model claims that high flexibility and mobility of 
workers, combined with full employment, ensures flexibility to enterprises and high 
levels of security to workers. He further argued that those who become unemployed 
should be provided with active and passive labour market policies to stabilise their 
income situation and enable them to find new employment. The model thus combined 
extensive external (dismissal) flexibility and geographical mobility to the benefit of 
employers, with the security for employees provided by full employment, unemployment 
benefits and active labour market policies.  

Another, totally opposite example would be the traditional German model of diversified 
quality production (DQP), which, where labour market institutions are concerned, builds 
on strong job security, continuous skills upgrading and high internal and functional 
flexibility (Sorge and Streeck 1988; Streeck 1991). Here, high job security acts as a 
‘beneficial constraint’ (Streeck 1997, 2004), as an incentive for employers to invest 
more in the knowledge and skill of their workforce and to develop strategies of internal 
flexibility. This would be a way of achieving competitiveness based on the full use of 
human resources. In addition, DQP underlines the importance of codetermination and 
collective bargaining as means of reconciling workers’ and employers’ interests. 

Both the Rehn model and the DQP model, totally opposite in their institutional 
characteristics, fit the flexicurity logic. They are both based on the assertion that certain 
types of security actually help to increase levels of flexibility, and vice versa. The 
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contribution of the flexicurity approach here is that it provides a more general 
framework in which such positive combinations can be sought.  

With its holistic approach and alternative perspective on the relationship between 
flexibility and security, the flexicurity approach opens up space for more attention to 
issues such as life-course and transitional labour market analysis, work–life balance, 
worker-friendly types of flexibility and the positive aspects of various forms of security 
for competitiveness. It also allows for more attention to the quality of employment 
instead of the mere quantity. 

The above also shows that flexicurity does not promote a specific labour market model 
but rather an analytical perspective within which, in principle, many different labour 
market models can fit. This point is further underlined by the fact that the two countries 
that are seen as the ‘original’ flexicurity examples, namely the Netherlands and 
Denmark, implement the flexicurity philosophy in quite different ways.2 This raises 
questions concerning how the flexicurity approach can inform policy, an issue that will 
be taken up in the next section.  

3. Ambiguity, policy and politics 
Flexicurity is not only used in the analytical sense discussed above, but also firmly 
presented as a strategy to solve labour market problems, by both academics and political 
actors. Among academics, Wilthagen and Tros argue that flexicurity is ‘a policy strategy 
that attempts, synchronically and in a deliberate way, to enhance the flexibility of labour 
markets, work organisation and labour relations on the one hand, and to enhance 
security – employment and social security – notably for weaker groups in and outside 
the labour market, on the other hand’ (Wilthagen and Tros, 2004: 169). Rogowski 
claims that flexicurity ‘gives guidance to welfare reform processes at the level of the 
member states who have to balance existing systems of welfare and employment rights 
and institutions with demands for new forms of employment’ (Rogowski 2008: 91). 

Among political actors, the flexicurity debate is most vivid for the moment at the 
European level. The European Commission, the main political promoter of flexicurity, 
more or less adopted the Wilthagen and Tros definition in its flexicurity Communication 
of June 2007 (CEC 2007a). Also, the Common Principles of Flexicurity endorsed by the 
European Council in December 2007 state that flexicurity is a ‘means to reinforce the 
implementation of the Lisbon Strategy, create more and better jobs, modernise labour 
markets and promote good work through new forms of flexibility and security to 
increase adaptability, employment and social cohesion’ (Council of the European Union 
2007: 5). Moreover, in their joint analysis of the labour market, ‘European Social 
Partners recognise that in today’s labour market it is necessary to improve policy 
                                                 
2  The Dutch flexicurity model promotes the use of atypical, flexible types of employment; at the same 

time, it provides such flexible types of employment with similar rights as regards working conditions 
and social security as standard employment (Wilthagen and Tros 2004). The Danish flexicurity model 
rather builds on (i) flexible standard employment, resulting from low employment protection; (ii) 
extensive unemployment benefits providing income security to the unemployed; and (iii) active labour 
market policies aimed at skills upgrading and activation of the unemployed (Madsen 2006). What the 
models share is that, in both cases, they emphasise the importance of social dialogue as a means of 
devising and legitimising flexicurity policies. 
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measures which address both the flexibility and security dimensions for workers and 
employers alike. Applied in the right way, the flexicurity approach can create a win-win 
situation and be equally beneficial for employers and employees’ (ETUC et al. 2007: 53). 
Although the wording may differ, all see flexicurity approaches as having five possible 
components: flexible and reliable contractual arrangements; comprehensive lifelong 
learning strategies; effective active labour market policies; modern, adequate and 
sustainable social security systems; and dialogue between governments, social partners 
and other stakeholders. Finally, all argue that there is not one single flexicurity model 
available for copying, but that flexicurity has to be designed and implemented according 
to the problem load and historically developed institutional configurations of national 
models.  

Up to this point most contributions to the flexicurity debate seem to coincide on the 
importance and broad contours of the flexicurity approach.3 But if there is no single 
flexicurity model, and very different models and strategies can be subsumed under the 
term ‘flexicurity’, the crucial step is the next one, that is, defining more concrete policy 
goals and strategies. Here the concept gives little guidance and leaves ample scope for 
interpretation. For example, it does not prioritise different types of flexibility over others 
or specify how much flexibility or security is adequate. Nor does it specify what, for 
example, a modern social security system is, what a comprehensive lifelong learning 
strategy looks like or what the relative weight of the various components should be.  

A number of commentators claim that this lack of specification of the flexicurity 
approach is an advantage and maybe even a must. For example, Rogowski argues that 
flexicurity needs to remain an aspiration rather than being identified with a concrete 
policy, and that ‘for the success of flexicurity policies it seems crucial that the definition 
of the term flexicurity remain vague so that it can be used to address a range of 
sometimes contradictory policy goals’ (Rogowski 2008: 86). In this conception, 
flexicurity takes on the role of a beacon that guides policy makers in the right direction 
by inspiring them to take a holistic approach, to explore interlinkages between policy 
fields and to aim for balanced strategies and outcomes.  

This philosophy very well fits the balance the EES aspires to achieve between broad 
joint European objectives and policy approaches, and specifically national programmes, 
rules and institutions. At the same time, it begs the question of whether any clear 
guidance is given. The broad acceptance of flexicurity, combined with the concept’s 
vagueness and ambiguity, mean that it runs the danger of turning into a ‘catch-all’ 
concept and becoming vulnerable to instrumentalisation. Indeed, one can imagine as a 
thought experiment that within one and the same empirical context one political actor 
forwards a reform programme that aspires to institutionalise the Rehn model while 
another promotes a DQP type of programme. Both can claim that their proposal is based 
on the flexicurity philosophy, even though they have radically different policy 
implications. Or, to phrase the problem otherwise, political actors with different 
ideologies and/or interests may have totally opposite views on, for example, what the 
right mix of the various types of flexibility and security is, what regulations are needed 
to ensure that contracts are flexible and reliable, or what level, duration and coverage of 
                                                 
3  Some actors, including the GUE/NGL fraction of the European Parliament (see Wurtz et al. 2007) and 

a number of national trade unions, have explicitly distanced themselves from the flexicurity trend.  
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social benefits is required to make social security systems adequate. Their analysis of 
the major problems faced by the labour market may itself differ radically, for example 
with one claiming that a lack of flexibility is the key concern, and the other claiming 
that too much flexibility is the main obstacle to the effective functioning of that same 
labour market. But both may refer to flexicurity as the justification for their proposals.  

Indeed, it is hard to recognise a ‘true’ flexicurity programme since we lack the 
parameters to make the relevant judgement effectively. Instead of flexicurity guiding 
political actors, this poses the danger that the interpretation of what is flexicurity and 
what is not will become the focus of political struggle, with political actors trying to 
impose their views, using the flexicurity concept as a means of justifying traditional 
political positions. It is still too early to determine whether this is what will happen at 
the level of the Member States. However, as will be discussed in the next section, recent 
developments at the European level show that flexicurity has become a contested 
concept. 

4. Conflict instead of consensus: the European flexicurity debate4 
The main reason why flexicurity has become such a key concept within the European 
labour market debate is its adoption by the European Commission. The Commission has 
amply used its agenda-setting power to put flexicurity at the top of the European 
agenda.5 As already mentioned, it proposes a quite broad definition of flexicurity that 
has the intention of being inclusive and holistic, and of leaving specific policy choices to 
national actors.  

This does not mean, however, that the Commission does not have a more specific labour 
market model in mind. Already in its definition of flexicurity it makes a choice in favour 
of employment security and income security over, in particular, job security. It argues 
that, to deal with the pressures stemming from global competition, companies ‘need to 
be able to adapt their workforce to changes in economic conditions. They should be able 
to recruit staff with a better skills match, who will be more productive and adaptable, 
leading to greater innovation and competitiveness’ (CEC 2007a: 4). For individuals, it is 
argued that they ‘increasingly need employment security rather than job security, as 
fewer have the same job for life’ (ibid.), where employment security is defined as the 
possibility of finding a job at every stage of active life in a quickly changing economic 
environment. 

                                                 
4  This section is largely based on Keune (2008a). 
5  In the past two years, the Commission has organised a large number of summits, conferences and 

seminars on flexicurity. Furthermore, the Commission’s 2006 and 2007 Employment in Europe 
Reports devote an important part of their analysis to flexicurity (CEC 2006a and 2007b). Flexicurity is 
also at the heart of the Commission’s Green Paper on labour law, which ‘looks at the role labour law 
might play in advancing a “flexicurity” agenda’ (CEC 2006b: 4). Moreover, in June 2007 the 
Commission published its flexicurity communication (CEC 2007a), representing its most 
comprehensive effort to outline its view, including a set of ‘common flexicurity principles’ that were 
proposed to the Council for adoption. Finally, flexicurity has become the core concept in the 
employment guidelines of the European Employment Strategy (EES) proposed by the Commission for 
2008–2010 (CEC 2007c). 
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Indeed, although it underlines the fact that flexicurity is not confined to a single model 
but should be shaped according to particular national situations, the Commission is not 
neutral concerning the more detailed content of the five components of its flexicurity 
approach.6 Detailed examination of recent Commission documents and employment 
policy recommendations shows that the Commission argues for increased flexibility 
through limited dismissal protection, as well as the normalisation of non-standard 
contracts, while security is largely limited to employment security, to be fostered 
through lifelong learning and active labour market policies (for a detailed analysis, see 
Keune 2008b; Keune and Jepsen 2007). Where modern social security systems are 
concerned, the Commission remains vague and ambiguous, arguing that good 
unemployment benefit systems are necessary to offset negative income consequences 
during job transfers, but also that unemployment benefits may have a negative effect on 
the intensity of job search activities and may reduce financial incentives to accept work.  

This picture is further confirmed by the Commission’s proposal for recommendations to 
Member States on economic and employment policies (CEC 2007d). Concerning 
dismissal protection and flexible contracts, the Commission advises a number of countries 
to review employment protection legislation with a view to reducing labour market 
segmentation (that is, to reduce employment protection) and increasing the use of flexible 
contracts. But in no country does it recommend an increase in employment protection, 
suggesting that even in the countries where it is lowest its level remains adequate. Even in, 
for example, Estonia, known for its very flexible labour market, the Commission 
recommends reducing labour market rigidities by means of urgent progress towards labour 
law modernisation and by promoting flexible forms of work (CEC 2007d). 

In most countries the document recommends a strengthening of activation policies, active 
labour market policies and lifelong learning. This clearly underscores the focus on 
employment security. The case of unemployment benefits is different. Although in its 
more general statements, such as the Communication, the Commission calls for adequate 
unemployment benefits, in its country recommendations there is not one case in which it 
calls for the improvement of such benefits, even though in a number of countries they are 
clearly very minimal in terms of replacement rates, coverage or duration. In some cases it 
does call for a review of benefits to improve incentives to work (for example, Poland), or 
for a tightening of the conditions for early retirement (for example, Austria). 

Hence, although flexicurity is presented as an open approach without a specific labour 
market model behind it, careful scrutiny of the Commission’s position shows that it is not 
neutral in terms of more specific policy content. Also, although the Commission presents 
flexicurity as a balanced approach designed to create the flexibility needed by employers 
while at the same time providing security to workers, it sets flexibility above security, 
economic goals above social ones and employers’ interests above those of workers.  

                                                 
6  According to the Commission (2007a) the flexicurity approach has four main components: (i) flexible 

and reliable contractual arrangements through modern labour laws, collective agreements and work 
organisation; (ii) comprehensive lifelong learning strategies; (iii) effective active labour market 
policies that help people cope with rapid change, reduce unemployment spells and ease transitions to 
new jobs; and (iv) modern social security systems that provide adequate income support, encourage 
employment and facilitate labour market mobility. In addition, the Commission argues that the 
involvement of the social partners in designing flexicurity policies is crucial for their success. 
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It comes as no surprise that not all European actors share this view. Even though the 
Commission has been successful in getting flexicurity high on the agenda, the inherent 
ambiguity of the concept, as well as the policy content the Commission gives to it, have 
also made it a contested concept. Indeed, the ways the concept is used and translated 
into policy by different European actors differ substantially. 

As far as the European Council is concerned, it adopted a document with eight flexicurity 
principles, aimed at framing national reforms (Council of the European Union 2007). 
The Council’s principles, apart from not including concrete commitments, are fairly 
similar but not identical to those proposed by the Commission.  The major difference is 
that the Council included a statement that contradicts the Commission’s drive for 
flexibility, in particular in terms of contracts and employment protection: ‘The inactive, 
the unemployed, those in undeclared work, in unstable employment, or at the margins of 
the labour market need to be provided with better opportunities, economic incentives 
and supportive measures for easier access to work or stepping-stones to assist progress 
into stable and legally secure employment’ (ibid.: 5, emphasis added). This represents a 
clear departure from the Commission’s view on the need for limited dismissal 
protection and from its normalisation of flexible contracts. This is further underlined by 
the emphasis the Member States placed earlier on standard instead of atypical 
employment relationships: ‘The Member States are called upon to strengthen standard 
working relationships in accordance with their national practice and to limit their 
circumvention by atypical employment relationships’.7  

Also, the European Parliament, in its opinion on the Commission’s Communication, 
takes a number of positions that contradict the Commission (European Parliament 
2007). The Parliament states strongly that the view of the Commission is one-sided and 
too focused on flexibility. It rather argues for simultaneously improving employment 
security and job security and for maintaining the traditional model of open-ended 
contracts. One of the reasons it gives for this view, in line with the regulated capitalism 
approach, is the fact that job protection and longer-term employment relationships act as 
incentives for firms to invest in human resources, which in turn is good for productivity 
and innovation (European Parliament 2007). Flexibility, then, should be achieved 
through improving education, expanding training and apprenticeship programmes, 
policies against discrimination, removing obstacles to mobility, and policies supporting 
transitions (ibid.). Finally, the European Parliament argues that flexicurity requires a 
macroeconomic framework that supports job creation. 

The position of BusinessEurope, the largest European employers’ organisation, is close 
to that of the Commission. BusinessEurope argues that ‘In today’s labour market, 
security is not so much a matter of preserving a job for life. Instead, it is about making 
sure that workers are empowered to grasp new employment opportunities. Flexicurity is 
the key instrument to support companies’ and workers’ efforts to adapt to change and to 
move from a job preservation mindset to a job creation mindset, which is in turn crucial 
to achieve lower levels of social exclusion in Europe’ (BusinessEurope 2008). In its 
view, flexicurity should consist of flexible labour law and a variety of contracts; active 

                                                 
7  Chair’s conclusions from the Informal Meeting of Ministers for Employment and Social Affairs, Berlin, 

18–20 January 2007: http://www.eu2007.de/en/News/Press_Releases/January/0119BMAS1.html 
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labour market policies and lifelong learning; and unemployment benefit systems that 
reduce unemployment periods to a minimum.8  

The European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) reasons differently. It argues that 
business in Europe already enjoys high adaptability, that the European economy is 
already flexible and that job creation has the upper hand over job destruction (ETUC 
2007). Rather the ETUC identifies the prevalence of precarious employment and 
excessive flexibility as key problems and puts forward the improvement of the quality of 
jobs as a key objective. Like the European Parliament, it argues for employment security 
as a complement rather than an alternative to job security, for open-ended contracts as 
the general rule and for upgrading the rights of atypical workers. Where labour market 
policies are concerned, the ETUC argues for a high level of benefits, combined with 
active labour market policies, as well as for including groups presently not covered in 
social security schemes (ibid.). High benefits and active labour market policies, it 
maintains, provide security as well as being positively associated with labour market 
participation. Finally, the ETUC argues for the integration of flexicurity policy with 
growth and employment creation-oriented macroeconomic policy, given that flexicurity 
by itself does not have employment-creating capacities.  

All the above discussed actors have accepted the importance of flexicurity. At the same 
time, their interpretations of what flexicurity should be about differ strongly. The 
ambiguous nature of the flexicurity concept makes it possible for all to underwrite its 
importance but to disagree on the problems that should be addressed by flexicurity 
strategies and on the respective policy implications. Indeed, the concept is wide open to 
interpretation, and different actors put forward quite different versions of flexicurity, 
using it as a banner to promote their traditional views on labour market reforms. 

5. Conclusions 
Flexicurity is today at the heart of the European labour market debate. It has contributed 
a number of innovative elements to this debate by promoting a holistic approach to 
labour market analysis, providing a useful tool for such analysis and turning some 
neoclassical assumptions on their head. At the same time, flexicurity appears ill-defined 
and highly ambiguous concerning its role in informing policy. For example, it does not 
prioritise different types of flexibility over others or specify how much flexibility or 
security is adequate. Often, flexicurity proponents explicitly argue that this strengthens 
the holistic and inclusive character of the flexicurity approach, as well as its 
applicability to diverse empirical situations.  

But as we argue in this paper, flexicurity also runs the risk of turning into a ‘catch-all’ 
concept and becoming vulnerable to instrumentalisation in the political arena. The 
ambiguity of the concept makes it possible to argue for a wide variety of labour market 
models and strategies, with very different and even opposing institutional characteristics 
that fit the flexicurity philosophy. As a result, political actors with diametrically opposed 
ideologies, interests and views on labour market problems and solutions can 
                                                 
8  Intervention by Mr Philippe De Buck, BusinessEurope Secretary General at the Commission 

Stakeholder Conference on Flexicurity, 20 April 2007: 
  http://www.ec.europa.eu/employment_social/employment_strategy/pdf/flex_debuck_en.pdf 
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comfortably endorse the importance of flexicurity. Indeed, few oppose the flexicurity 
concept as long as it is discussed at the abstract level, since all can fit their favourite 
policy approach within its abstract framework.  

This changes when the effective translation of flexicurity into more concrete strategies 
and policy choices is discussed. Here traditional political conflict takes over from 
abstract consensus. We have illustrated this point by showing that among European 
actors there are major differences of opinion concerning what flexicurity strategies 
should look like, even though they all claim to embrace the concept as such and that 
their position is based on the flexicurity logic.  

It remains to be seen whether in the future an empirical flexicurity model, with clearly 
identified institutional characteristics, will achieve hegemonic status. Many already 
argue that flexicurity is equal to the Danish model. An empirical definition of flexicurity 
would surely make the political debate more transparent since it would force the 
participants in the debate to take sides in favour of or against the model as such or to 
accept or reject its applicability in other empirical contexts. At the same time, such a 
definition would probably strip flexicurity of many of the positive features that have 
enriched labour market analysis in recent years.  



Between innovation and ambiguity – The role of flexicurity in labour market analysis and policy making 

 

WP 2008.04  15 

 

References 

Auer, P. (2000) Employment revival in Europe. Labour market success in Austria, Denmark, 
Ireland and the Netherlands, Geneva: ILO. 

BusinessEurope (2008) Europe’s social reality: a stocktaking, BusinessEurope Position 
Paper, http://www.businesseurope.eu/Content/Default.asp 

CEC (2006a), Employment in Europe 2006, Office for Official Publications of the 
European Communities, Luxembourg. 

CEC (2006b), Green Paper. Modernising labour law to meet the challenges of the 21st 
century, COM (2006) 708 of 22 November 2006. 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/labour_law/docs/2006/green_paper_en.pdf 

CEC (2007a), Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European 
Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 
Regions ‘Towards common principles of flexicurity: more and better jobs through 
flexibility and security’, COM (2007) 359 of 27 June 2007 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/news/2007/jun/flexicurity_en.pdf/ 

CEC (2007b), Employment in Europe 2007, Office for Official Publications of the 
European Communities, Luxembourg. 

CEC (2007c), Integrated guidelines for growth and jobs (2008–2010) including a 
Commission recommendation on the broad guidelines for the economic policies of the 
Member States and the Community (under Article 99 of the EC Treaty) and a proposal 
for a Council decision on guidelines for the employment policies of the Member States 
(under Article 128 of the EC Treaty), Brussels  
http://ec.europa.eu/growthandjobs/pdf/european-dimension-200712-annual-progress-
report/200712-annual-report-integrated-guidelines_en.pdf 

CEC (2007d), Recommendation for a Council Recommendation on the 2008 update of the 
broad guidelines for the economic policies of the Member States and the Community and 
on the implementation of Member States’ employment policies, Brussels, 11 December 
2007 http://ec.europa.eu/growthandjobs/pdf/european-dimension-200712-annual-progress-
report/200712-countries-specific-recommendations_en.pdf 

Council of the European Union (2007) ‘Council conclusions. Towards common 
principles of flexicurity’, adopted on 5–6 December 2007. 

ETUC (2007) ‘The flexicurity debate and the challenges for the trade union movement,’ 
Brussels: ETUC. 

ETUC, BusinessEurope, UEAPME and CEEP (2007) Key challenges facing European 
labour markets: a joint analysis of European social partners, www.businesseurope.eu 

European Parliament (2007) ‘Report on common principles of flexicurity 2007/2209 
(INI),’ Committee on Employment and Social Affairs, Brussels, 15 November 2007.  

Freeman, R. (2005) Labour market institutions without blinders: The debate over 
flexibility and labour market performance, Working Paper 11286, NBER working paper 
series, http://www.nber.org/papers/w11286 



Maarten Keune 

 

16 WP 2008.04 

 

Jepsen, Maria and Amparo Serrano Pascual (2005) ‘The European Social Model: an 
exercise in deconstruction’, Journal of European Social Policy, Vol. 15, No. 3: 231–245. 

Keune, M. (2008a) ‘Flexicurity: a contested concept at the core of the European labour 
market debate’, Intereconomics, Vol. 43, No. 2: 92–98. 

Keune, M. (2008b) ‘Flexicurity: the new cure for Europe’s labour market problems?’, 
in: C. Degryse and P. Pochet (eds), Social developments in the European Union 2007, 
Brussels: ETUI-REHS/OSE. 

Keune, M. and M. Jepsen (2007) ‘Not balanced and hardly new. The European 
Commission’s quest for flexicurity’, in: H. Jørgensen and P. K. Madsen (eds), 
Flexicurity and beyond, Copenhagen: DJØF Publishing. 

Madsen, P.K. (2006) ‘How can it possibly fly? The paradox of a dynamic labour market 
in a Scandinavian welfare state’, in: J. Campbell, J. Hall and O. Pedersen (eds), National 
identity and the varieties of capitalism: the Danish experience, Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press. 

Mailand, M. (2006) Coalitions and policy coordination – revision and impact of the 
European Employment Strategy, Copenhagen: DJØF Forlagene. 

OECD (1994) The OECD Jobs Study, Paris: OECD. 

OECD (1999) OECD Employment Outlook, Paris: OECD. 

OECD (2006) OECD Employment Outlook. Boosting jobs and income, Paris: OECD. 

Rehn, G. (1988) Full Sysselsättning Utan Inflation. Skrifter I Urval, Stockholm: Tidens 
Förlag. 

Rogowski, R. (2008) ‘Governance of the European Social Model: The case of 
flexicurity’, Intereconomics, Vol. 43, No. 2: 82-91. 

Scharpf, F. (1996) ‘Negative and positive integration in the political economy of 
European welfare states’, in: G. Marks, F. Scharpf, P. Schmitter and W. Streeck (eds), 
Governance in the European Union, London: SAGE Publications. 

Scharpf, F. (2002) ‘The European social model: coping with the challenges of diversity’, 
Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 40, No. 4: 645-670. 

Sorge, A. and W. Streeck (1988) ‘Industrial relations and technical change: the case for 
an extended perspective,’ in: R. Hyman and W. Streeck (eds), New technology and 
industrial relations, Oxford/New York: Blackwell. 

Streeck, W. (1991) ‘On institutional conditions of diversified quality production,’ in: E. 
Matzner and W. Streeck (eds), Beyond Keynesianism. The socio-economics of 
production and full employment, Aldershot: Edward Elgar. 

Streeck, W. (1997) ‘Beneficial constraints: on the economic limits of rational voluntarism’, 
in: J.R. Hollingsworth and R. Boyer (eds), Contemporary capitalism: the embeddedness 
of institutions, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



Between innovation and ambiguity – The role of flexicurity in labour market analysis and policy making 

 

WP 2008.04  17 

 

Streeck, W. (2004) ‘Educating capitalists: A rejoinder to Wright and Tsakalotos,’ Socio-
economic Review, 2: 425–438. 

Wilthagen, T. (2005) ‘Striking a balance? Flexibility and security in European labour 
markets’, in: T. Bredgaard and F. Larsen (eds), Employment policy from different angles, 
Copenhagen: DJØF Publishing. 

Wilthagen, T. and F. Tros (2004) ‘The concept of “flexicurity”: A new approach to 
regulating employment and labour markets,’ Transfer – European Review of Labour and 
Research, Vol. 10, No. 2: 166–186. 

Wurtz, F., K. Liotard, R. Musacchio and G. Zimmer (2007) ‘Flexicurity or 
flexploitation: why the European Employment Strategy must be re-oriented towards the 
concept of “good work”’, open letter to the PES Group in the European Parliament, 
http://64.233.183.104/search?q=cache:VnhYPZu7k1gJ:www.no-fortress-europe.eu/upload/ 
Open_Letter_Flexicurity_EN.pdf+%22open+letter%22+%2BGUE+%2Bflexicurity&hl=nl
&ct=clnk&cd=7&gl=be&client=firefox-a 

Zeitlin, J. (2005) ‘The Open Method of Coordination in action. Theoretical promise, 
empirical realities, reform strategies’, in: J. Zeitlin, P. Pochet and L. Magnusson (eds), 
The Open Method of Coordination in action: the European employment and social 
inclusion strategies, Brussels: Peter Lang. 

Zeitlin, J. (2007) ‘A decade of innovation in EU governance: the European Employment 
Strategy, the Open Method of Coordination, and the Lisbon Strategy’, paper prepared 
for the Portuguese Presidency of the European Union, June 2007. 

 



 

 

18 WP 2008.04 

 

Discussion and Working Papers 
 
 
Janine Leschke and Andrew Watt, with Mairéad Finn 
Putting a number on job quality? Constructing a European Job Quality Index 
WP 2008.03  

Marton Kovacs 
How do trade unions interact with the European Parliament? 
WP 2008.02  

Maarten Keune 
EU enlargement and social standards: exporting the European Social Model? 
WP 2008.01  

Reiner Hoffmann and Otto Jacobi 
Bridging gaps – Strengthening Social Europe 
WP 2007.04 (E-D) 

Béla Galgóczi, Maarten Keune and Andrew Watt 
Relocation: Challenges for European trade unions 
WP 2007.03 

Thomas Blanke and Jürgen Hoffmann 
Towards a European Social Model Preconditions, difficulties and prospects of a 
European social policy 
WP 2007.02 

Maarten Keune and Maria Jepsen 
Not balanced and hardly new: the European Commission’s quest for flexicurity 
WP 2007.01 

Pragma Consulting 
Acquis Communautaire related to pensions 
DP 2005.02 

Béla Galgóczi, Maarten Keune and Andrew Watt 
Relocation: Challenges for European trade unions 
DP 2005.01 

Mariachiara Esposito and David Mum 
Pension funds in the European debate and within the multilevel decision-making 
of the European Union 
DWP 2004.02.02 

Malene Nordestgaard and Judith Kirton-Darling 
Corporate Social Responsibility within the European sectoral social dialogue 
DWP 2004.01.01 



 

 

WP 2008.04  19 

 

Jürgen Hoffmann 
Co-ordinated continental European market economies under pressure from globa-
lisation 
DWP 2004.02.01 

Marcus Kahmann 
Changes in national trade union structures – Organisational restructuring by 
mergers in Central and Eastern Europe, Germany, the U.K., and Australia 
DWP 2003.02.02 

Marcus Kahmann 
Trade unions and the growth of the information economy 
DWP 2003.02.01 

Marcus Kahmann 
Trade unions and migrant workers: Examples from the United States,  
South Africa and Spain 
DWP 2002.02.03 

Marcus Kahmann 
Trade unions and young people – Challenges of the changing age composition of 
unions 
DWP 2002.02.02 

Anne Dufresne and Emmanuel Mermet 
Trends in the coordination of collective bargaining in Europe 
DWP 2002.01.02 (E-F) 

Stefan Clauwaert 
International / transnational primary and secondary collective action 
DWP 2002.01.01 (E-F-D) 

Jan Kunz 
Labour mobility and EU enlargement – a review of current trends and debates 
DWP 2002.02.01 (E) 

Thorsten Schulten 
A European solidaristic wage policy? Conceptual reflections on a Europeanisation 
of trade union wage policy  
DWP 2001.01.01 (E) 

Céline Lafoucrière 
Selected extracts from NAPs for employment 2000 and preliminary overview 
DWP 2000.02.02 (E) 

 
These publications can be downloaded free of charge from our website.  
Please visit: http://www.etui-rehs.org/research/publications 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




