
“How can social 
dialogue be a game
changer?”

05/07/2022

Evelyne Léonard, UCLouvain



Introduction

“How can social dialogue be a game 
changer in the post-pandemic 

phase and support the recovery, in 
the education sector?”
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Introduction
Can social dialogue be a game
changer?

How can social dialogue be a 
game changer?

“How can social dialogue be a 
game changer in the post-

pandemic phase and support the 
recovery, in the education sector?” 



Can social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

No! Yes!
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Can social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

 Decline of trade union 
membership

 Cross-national trends, 
beyond reach of national 
systems of industrial 
relations

 Role and power of large 
private-owned firms

 Crisis of representative 
democracy

 …

No!



Can social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?
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Can social 
dialogue be a 
game 
changer?

 Persistence of institutions of 
industrial relations

 New strategies

 Political support
 European Pillar of Social 

Rights

 Key role of social dialogue 
and social partners

 Renewed role in the current 
context

Yes!



Can social 
dialogue be a 
game 
changer?

Kelly 2015

“…there are some positive signs: unions representing 
specific occupations, such as school teachers, nurses 
and airline pilots, have retained high levels of density; 
and union confederations in many parts of Europe 
have launched successful general strikes against 
unpopular government reforms to pensions and 
welfare benefits. Unions need to position themselves 
as agencies that can help deal with the growing 
problems of wage stagnation, low wages, income 
inequality and insufficient economic demand.”



Can social 
dialogue be a 
game 
changer?

 ILO (2022)
 Study of 21 countries from different regions of the 

world
 Analysis of 500 collective agreements signed between 

January 2020 and December 2021

 Survey, interviews and secondary sources

ILO (2022),

Contribution 
of collective 
bargaining 
to an 
inclusive, 
sustainable 
and resilient 
recovery 

Adaptation of collective bargaining practices to the 
COVID-19 pandemic context

Measures to secure the continuity of services

Measures to ensure safe and healthy workplaces, for 
both on-site and remote work

Safeguard business continuity, retaining skills and know-
how, preserving employment and protecting earnings

Shape future work practices, such as decent telework 
and inclusive models of hybrid work



Can social 
dialogue be a 
game 
changer?

 Degryse 2021
 Study of role played by the European social 

dialogue during the pandemic

“In contrast to the 2008 crisis, the Covid crisis 
has provided evidence of the vital nature of 
social dialogue, good working conditions and 
employment support measures.” 

Degryse (2021: 98)



 Degryse 2021
 Study of role played by the European social 

dialogue during the pandemic

Degryse 2021: 81



Can social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

Can social dialogue be a 
game changer?

How can social dialogue be
a game changer?

Yes !

Yes ! But how?



How can 
social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

 In a variety of ways!

 Opportunity for innovation / experimentation
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How can 
social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

Reactive Proactive

Workplace 
issues

Broader
policy-

making

Adaptative 
responses to 

context

Proposals
for change 

at the 
workplace

Consultation
Co-decision-

making



How can 
social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

 Example : digitalisation

Reactive Proactive

Workplace 
issues

Broader
policy-

making

Adaptative 
responses to 

context

Proposals
for change 

at the 
workplace

Consultation
Co-decision-

making

Mitigate
impact on 

H&S

Negotiate
implemen-

tation of 
new tools

Opinion on 
digitali-
sation

Regulation
of digitali-

sation



How can 
social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

 ILO (2022)
 Study of 21 countries from different regions of the 

world

 Analysis of 500 collective agreements signed
between January 2020 and December 2021

 Survey, interviews and secondary sources

« while collective bargaining can contribute to an 
inclusive, sustainable and resilient recovery, the 

magnitude and direction of this contribution depend
very much on the institutional context and support 

given to collective bargaining. »
(ILO 2022: 139).



How can 
social 
dialogue be a 
game
changer?

Institutional path
dependency

• National institutions

• Limited capacity

• Diversity of interests

• Lack of political support

Institutional
innovation for an 
inclusive and 
sustainable society

• Digitalisation & climate
change

• Rise of inequalities

• Health & safety

• Political support



Conclusion Can social dialogue 
be a game changer?

How can social 
dialogue be a game
changer?

Yes ! But…

Transition = risk & 
opportunity for 

institutional 
innovation
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