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Transnational company agreements 
Interview of Torsten Müller, researcher at the European Trade Union Institute on the role of 
EWCs in European agreements in the metal industry 

 
Torsten Müller (senior researcher at the European Trade Union Institute) co-authored a 
study on “Transnational company agreements and the role of European Works Councils in 
negotiations” together with Hans-Wolfgang Platzer and Stefan Rüb from the University of 
Fulda / Germany. Based on 82 telephone interviews with EWC members in the metalworking 
industry, they aimed at analyzing the emergence and dynamics of transnational company 
agreements at European level, both formal agreements and informal arrangements.  For 
Planet Labour, Torsten Müller describes the key findings of the study and also the im-
portance of informal arrangements concluded “below the radar screen” and for the first 
time revealed by empirical research. 
 
    What do you consider as the key findings of your empirical research? 
 
Torsten Müller. Two key findings can be highlighted. First, as regards formal European com-
pany-level agreements, we found that between 12-15% of the over 300 companies that have 
European works councils in the metalworking industry have concluded formal agreements. 
This more or less confirms the findings of official lists drawn up, for instance, by the Europe-
an Commission. We found some additional cases that have not been reported in official lists 
but not to the extent that would call into question the representativeness of existing official 
lists. 
 
The second key finding is that based on our sample we can say that in approximately the 
same amount of cases (12-15%), informal arrangements have been agreed between Europe-
an works councils and European central management. By informal arrangements we mean 
all kinds of arrangements that do not have the formal status of a written agreement: i.e. 
verbal gentlemens’ agreements or arrangements between the EWC and management that 
may be recorded in the minutes of a meeting or as notes appended to the minutes. We use 
the term “arrangements” (and not “agreements”) to differentiate them from agreements 
formalized in written documents. 
 
So if we take into account all kinds of transnational company agreements or arrangements, 
the study shows that in one quarter to one third of all the companies with a European works 
council in the metalworking industry, EWCs moved well beyond their information and con-
sultation role. In other words, the European company level is much more frequently than is 
often realized an arena for regulating industrial relations and working conditions within 
transnational companies. 
 
    Which actors are involved in the negotiation and signing of transnational company agree-
ments? 
 
TM. In the absence of any clear structures and rules and for lack of any legal framework, 
there is a wide variety of negotiating practices. We should therefore bear in mind that all the 
transnational company agreements are negotiated and concluded in a voluntaristic context. 
 
Having said this, we can nonetheless observe two more general patterns of negotiation pro-
cesses: one EWC-centred and the other trade union-centred – and both are heavily influ-



enced by national industrial relations customs and practices, which are often extended to 
the European level. For instance, in Germany-based companies, the EWC plays a much more 
active negotiating role – at least on issues not covered by collective agreements in the Ger-
man context – because the works councils usually negotiate on these issues already at the 
national level. By contrast, in companies based in France, we see a stronger direct negotiat-
ing role of trade unions because they are responsible for negotiations in the national con-
text. It is therefore not surprising that it was exclusively in the French companies in which in 
some cases the European Metalworkers’ Federation itself took the lead in the cross-border 
negotiations. 
 
However, it should be emphasized that, according to our findings, the unions are not out of 
the picture even in EWC-centred negotiation processes; as a rule, the European and/or na-
tional trade unions are in some way or another involved in the EWC-centred negotiation 
process, either as (co)negotiator or in a coordinating role. Here, the trade union coordinator 
appointed by the European Metalworkers’ Federation (now industriAll Europe) plays a cru-
cial role in ensuring that trade unions stay involved in the negotiation process. 
 
What we did find, however, was a difference between the “negotiation” of formal agree-
ments and informal arrangements: informal arrangements seem much more likely to be 
concluded by company/workplace-level actors with less direct involvement by trade unions. 
 
    Within the topic of transnational company agreements, you highlight in your study the 
importance of informal arrangements.  What can you say about this new phenomenon? 
 
TM. First of all, it was interesting that we found roughly as many informal arrangements as 
formal agreements, and furthermore, that both forms of regulation cover more or less the 
same range of issues. So informal arrangements are clearly an alternative to formal agree-
ments. 
 
Even though the effect of both formal agreements and informal arrangements may be the 
same in that they both seek ways to implement European-level rules or standards at the 
national/local level, the success of informal arrangements depends even more on the good 
will of management to actually honour what was agreed. Informal arrangements therefore 
rely much more on mutual trust. So it is not surprising that in our sample, informal arrange-
ments are much more common in German companies than for instance in French ones. In 
the more Germanic/Nordic IR model, one more often finds trust-based cooperation between 
management and works councils. Of course, this is a simplification, since German employee 
representatives for example can arguably afford to be more trusting thanks to the strong 
rights provided by German legislation and collective agreements. As a result, the actors in-
volved often don’t see the need for formal agreements as long as informal arrangements 
work well and achieve the intended results. Some of our interview partners from German 
companies even pointed out that pushing for more formal agreements might undermine this 
trust-based relationship. 
 
    What are the challenges raised by the informal aspect? 
 
TM. The first challenge, due to its informal nature, is to ensure that all the actors affected 
are involved in the development and implementation of the informal arrangement. This 
particularly applies to trade unions. Another challenge is to ensure that the arrangement 
does not undermine any bargaining prerogatives at national level or even contributes to the 
lowering of national standards. This problem arises in particular if informal arrangements 



with non-unionised employee representatives are used by companies to purposefully ex-
clude trade unions from regulatory processes at the company level; obviously, it becomes 
even more problematic if issues are dealt with which are normally dealt with by trade unions 
in the context of sectoral collective bargaining. 
 
    With respect to transnational company agreements, which evolution did you notice? And 
which perspective seems the most likely according to your research? 
 
TM. Since the beginning of the 2000s, the number of formal agreements continuously in-
creased, so that, by now, at least 135 European agreements have been concluded across all 
the sectors. Some might consider this to be a fairly modest number in view of the overall 
number of transnational companies out there, but the constant growth suggests that more 
and more companies are discovering transnational company agreements as a useful tool for 
addressing transnational issues. Our findings suggest that this gradual growth is likely to 
continue, but that the number of agreements should not be expected to grow exponentially. 
In another qualitative case study-based research project which we conducted between 2009 
and 2011, we found that there were various reasons why management might opt to negoti-
ate European company agreements.  From management’s point of view, such agreements 
offer the possibility to 1) simplify the negotiation process and reduce transaction costs; 2) 
harmonize divergent national regulations throughout Europe; 3) enable a more centralized 
regulation and management of HR policies and industrial relation in the individual countries; 
and 4) facilitate a more cooperative implementation of restructuring initiatives. 
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