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The objective of the ESOPE project, financed by the European Commission
under the 5th Framework Programme, is to understand the European situation
in relation to precarious employment. This matter is of great significance at a
time when the 'quality of jobs' features among the priorities of the European
Employment Strategy. Initial joint research indicates that both the concept and
experience of precarious employment varies considerably among the five
member states covered. Public policy and collective standards that aim to limit
this phenomenon may only be understood and compared internationally by
reference to the different social constructions that evolve in relation to job
flexibility, quality and security.

Precarious Employment
in Europe

ESOPE: Understanding
Precarious Employment in 
Europe

ESOPE (European Study of Precarious
Employment) is an acronym used by the
research collaboration, Precarious
Employment in Europe: A Comparative
Study of Labour-Market-Related Risks in
Flexible Economies (see box).

The research focuses on precarious employ-
ment, as a phenomenon that relates to the
quality of jobs, social exclusion (or margina-
lisation), and the evolution of European
‘social models’. This subject provokes ques-
tions concerning relations between the ‘eco-
nomy’ and ‘society’ in different countries,
from the points of view of both scientific
analysis and the conceptual thinking behind
the design of policy.

ESOPE PARTICIPANTS

Universidad Publica de Navarra (coordi-
nateur) : M. Laparra, J. Silva, R.
González, B. Pérez.
http://www.unavarra.es/organiza/esope.htm

ICAS institute : I. Darmon, C. Frade, I.
Alvarez.
Institute of Employment Research (IER),
University of Warwick : R. Lindley, S.
Galloway, B. Baldauf, T. Hogarth.

Economix, München : N. Düll, K. Düll,
K. Vogler-Ludwig.

Centre d’études de l’emploi (CEE) : J.C.
Barbier, A. Brygoo, L. Cabotte, F.
Viguier, F. Tarquis.

Centro di Ricerche Economiche e
Sociali (CERES) : L. Frey, R. Livraghi, G.
Croce, G. Pappadà, L. Cavicchia, B.
Rondelli, R. Santonocito, T. Tagliaferri.

A french version of this text
is published in CEE’s series

Quatre pages number 53 

http://www.unavarra.es/organiza/esope.htm



Thus the aim of the project is to improve
our understanding of the existing margins
of the labour market so as to be able to
manage better the social risks attached to
precarious employment in the European
Union. The comparison involves the five
most populous member states (France,
Germany, Italy, Spain and the United
Kingdom). The collaboration began by
analysing the meaning and implication of
‘precarious employment’ in the different
countries.

New empirical work will be carried out
in the five countries in three sectors:
domiciliary care for the elderly, the cultu-
ral sector and call centres. These three
sectors were identified at the outset as
being both very dynamic in terms of
creating jobs, and problematic in terms of
the quality of those jobs. The various
business strategies adopted by the produ-
cer organisations (not all are enterprises
but, for the most part, they are all concer-
ned with supplying services) must
contend with product market regulation
(sometimes at the EU level). Similarly, the
conditions of employment in these sec-
tors will be influenced by the wider
labour market reforms in progress in the
countries concerned. 

Beyond achieving an understanding of
the factors giving rise to precarious
employment, we also aim to identify
examples of innovative practice. From
these case studies, we shall seek to
understand how initiatives can improve
job quality at the heart of sectors prone to
precarious employment.

Key Elements of the Study

The first key element relates to the identi-
fication of categories of people at most
risk of becoming unemployed.
Unemployment experience and preca-
riousness of working livelihood are lin-
ked but the relationship between the two
is complex. To shed more light on it
requires a review of the evidence, espe-
cially that derived from individual work
history data, on the relation between, on
the one hand,  the  incidence of preca-
rious employment patterns and, on the
other hand, personal or household fac-
tors, education and training profiles,
employment characteristics (e.g. pay,

contractual status), and variations in
labour market conditions. 

The second element relates to the explo-
ration of economic and labour market
conditions likely to generate both preca-
rious jobs and precarious work histories.
The financial rewards and other benefits
(individual and
collective) obtai-
ned via employ-
ment are, them-
selves likely to
have a bearing on
the extent of pre-
carious employ-
ment. 

The third element
of the research
explores the sug-
gested linkages between employment
experience and employability1. 

Whatever the general economic condi-
tions, the quality of employing organisa-
tions, their human resource management
practices and the judiciousness of their
general business strategies are likely to
influence the quality of jobs and the ove-
rall employability of the workforce that
are achievable in any given country.
Thus, through appropriate human
resources policies, businesses can miti-
gate a priori unfavourable characteristics
in the labour supply from which they
recruit. They can also promote their exis-
ting workers’ employability, despite unfa-
vourable macro-economic conditions.
But the impact on the precariousness of
working lives will depend on how these
opportunities are distributed among the
workforce.

A fourth element of our research relates
to perceptions of job security. As interna-
tional studies demonstrate (OECD, 1997),
these perceptions may vary even when
conditions are apparently very similar
either over time or between different
countries: the study will assess previous
research on how the attitudes and expec-
tations among the different actors relating
to job security vary and how they corres-
pond with labour market reality.

Finally, the comparative approach to pre-
carious jobs involves the analysis of the
effects of public policy and of related col-
lective standards. At least three types of
policy frameworks are relevant. (i) So-cal-
led active labour market policies: partici-

pation in training and employment pro-
grammes may affect the incidence, form
and distribution of precarious employ-
ment and may be seen in one context to
help to reduce precariousness but in ano-
ther to exacerbate it. (ii) Labour market
regulation: up to a point (OECD, 1999),
this can be studied quantitatively, but
there is also scope for more qualitative
analysis which is the primary focus of the
empirical work in this study. (iii) The
forms taken by the national systems of
social protection and taxation are the
third area of policy. The former, for
example, can exacerbate or, alternati-
vely, mitigate the effects of certain trends,
notably the rising demand for the flexibi-
lity of work (Barbier and Nadel, 2000).
‘Atypical’ forms of employment relations
are especially vulnerable to socially
undesirable effects that can arise from
even the most well-intentioned public
interventions.

Latin Precarious Employment 
or Continental Precarious
Employment?

The first and clearest finding of the
research is that social conceptions of pre-
carious employment and related pheno-
mena are extremely heterogeneous
across the five countries. For the purpose
of measuring ‘precarious’ employment of
one kind or another most of the existing
sets of indicators are unsatisfactory des-
pite widespread use in international com-
parisons (Auer and Cazes, 2000). This
accounts for the EC’s research aimed at
establishing a new job categorisation sys-
tem (Commission, 2001b; 2002).

Part of the research collaboration has
involved trying to find some common
ground between the five countries to
establish a shared concept of precarious
employment. This has taken as a starting
point the guidelines of an ILO study (G.
and J. Rodgers, eds., 1989) which propo-
sed four dimensions along which to exa-
mine precarious employment: job stabi-
lity and security; working conditions;
nature and stability of income; and
access to social protection.

This is not to say that a universal defini-
tion of precarious employment will be

2

1. This concept does not
translate easily into all lan-
guages. It refers, essen-
tially, to the capacity of the
individual to adapt to
changes in the labour mar-
ket through taking respon-
sibility for his or her own
career, subject to being
supported with opportuni-
ties to engage in appro-
priate training, to gain
effective work experience,
and to demonstrate their
competencies to potential
employers without being
subject to discrimination.
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manent contracts is  the highest in
Europe).

In France, the notion  – shared by scien-
tists, political decision-makers, statisti-
cians and the general public – is very
comprehensive and carries many diffe-
rent meanings. Here, the concept of pre-
cariousness as such has been introduced
progressively as characterising the state
of the whole of society.

Lastly, in Italy, precarious employment is
understood to refer to the rapid emer-
gence in the 1990s of a new category of
jobs. In 2000 there were around 2 mil-
lion so-called ‘parasubordinati‘ workers,
i.e. on contracts derogatory to the stan-
dard paid work relationship and provi-
ding a lesser level of access to social pro-
tection.

In Italy as in Spain, 2002 has been mar-
ked by significant social movements; it
would be an oversimplification to cha-
racterise these only as resistance to pre-
carious em-
ployment, but
they have cer-
tainly focused
on this social
question2. 

Very diverse policies and
norms

On the basis of the policy frameworks
described above (active labour market
policy, employment regulation, tax and
social protection systems) empirical com-
parisons are currently continuing. The
exploration of types of policies and
norms cannot rely on the hypothesis that
there exist specific policies dealing with
precarious employment in all the coun-
tries. In addition, while it is possible to
identify standards throughout, these do
not everywhere take the form of public
policy per se. 

Preliminary research findings confirm the
central importance of national social pro-
tection systems, industrial relations sys-
tems and also of the division of various
types of labour among the workforce. As
in other areas, it is convenient to classify
countries according to families of welfare
regimes, based on Esping Andersen’s
(1990) classic categorisation.

Beyond this, the analysis of differences
between countries and their national
regimes of public policies and norms
suggests that we need to allow for diffe-
rent types of collective norms.  At least
three major categories present them-
selves: (i) those that are explicitly formali-
sed in order to combat precarious
employment or to promote an
a c c e p t a b l e 3

balance in terms
of job flexibility, security and quality; (ii)
those which, while not purposely engi-
neered to combat precarious employ-
ment (or promote job stability and qua-
lity), nevertheless perform this role, or at
least mitigate the precariousness of work
histories; (iii) lastly, the standards which,
in contrast, cause – sometimes intentio-
nally in the name of promoting labour
flexibility – increases in precarious, uns-
table and low quality jobs.

In Great Britain, where precarious
employment is not such an explicit issue,
debate over the collective standards that
should govern special forms of employ-
ment status is minimal. Certainly there
have been concessions made to regula-
ting this area through recent Labour
governments accepting the social proto-
col of the Maastricht Treaty and introdu-
cing a national minimum wage. But the
principal thrust of policy has been
towards engineering ‘welfare-to-work’
transitions by altering the social security
system and by supporting the individual
in becoming more ‘employable’ so that
work can be found and will be more
remunerative than staying on benefit. The
aim has thus been to encourage a return
to employment by the unemployed (and
some of those outside the labour force). 

In Germany, the perception of precarious
jobs is, in the main, limited to marginal
workers, the majority of whom are
women, many of whom are considered
to be secondary or ‘additional’ wage-ear-
ners. Increasing “quasi-self employment”
situations are also considered as proble-
matic. But, there is effective mainstream
social protection of workers and their
dependents. The immediate contempo-
rary debate centres more on the effects of
the rigidity of the
labour market
generated by the
high level of pro-
tection.4

possible when it manifests itself so diffe-
rently in France, Germany, Great Britain,
Italy and Spain.

Moreover, despite the apparent similarity
of the available statistical indicators
which relate to some of these dimen-
sions, they are often of doubtful use – the
harmonised Eurostat data on limited
duration contracts are a case in point. 

Schematically, Great Britain stands out
from the rest because here the division
that matters seems to be less that bet-
ween precarious and non-precarious
jobs, but rather that between ‘bad jobs’
or even ‘dead-end jobs’ and the others.
Certain job characteristics (notably, part-
time and fixed-term work) appear to be
more acceptable than is generally consi-
dered on the continent.

For different reasons, the idea of preca-
rious employment in Germany is also
less pertinent as such. True, in Germany,
unlike in Great Britain, social actors com-
monly regard certain jobs as precarious,
insofar as this may be understood by
insecure (Unsicher). But precariousness
(Prekarität) as an explicit concept is not
widespread and is used only by specia-
lists. Here, the distinction between
‘geringfügig’ (marginal or unimportant)
jobs and the others is more relevant.

In contrast, precarious employment is a
widespread concept in France, Italy and
Spain, though to different degrees. The
social actors in the three countries see
labour market developments in terms of a
socially damaging increase in precarious
employment. The concept of precarious-
ness as connected to poverty, historically
first appeared in French sociology in the
second half of the 1980s, and fairly
rapidly became a ‘state category’. This
influenced Italian (precarietà dei posti di
lavoro) and Spanish usages (precaridad
laboral).

The closeness in meanings and language
usages do not rule out  significant diffe-
rences between the three Latin countries.
In Spain, social actors appear to be most
concerned about precarious employ-
ment, which may be explained in part by
the evolution of the labour market and
policy developments in the 1980s and,
above all, in the 1990s which generated
a proliferation of contract types that redu-
ced stability (the Spanish rate of non per-

2. We refer here to Article 18 of
the Workers’ Statute in Italy
(the conflict about the govern-
ment’s reform of regulations
concerning protection against
dismissal), and the resistance to
labour market and unemploy-
ment insurance reforms in
Spain. 

3. The German concept of
zumutbar is relevant here.

4. This was the focus of the
Hartz Commission’s work,
named after its chairman
Peter Hartz the Human
resources director of
Volkswagen.
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In Spain, precarious employment emer-
ged as an issue in the mid-1980s and
became a central theme in the social
debate begun in the 1990s with the intro-
duction of rules (laws and social partner
agreements) aiming to reduce precarious
employment which had spread with the
increase in fixed-term contracts (tempora-
lidad). In 2001, new policy initiatives,
resisted by the unions, seemed to be hea-
ding in the opposite direction towards
promoting more flexibility.

In Italy, the standard contract still pre-
vails, although it carries different levels of
protection for different categories of wor-
kers and enterprises. For example, Article
18, protecting employees against unjusti-
fied sacking, does not apply to workers in
small enterprises. The ‘special forms of
employment status’ (to use more broadly
a French concept which has no equiva-
lent in Italy) are more limited in interna-
tional comparative terms. The main new
standard to be introduced in recent years

was the creation of special (inferior) sta-
tus for the parasubordinati. They too are
not protected by Article 18. 

In France, there is a direct link between
the perception of the whole of society as
precarious and the institutionalisation of
precariousness as a category in public
policy. Protection against mass redun-
dancy is subjected to constant modifica-
tion. At the same time, the  ‘special forms
of employment status’ (formes particu-
lières d’emploi) increased between 1990
and 2000, from six to ten per cent of the
workforce (Galtier and Gautié, 2000).
Mainstream social protection provision
has been powerless to counter the
increase in precarious jobs. In the worst
cases, these jobs are associated with a
new awareness of a stratum of ‘working
poor’ over-represented among the formes
particulières d’emploi. Furthermore,
paradoxically, precarious employment is
also strong in the public sector.
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At this stage in our research, each natio-
nal team is, to a degree, still seeking to
understand the different perspectives
brought to the project through variations
in disciplinary mix of researchers, in the
political economy of labour and social
security policies in the countries concer-
ned, and in the nature of their political
discourses. 

One particular issue is being explored at
the present time: is it possible to charac-
terise, from among the countries analy-
sed, several ‘normative regimes’ gover-
ning the contrasting national forms of job
flexibility, quality and security which
would have more generic value in stu-
dying precarious employment? If this
were the case, it would have particular
value in the context of the European
Community’s reflections following the
Commission’s communication on the
quality of work (Commission, 2001).
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