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Chapter

Introduction 1. 

In 1997, the European Employment 

Strategy (EES) was launched as a coordi-

nated effort to implement policies and 

actions aimed at boosting labour mar-

ket outcomes in the EU. Since 2000 and 

in the framework of the Lisbon Growth 

and jobs strategy launched in 2000, the 

EES overarching objectives have been 

further enriched by encompassing not 

only full employment, but also promot-

ing quality and productivity at work. 

Hence, quantitative and qualitative as-

pects (or more and better jobs) are both 

highly important elements within the 

EU employment policy agenda. 

10 years after the launch of the EES, Eu-

ropean Union (EU) labour market per-

formance has significantly improved 

in quantitative terms (i.e. higher em-

ployment rates and lower structural 

unemployment), while no clear-cut 

conclusions can be drawn with regard 

to job quality developments. 

In recent years, some developments 

have caused general concern in the 

public opinion about the perceived 

‘erosion’ in the quality of jobs in the 

EU. These include:

Increased market integration at in-• 
ternational level (i.e. globalisation) 

may lead to more frequent epi-

sodes of downsizing and outsourc-

ing, particularly in sectors more af-

fected by competitive pressures.

Increased use of temporary work, • 
which is often linked to precarious 

employment.

Skill-biased technological progress, • 
putting low-skilled workers espe-

cially at risk.

Socio-demographic factors, such • 
as population ageing and the pro-

gressive replacement of the ‘male 

breadwinner’ by the dual wage 

earner model which, while having 

led to positive developments such 

as the increased participation of 

women in the labour market, has 

also implied growing difficulties to 

combine work and private life.  

Overall, these factors are often per-

ceived to go hand in hand with in-

creased job insecurity; a deterioration 

of working conditions (e.g. increased 

stress and work-related health prob-

lems); reduced possibilities to com-

bine work with other private and so-

cial responsibilities; and increasing 

inadequacy of existing social security 

schemes to cope with more heteroge-

neous and uncertain individual em-

ployment histories. All these concerns 

call for taking a closer look at job qual-

ity levels and trends in the EU.

Moreover, a number of dimensions 

of job quality are likely to affect – di-

rectly or indirectly – labour produc-

tivity. These include the provision of 

training at the workplace, which plays 

a key role in improving workers’ skills, 

as well as work organisation practices 

and work-related health outcomes, 

which may have significant motiva-

tional effects via their impact on job 

satisfaction. In the context of the 

poor productivity performance of the 

EU during the current decade, these 

considerations further support an 

attempt to re-assess job quality out-

comes in Europe. 

In addition to being one of the over-

arching objectives of the EES, job 

quality has been the focus of both 

conceptual and policy concerns since 

the end of the 1990s and beginning 

of the current decade. In particular, 

following a 2001 Commission com-

munication1, a comprehensive frame-

work for monitoring and analysing 

job quality was endorsed by the Eu-

ropean Council of December 2001 

in Laeken (sections 2.2 and 2.4). This 

framework recognises the complex-

ity and multi-dimensionality of the 

concept, following which appropriate 

quality indicators were included in the 

2002 Employment Guidelines.2 

Since 2003, the emphasis on job qual-

ity issues has somewhat waned fol-

lowing, among other things, the mac-

roeconomic downturn in 2002–04. 

In 2006–07, the employment policy 

debate began focusing on the flexi-

curity approach, aimed at guiding la-

bour market reform strategies in a way 

that reconciles increased adaptability 

of workers and enterprises with ‘new’ 

1 See European Commission (2001a).

2 European Commission (2002).
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forms of employment security that pro-

mote labour market transitions. How-

ever, the role of quality in work in flexi-

curity policies remains to be clarified in 

the EU policy debate (see Box 1). 

In the first half of 2007, under the im-

pulse of the German EU Presidency, 

job quality returned to the EU policy 

agenda, as the Council3 identified 

‘good jobs’ as a key element of a re-

newed European social model capa-

ble of withstanding the challenges 

of globalisation. Following Council 

conclusions, the Commission adopt-

ed4 the ‘Renewed Social Agenda’ for 

Europe in the 21st century, highlight-

ing the promotion of more and better 

jobs as one of its key elements.

Quality in work is a multi-dimensional 

phenomenon, which in principle may 

touch a broad set of individual job’s and 

workers’ characteristics, ranging from 

wages, training, health and safety at 

work, work organisation, reconciliation 

between work and family life, etc. As 

socio-economic literature does not ap-

pear to have reached a clear consensus 

on a definition of variables to include – 

let alone on a weighing scheme – any 

attempt to analyse and monitor job 

quality needs to be considered with 

great care. Additionally, some of the 

relevant aspects are more of a qualita-

tive and subjective nature, thus raising 

obvious measurement problems.

This chapter reassesses the EU con-

cept of job quality in the context of 

recent developments in the socio-

economic literature and proposes an 

enriched framework for its analysis. 

Based on this framework, job quality 

models or regimes across the EU are 

characterised. 

The chapter is structured as follows. 

Section 2 first presents the theoreti-

cal background and policy context, 

and then critically reviews the EU job 

quality concept. The analytical core 

of the chapter, section 3 identifies a 

taxonomy of job quality models in the 

EU and compares results with those 

3  The informal Employment, Social Policy, 

Health and Consumer Affairs (EPSCO) Council 

held in Berlin (18–20 January 2007). 

4  European Commission (2008).

derived using the EU job quality con-

cept. It also presents a dynamic analy-

sis of job quality in the EU in recent 

years. Part 4 concludes.  

Job quality: 2. 
economic concept and 
policy goal

Importance of job quality2.1. 

The EES includes among its overarch-

ing objectives not only the pursuit of 

full employment, but also raising pro-

ductivity and the promotion of qual-

ity in work. In a nutshell, this implies 

simultaneously aiming at more and 

better jobs. However, it is thus neces-

sary to clarify the meaning of ‘better 

jobs’ and present the policy rationale.

In a neo-classical model of a perfectly 

competitive labour market, wages ful-

ly capture job quality aspects. Wage 

differentials fully compensate for the 

disutility of work and any downsides 

associated with a particular job.5 How-

ever, the economic literature suggests 

that, in practice, wage differentials do 

not fully compensate for all job dif-

ferences, mainly due to a number of 

market failures, such as incomplete 

information, matching costs, monop-

sony power, human capital, etc. 

Hence, wages alone do not capture 

all aspects of the quality of work. In 

addition, other characteristics of the 

job including human capital, working 

conditions, health risks, and job satis-

faction, need also to be considered to 

form an overall picture.

The level of human capital associ-

ated with a particular job or occupa-

tion is an important dimension of job 

quality. The theory of human capital 

(Becker, 1964) introduces a crucial 

distinction between generic and spe-

cific skills. Firms have no incentive to 

5  In a nutshell, the theory of compensating 

wage differentials is based on three main 

assumptions: i) workers maximise utility;  

ii) perfect information about the job, including 

occupation risks and all non-pecuniary 

characteristics associated with it; and  

iii) perfect mobility. See Bonhomme and Jolivet 

(2005).

finance generic skills, because such an 

investment would be entirely reaped 

by workers, while workers may not af-

ford to invest in education themselves 

due to credit market imperfections. 

It has been found that, in practice, 

most training schemes combine ele-

ments of general and specific skills – 

hence there is an inherent tendency 

to under-provide training if left to 

the market (Booth and Snower, 1996). 

Moreover, in order for firms to invest 

in firm-specific skills for their workers, 

productivity has to exceed wages and 

both parties should be involved in sta-

ble relationships.6

Given that wages do not take into con-

sideration all aspects related to the 

quality of work, employees’ answers 

to survey questions on job satisfaction 

and well-being have been increasing-

ly used to assess job quality. They tend 

to confirm the insufficiency of wages 

as an overall measure of job qual-

ity: significant rises in gross domestic 

product (GDP) per capita and wages 

in developed countries over recent 

decades have not been reflected in an 

equivalent improvement in reported 

levels of job satisfaction. Various ex-

planations have been advanced for 

this apparent ‘paradox’.7 According to 

the ‘economics of happiness’ literature 

(Layard, 2005), above a certain income 

threshold, workers seem to care more 

(or as much) about relative incomes 

than about its absolute value. In ad-

dition, Green (2006) suggests that a 

number of work organisation practic-

es, leading to work intensification and 

lower worker autonomy for carrying 

out tasks, may have largely offset the 

positive impact of higher real wages 

on overall job satisfaction, particularly 

in Anglo-Saxon countries.

6  For specific training, a necessary condition 

for the efficiency of investment decisions is 

that it must be possible to sign long-term, 

non-renegotiable contracts to avoid the 

hold-up problem (see Cahuc and Zylberberg, 

2004, p. 658). The hold-up problem describes 

the following: the employer finances firm-

specific investments, leaving them exposed to 

turnover/replacement costs that may oblige 

the firm to compensate the worker, who has 

benefited from this investment, allowing them 

to keep part of the surplus. 

7  Actually, this is a paradox only if one 

assumes that wages capture all relevant jobs’ 

features.  
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Increased attention has also been 

paid recently to a number of policy 

concerns, such as workers’ career 

prospects, labour market transitions 

and employment security. Broad defi-

nitions of job quality, formulated both 

in academic circles (e.g. Green 2006) 

and by international organisations 

(EU, International Labour Organiza-

tion, ILO) tend to include these and 

other aspects, such as industrial rela-

tions, labour market institutions and 

policies (e.g. flexicurity), and back-

ground information on the socio-eco-

nomic context. 

The transitional labour markets 

(TLMs) school (Schmid and Gazier, 

2002) highlights the alleged ‘erosion 

of standard employment’8, stressing 

the importance of studying labour 

market transitions9, and the distinc-

tion between good and bad ones (see 

section 2.2 below). In the context of 

fostering good transitions, reforms of 

employment protection legislation 

that have loosened regulations on 

fixed-term and other non-standard 

contracts – while maintaining existing 

legislation on permanent contracts – 

may be counterproductive. In particu-

lar, they may help create segmented 

labour markets, where workers under 

non-standard contracts face poorer 

working conditions and less favour-

able career prospects. 

All these new theoretical and policy 

considerations provide an opportunity 

for revisiting the EU concept of job qual-

ity and discussing the main empirical 

determinants of job quality indicators. 

Job quality in economic 2.2. 
theory 

Concern for work quality is relatively 

recent as a subject of interest for so-

cial scientists. This in part reflects the 

predominant role played by the neo-

classical economic theory, and the 

8  Defined by the change in paradigm from 

full-time permanent contracts to a diversity 

of working-time arrangements, employment 

contracts, and intermediate statuses between 

work, unemployment and inactivity. 

9  Not only within work, but also between 

work, education, unemployment, inactivity, 

and non-paid family care activities. 

resulting corollary that wage differen-

tials essentially compensate for all the 

non-pecuniary downsides of work. 

Section 2.1, however, mentioned that 

a number of market failures strongly 

suggest that wages do not provide an 

accurate (social) valuation for many 

jobs and occupations. 

According to the economics of happi-

ness literature, although being closely 

related, the concept of subjective hap-

piness covers many more aspects of 

human well-being than the standard 

concept of utility (Frey and Stutzer, 

2002). One finding of this literature 

is the consistently large influence of 

non-financial variables on self-re-

ported satisfaction. In particular, the 

absolute level of wages is weakly cor-

related with subjective levels of job 

satisfaction.10 As regards the determi-

nants of job satisfaction, ranking and 

habit formation effects seem to domi-

nate when compared with wage-level 

effects. The ranking effects refer to the 

finding that, all the rest being equal, 

workers are ‘unhappy’ if they are paid 

less than their colleagues, while wage 

rises tend to have only transitory ef-

fects (Clark, 1999). The economics of 

happiness literature therefore em-

phasises the relevance of the relative 

position in the income distribution 

rather than the absolute level of in-

come. This recalls the relative income 

theory of consumption (Duesenberry, 

1948) which assumes that individu-

als are not so much concerned about 

their absolute consumption level as 

they are with their consumption rela-

tive to other people (‘Keeping up with 

the Joneses’), thus implying that the 

share of income consumed depends 

on an individual’s position in the in-

come distribution of the population.  

Related to the economics of happiness 

literature is the notion of ‘procedural 

utility’, meaning that individuals care 

not only about the outcomes usually 

considered in economic theory (e.g. 

pay and hours of work), but also about 

10  …the evidence says that on average people 

are not happier today than people were fifty 

years ago. Yet at the same time average incomes 

have more than doubled. This paradox is equally 

true for the United States and Britain and Japan 

(Layard, 2005). 

the conditions and processes leading to 

such outcomes. According to this idea, 

all the rest being equal, workers prefer 

autonomy and networking at work to 

working in a Taylorist11 organisation.

However, habit formation effects 

point to some weaknesses of job sat-

isfaction surveys. The main advantage 

of approaches based on workers’ pref-

erences is to avoid an ethnocentric 

or paternalistic view of job quality 

conditioned by the researcher’s cul-

ture or point of view. In addition, job 

satisfaction has been shown to be 

negatively correlated with turnover 

and absenteeism rates (Hackman and 

Oldham, 1980; and Appelbaum and 

Berg, 1997). Nevertheless, other au-

thors have warned against the use of 

job satisfaction indicators as a meas-

ure of job quality. Using the 1997 In-

ternational Social Survey Programme 

questionnaire on work orientations 

which covers 23 countries and the 

2000 Spanish survey on quality of life 

at work, Llorente and Macías (2005) do 

not find a link between objective job 

quality indicators (e.g. wages, type of 

contract, work organisation practices, 

etc.) and levels of job satisfaction. The 

authors explain this result by arguing 

that workers’ expectations and the 

objective characteristics of their jobs 

tend to conform over time. According 

to some psychologists (e.g. Festinger, 

1957), individuals tend both to adapt 

their expectations to actual condi-

tions and to look for jobs with objec-

tive characteristics that better match 

their expectations. 

This discussion illustrates that a ‘good’ 

job quality concept has to be multi-

dimensional, including both objec-

tive and subjective indicators. Green 

(2006) adopts a broad definition of 

job quality, focusing exclusively on 

job characteristics (i.e. disregarding 

contextual socio-economic variables). 

In his framework, job quality is evalu-

ated looking at the range of capabili-

ties and rewards granted to workers to 

achieve their own well-being and fulfil 

the firm’s goals, including wages, skills 

used in the job, the intensity of work, 

11  ‘Taylorism’ refers to a management 

approach that calls for specifying job tasks, 

routines, and tools in detail. 
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autonomy and discretion in the tasks 

performed, and social networking at 

work. Green (2006) highlights the po-

tential negative contribution of work 

intensification to overall job satisfac-

tion over recent decades, particularly 

in the UK, due to ‘effort-biased’ tech-

nological and organisational changes. 

Compared with more ‘academic’ 

definitions of job quality (e.g. Green, 

2006), the EU’s definition differs main-

ly on two respects: 

i) it does not include an explicit 

reference to either wages or the 

intensity of work; but 

ii) it includes aggregate labour mar-

ket (or context) variables in the 

set of indicators used to monitor 

job quality.

In order to better serve the EES, which 

also monitors variables related to 

labour market dynamics and career 

advancement, Green’s (2006) frame-

work should be complemented. The 

TLM theory (Schmid and Gazier, 2002) 

is highly relevant in this context, giv-

ing a dynamic or lifecycle perspective 

to employment quality issues, high-

lighting the interactions between em-

ployment and other life spheres. This 

school stresses the change in para-

digm from ‘standard employment’ to 

differentiated employment careers, 

with a variety of working-time and 

contractual arrangements, and more 

frequent changes of statuses be-

tween employment, unemployment, 

inactivity, education, family care and 

non-paid activities. 

The transition matrix is an important 

descriptive tool for the TLM theory. 

One key issue is to distinguish between 

good and bad transitions in a lifecycle 

perspective. In some of its earlier edi-

tions (see, e.g., European Commission, 

2004b) the Employment in Europe report 

has analysed transition dynamics by ac-

tivity status, contractual arrangement 

and pay level to provide evidence on 

workers’ upward mobility in the EU. Ac-

cording to the TLM School, employment 

quality should provide flexible arrange-

ments, particularly as regards working 

time, while also enhancing security. The 

TLM fully recognises the importance of 

other quality dimensions, such as the 

right to (re-)training, occupational (re-)

deployment, family life, suitable work-

ing time arrangements, etc. (Schmid, 

2006). Gender issues are implicitly ad-

dressed by the focus on the rights of 

workers to choose the working-time ar-

rangements that better suit their needs 

throughout the lifecycle. 

Job quality as a 2.3. 
policy goal 

The EES was launched in November 

1997 in the Luxembourg Jobs Summit 

anticipating the entry into force of the 

Amsterdam Treaty. The EES introduced 

a new working method: the open 

method of coordination (OMC). While 

safeguarding the powers of Mem-

ber States in the field of employment 

policy, the OMC establishes quanti-

fied common targets to be achieved 

at Community level, putting into place 

surveillance mechanisms encouraged 

by pooling experience. At the launch of 

the EES, job quality was not specifically 

addressed.12 The job quality issue was 

first introduced at the Lisbon Council 

in March 2000, which puts forward the 

objective of more and better jobs for 

all. At the December 2000 Nice Coun-

cil, employment quality is included in 

the European Social Agenda. In 2003, 

improving quality and productivity at 

work became one of the three over-

arching objectives of the Employment 

Guidelines for 2003–05, together with 

full employment and strengthening 

social cohesion and inclusion. 

In 2001, the Commission adopted 

a communication that provides a 

broad framework for promoting qual-

ity in work.13 The chosen concept of 

job quality includes 10 dimensions14, 

12  The four main policy pillars, or objectives, 

were employability, entrepreneurship, 

adaptability and equal opportunities.

13  European Commission (2001a).

14  i) Intrinsic job quality; ii) skills, life long 

learning and career development; iii) gender 

equality; iv) health and safety at work;  

v) flexibility and security; vi) inclusion and access 

to the labour market; vii) work organization and 

the work–life balance; viii) social dialogue and 

worker involvement; ix) diversity and non-

discrimination; and x) overall work performance.

each of them quantified by specific in-

dicators encompassing both charac-

teristics of the job and of the worker, 

such as those related to skills, working 

conditions, reconciliation between 

non-working and working life, health 

and safety at work and job satisfac-

tion, as well as aspects covering the 

wider socio-economic context (e.g. 

employment rates, growth in aggre-

gate labour productivity). In 2003, the 

Commission adopted another com-

munication15 that reviewed progress 

in improving quality in work in the EU. 

In an annex, it includes the list of indi-

cators approved by the Council to be 

used for monitoring quality in work 

(see section 2.4).16  

The communications on job quality 

stress the importance of synergies be-

tween job quality and the other main 

objectives of the EES – namely full em-

ployment, labour productivity, and 

social cohesion and inclusion. In fact, 

progress in some dimensions of job 

quality, such as more and better invest-

ment in human capital and vocational 

training or the adoption of innovative 

forms of work organisation can foster 

innovation activities, and thereby pro-

ductivity growth (Lorenz and Valeyre, 

2006). However, reforms of employ-

ment protection legislation, focusing 

exclusively on easing the rules on fixed-

term contracts, may not only aggravate 

labour market segmentation, but also 

have negative effects on productivity, 

as high labour turnover rates, associat-

ed with large shares of temporary work, 

reduce firms’ incentives to invest in their 

workers’ training (Dolado et al., 2001). 

Job quality issues regained visibility with-

in the EU employment policy debate in 

the first half of 2007. In fact, the informal 

Employment, Social Policy, Health and 

Consumer Affairs Council (EPSCO) held 

in January 2007 during the German Pres-

idency put forward a number of ‘princi-

ples’ for ‘good work’ – specifically 

i) fair wages; 

15  European Commission (2003).

16  It should be remembered that such a list 

was the outcome of a political negotiation 

between Member States, leading to partial 

divergence with respect to initial Commission 

Services’ proposal.
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ii) protection against health risks  

at work; 

iii) workers’ rights to assert their 

interests and to participate; 

iv) family-friendly working  

arrangements; 

v) enough jobs. 

Job quality is increasingly seen as one 

of the key elements of a renewed Euro-

pean Social Model which can reconcile 

economic efficiency and social cohe-

sion in an environment characterised 

by more intense global competition. 

The European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working 

Conditions (European Foundation) 

devised a framework for addressing 

work and employment quality con-

cerns (European Foundation, 2002) 

built around four main dimensions: 

i) career and employment security

ii) health and well-being of workers 

iii) reconciliation of working and 

non-working life

iv) skill development. 

This framework bears a strong resem-

blance to that of the EU, except for ex-

cluding some aspects which relate more 

to overall labour market outcomes than 

to the job itself (e.g. employment rates).  

International organisations like the ILO 

and the Organisation for Economic Coop-

eration and Development (OECD) have 

also included job quality issues in their 

agendas. In 1999, the ILO developed the 

concept of ‘decent work’, which includes 

four strategic objectives, namely: 

i) the promotion of labour rights

ii) employment

iii) social protection

iv) social dialogue. 

Due to the presence of developing as well 

as developed countries in the ILO, its con-

cept includes labour rights and social pro-

tection aspects in its definition. Given that 

the external dimension is one of the five 

key areas17 for the future of the EES (EPSCO 

Council, December 2007), this has allowed 

the emergence of synergies between the 

EU and the ILO’s job quality strategies. In 

this line, the EU has shown support for 

promoting the decent work agenda in the 

world in a series of policy documents.18

The OECD has not included job qual-

ity within the main goals of its original 

jobs strategy, which was more focused 

on labour market de-regulation. More 

recently, however, it has developed 

such an agenda, having significant 

points in common with the EES, such 

as the emphasis on the role of human 

capital and work–life balance.  

In 2007, the fourth international semi-

nar on the measurement of the quality 

of work took place in Geneva. Experts 

from interested countries and inter-

national organisations were present, 

namely the ILO, the European Foun-

dation, Eurostat and the Directorate-

General for Employment, Social Affairs 

and Equal Opportunities (DG EMPL).19 

This seminar was an opportunity to 

compare the existing frameworks for 

measuring quality of work established 

by the ILO (decent work), the EU (quality 

of work), and the European Foundation 

(job and employment quality), bringing 

them together into a proposed frame-

work for international use, described by 

the heading ‘quality of employment’. At 

the seminar, there was general agree-

ment to organise the proposed interna-

tional framework for quality of employ-

ment around 11 dimensions and a list of 

about 50 indicators.20

17  The other four priority areas are: flexicurity, 

active inclusion, the New skills for new jobs 

initiative and active ageing.

18  European Commission (2001b, 2004a and 

2006a), see also the site on the EU and Global 

Trade: http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/global/

index_en.htm.

19  The United Nations Economic and Social 

Council (UNECE) acted as the secretariat. All 

papers and presentations from the seminar are 

available on the UNECE site: http://www.unece.

org/stats/documents/2007.04.labour.htm.

20  The proposed 11 dimensions are: i) access 

to employment; ii) child labour and forced 

labour; iii) income from employment; iv) skill 

development and lifelong learning; v) hours 

of work and working-time arrangements; 

vi) flexicurity; vii) balancing work and 

Concerns about the ‘decline of good 

jobs’ have also been raised within the 

United States’ (US) academic and politi-

cal debate. The focus in the US is firmly 

on wages as a central measure of job 

quality; hence Schmitt (2008) defines a 

good job as one paying above the me-

dian male hourly wage and providing 

health insurance and a pension plan. 

According to this definition, the share 

of good jobs in the US labour market 

declined somewhat between 1979 and 

2005, from 23.1% to 22.1%. However, 

controlling for compositional effects 

of the US labour force – namely age 

and education levels – the decline is 

estimated to be much larger, reaching 

15.8% in 200521 and signalling substan-

tial erosion in job quality in the US. 

Using longitudinal data, Hacker (2006) 

argues that work has become riskier 

and more unstable in the US over past 

decades. He points to an overall ‘risk 

shift’ taking place in the US economy, 

whereby the burden of risk-sharing 

has been gradually passed from gov-

ernment’s welfare policies and em-

ployers’ funded health and pension 

plans onto workers. In this context, 

the old ‘American work contract’, char-

acterised by some degree of risk-shar-

ing between workers and employers, 

has been replaced by a different one 

characterised by more frequent use of 

restructuring and downsizing, togeth-

er with a more limited offer of health 

and pension plans as part of the over-

all workers’ compensation package. As 

a result, employees face higher risks, 

and in case of dismissal may be forced 

to accept substantial wage cuts and/

or deteriorating working conditions. 

High educational attainment no long-

er constitutes a guarantee of income 

security and career progress, as wage 

inequality has significantly increased 

also among highly educated and older 

workers, together with the incidence 

of long-term unemployment. 

non-working life; viii) fair treatment in 

employment; ix) safe work; x) social protection 

in employment; and xi) social dialogue. A 

taskforce is currently in charge of developing 

the achievements of the April 2007 seminar. 

A new seminar is planned for mid-2009 to 

discuss a list of indicators.

21  The workforce is divided in 12 groups, 

according to age and education attainment levels. 

http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/global
http://www.unece
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Box 1: Job quality and flexicurity

Consideration of job quality issues at EU level predates the more recent debate on flexicurity policies, while the articu-

lation of the two concepts is not always clear. In many ways, both concepts are embedded in the specific economic 

and political context of the period when they entered the debate. Hence, concerns about job quality originated in the 

prevailing political climate at the end of 1990s reflecting the relatively favourable macroeconomic conditions at the 

time as well as the specific concerns of some Member States. 

The subsequent deterioration of the economic situation during the early part of this decade triggered a shift of focus in 

the EU from job quality to job creation, with the emphasis on labour market reforms to make them more efficient and 

adaptable to change. Concerns about excessive labour market rigidity, which is detrimental to employment creation, 

has led a number of Member States to undertake, since the late 1990s, reforms aimed at tackling their strict employ-

ment protection rules. In most cases, though, these have substantially lessened regulations on the use of temporary 

and other non-standard jobs, while maintaining existing provisions on permanent employment contracts. Such re-

forms have contributed to significant reductions in unemployment but at the same time led to segmented labour 

markets, with increasing numbers of workers ‘trapped’ in temporary contracts with little chance of moving to more 

secure jobs. This has resulted in a widespread perception of higher job insecurity and precariousness (Boeri, 2008), thus 

conveying the idea that having more jobs necessarily implies that many of them are of ‘bad’ quality.  

The EU policy debate on flexicurity has been a response to the concerns about segmentation of labour markets. Flexi-

curity is defined as ‘an integrated strategy to enhance, at the same time, flexibility and security in the labour market’ 

(European Commission, 2007b). It can therefore be argued that the main difference between the flexicurity approach 

and job quality lies on the increased emphasis of the former on the overall labour market performance rather than on 

individual jobs’ characteristics and working conditions.

At the same time, however, while calling for ‘sufficiently flexible contractual arrangements’ (EPSCO Council conclu-

sions December 2007) the flexicurity strategy recognises the potential negative effects of reforms ‘at the margin’ and 

underlines that flexibility should be associated with successful transitions over time (e.g. from job to job and from un-

employment/inactivity to work) as well as upward mobility to better jobs – i.e. offering higher pay and better working 

conditions (European Commission, 2007b). Hence, there is no contradiction in principle between reforms aiming at 

enhancing the flexibility and dynamism of labour markets, and those aimed at improving job quality. 

Furthermore, the flexicurity approach encompasses a number of policy tools aimed at supporting successful moves 

within the labour market, including the provision of training/lifelong learning programmes, enabling workers to con-

tinually upgrade their skills and thus, enhance their adaptability to change. This constitutes another area of synergy 

with job quality as training is a key component of the latter, both in the Laeken definition and in the extended frame-

work proposed in this chapter. In this context, the growth in the number of fixed-term contract jobs may have discour-

aged both employers and employees from investing in human capital and contributed to depressing the rate of labour 

productivity growth in the EU over the last decade. 

Moreover, the common principles of flexicurity (EPSCO Council conclusions December 2007) give an equal emphasis 

to external and internal (i.e. within the enterprise) aspects of flexibility. In relation to the latter, they call for promoting 

high-quality and productive workplaces and good organisation of work. In fact, firms in industrialised economies have 

increasingly adopted innovative or ‘high performance’ work organisation practices (OECD, 1999), including teamwork, 

task rotation, worker autonomy and enhanced participation in decision-making, total quality management, etc. 

One branch of the economic literature (Ichniovski et al., 1997; Caroli and van Reenen, 2001) has highlighted the posi-

tive impact of new work practices on productivity, especially in connection with IT and the availability of a skilled work-

force. As regards the impact of new work practices on working conditions, however, the indications in the literature 

are ambiguous. Although there is evidence (Askenazi et al., 2001) that some of those practices, such as task rotation 

and quality norms, can lead to increased frequency of work injuries and greater mental strain, other contributions 

underline that appropriate combinations of them (e.g. increased task complexity accompanied by greater autonomy 

and discretion at work; see Karasek, 1998 and European Commission, 2007a) may reduce stress and increase job sat-

isfaction. This implies that specific ‘clusters’ of innovative work practices can improve firms’ profitability, job quality in 

general, and working conditions in particular. 

In conclusion, flexicurity has to some extent implied a shift of focus from individual jobs’ characteristics to the overall 

labour market performance and reform strategies. However, this does not mean that there is a trade-off with job qual-

ity issues, but rather that these approaches should be seen as complementary. Flexicurity does not call for the system-

atic dismantling of employment protection rules but rather for their redesign in order to maximise workers’ transitions 

to ‘better’ jobs. Skills, training and human capital formation, together with efficient work organisation in the firm, are 

key ingredients for improving both workers’ adaptability and labour productivity, implying strong synergies between 

flexicurity policies and job quality improvements.
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Monitoring job quality: 2.4. 
the Laeken indicators

This section reviews the list of job 

quality indicators endorsed at the 

Laeken European Council in Decem-

ber 2001 and discusses their adequa-

cy to capture and monitor the multi-

dimensionality of the concept. The EU 

definition comprises 10 dimensions 

of job quality, proposing for each area 

key and context indicators. However, 

for some dimensions, not all indicators 

have yet been agreed or developed 

for lack of political consensus. Table 1 

provides the list of Laeken indicators, 

classified by job quality dimension. 

Each job quality indicator is briefly 

discussed and, in some cases, comple-

mentary indicators are proposed.

Intrinsic job quality•  – the im-

portance of addressing the issue 

of the transition between labour 

market statuses, pay levels and 

contract types is consistent with a 

dynamic perspective of job quality 

as stressed by the TLM framework. 

Moreover, the inclusion of job sat-

isfaction complies with the recom-

mendation to use both objective 

and subjective indicators of job 

quality, as previously discussed 

(see section 2.2 above). However, 

the absence of data on the level 

and distribution of pay is a major 

omission.

Skills, lifelong learning and ca-• 
reer development – on this di-

mension, the Laeken indicators 

are in line with other theoretical 

approaches, such as the human 

capital literature and the TLM 

school. However, the specific in-

Table 1: The Laeken indicators of job quality

Dimension Indicator

1) Intrinsic job quality Transitions between non-employment and employment and, within employment, by 
pay level

Transitions between non-employment and employment and, within employment, by 
type of contract

Satisfaction with type of work in present job

2) Lifelong learning and career 
development

Percentage of the working age population participating in education and training by 
gender, age group, employment status and education level
Percentage of the labour force using computers in work, with or without specific training

3) Gender equality Ratio of women’s gross hourly earnings to men’s for paid employees at work  
Employment rate gap between men and women
Unemployment rate gap between men and women
Gender segregation in occupations1

Gender segregation in sectors2

4) Health and safety at work The evolution of the incidence rate3

5) Flexibility and security Number of employees working part-time and with fixed-term contracts as a percent-
age of the total number of employees 

6) Inclusion and access to the 
labour market

Transitions between employment, unemployment and inactivity
Transitions between non-employment and employment or training
Total employment rate, and by age group and education level
Total long-term unemployment rate, and by gender
Percentage of early-school-leavers4

Youth unemployment ratio5

7) Work organisation and the work–
life balance

Difference in employment rates for individuals aged 20 to 50 in households having or 
not a child aged between 0 and 6 years

Children cared for (other than by the family) as a proportion of all children in the 
same age group

Employees who left over the last year their job for family duties and intend to go back 
to work but are currently unavailable for work 

8) Social dialogue and workers’ 
involvement

No agreement

9) Diversity and non-discrimi-
nation

Employment rate gap for workers aged between 55 to 64 years old

Employment and unemployment rate gaps for ethnic minorities and immigrants

10) Overall economic perform-
ance and productivity

Growth in labour productivity (both per hour worked and per person employed)

Total output (both per hour worked and per person employed)

Percentage of the population having achieved at least upper secondary education by 
gender, age group and employment status

Source: Adapted from European Commission (2003).
Notes: (1) The occupational segregation index is calculated as: i = where M, total male employment; Mi, the number of males in occupation i; F, the total female 
 employment; and Fi, the number of females in occupation i. The index varies between 0 and 1. A higher index means more segregation in the distribution of occupations by gender 
(Emerek et al., 2003). (2) The segregation-by-sector index is calculated as in the previous footnote but using economic sector instead of occupation. (3) Defined as the number of acci-
dents at work per 100 000 persons in employment. (4) Percentage of 18–24 year-olds having achieved lower secondary education or less and not attending further education or training. 
(5) Unemployed aged 15–24 as a percentage of total population in the same age bracket.
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dicators chosen present two main 

weaknesses: 

i) they focus exclusively on par-

ticipation in vocational train-

ing, disregarding its intensity 

both in terms of volume (i.e. 

number of hours) and cost 

per participant; 

ii) they concentrate on the sup-

ply side of skills (except for 

the indicator concerning the 

use of computers).22

Gender equality•   – this dimension 

reflects the importance of gender 

issues in the EU. One methodo-

logical caveat concerns gender 

segregation indicators (both by 

economic sector and occupation). 

Evidence shows that their relative 

stability over time results basically 

from two offsetting trends: 

i) an increase in female em-

ployment in jobs implying 

hierarchical responsibilities;

ii)  an increase in female-dom-

inated low-qualified jobs23 

(Emerek et al., 2003).

Health and safety at work•  – this 

dimension considers only one in-

dicator – the rate of serious acci-

dents at work. Therefore, a number 

of important variables are not 

captured, including occupational 

diseases, stress at work and work 

intensity.  

Flexibility and security•  – this 

dimension has recently been re-

named ‘Flexicurity’, which adopts 

a holistic perspective of labour 

market policies and institutions, 

22  E.g. highly educated young adults may 

easily become dissatisfied if qualification 

requirements in their first job are lower than 

their initial level of education (Belfield and 

Harris, 2002). 

23 Since 1992, especially in southern EU 

Member States, the share of women has 

increased both among managers and 

professionals and among some categories 

where women were already over-represented, 

such as service workers and clerks. This 

occupational polarisation of female 

employment would not be captured using an 

indicator of gender segregation.

compared with the concept of 

job quality (see Box 1 above). The 

Laeken indicators on this dimen-

sion are rather limited in their 

scope, basically concerning part-

time and fixed-term employment. 

It is difficult to draw clear cut 

conclusions on the desirability of 

these contractual arrangements, 

though fixed-term contracts are 

more likely to be associated with 

undesirable outcomes than part-

time jobs as evidenced by lower 

voluntary take-up rates for the 

former. Nevertheless, although 

voluntary part-time work may 

facilitate the reconciliation be-

tween work and family life, it can 

also harm career prospects.

Inclusion and access to the la-• 
bour market – this dimension 

includes several indicators on the 

overall socio-economic and labour 

market context, such as employ-

ment rates, and long-term and 

youth unemployment rates. This is 

partly at odds with the theoretical 

debate, as summarised in section 

2.3, which emphasises the role of 

individual’s job characteristics as 

key determinants of job quality.

Work organisation and the  • 
work -life balance – this dimen-

sion has a strong gender orienta-

tion, taking into account the poli-

cies favouring the reconciliation 

between work and family life, such 

as the availability of childcare and 

care systems for older people. 

However, this dimension does 

not include indicators on work-

ing practices, such as the extent of 

autonomy granted to workers, job 

rotation, teamwork or networking 

practices. This contrasts with the 

attention paid in the literature to 

the impact of new work organisa-

tion practices on job quality and 

worker satisfaction (section 2.2).

Social dialogue and worker in-• 
volvement – at present this job 

quality dimension is not covered 

by any indicator, although the the-

oretical debate (section 2.2) identi-

fies worker consultation, participa-

tion in decision-making and good 

social relationships at work as im-

portant elements of job quality. 

This should be seen, therefore, as a 

major weakness in practice. 

Diversity and non-discrimina-• 
tion – this component is comple-

mentary to the gender dimension, 

introducing age, the national ori-

gin of workers and minority issues 

in the analysis of job quality.

Overall economic performance • 
and productivity – this dimen-

sion largely refers to contextual 

macroeconomic indicators, such 

as the growth rate and level of 

labour productivity in the whole 

economy. The choice of indicators 

for this component makes it diffi-

cult to evaluate outcomes in terms 

of job quality, because while on 

the one hand, job quality is posi-

tively correlated with productivity 

levels, largely reflecting higher lev-

els of human capital; on the other, 

it tends also to be negatively cor-

related with productivity growth 

rates, reflecting the catch-up of 

poorer countries. 

Conclusions   2.5. 

The theoretical overview provided in 

section 2.2, section 2.3’s comparison 

with frameworks elaborated by oth-

er international institutions and the 

synthetic review of the Laeken indi-

cators in section 2.4 enable the main 

strengths and weaknesses of the EU’s 

current categorisation of job quality 

to be identified.  

The main strong points can be cited  

as follows: 

The EU’s job quality framework • 
is broad in its scope, thereby ac-

knowledging the multi-dimen-

sionality of the concept.

Both subjective and objective • 
measures are considered.

It provides a dynamic perspective, • 
taking into account both labour 

market and pay transitions, togeth-

er with a well-developed gender 

and work–life balance perspective. 
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However, the following weak points 

can be listed:

The EU’s job quality framework in-• 
cludes economy-wide indicators 

that are not directly related to the 

characteristics of a particular job 

and only provide information on 

the socio-economic context. 

The EU’s framework excludes some • 
indicators, which have been iden-

tified as relevant and important, 

such as wages, work intensity and 

some more qualitative aspects of 

human capital formation. 

Based on this summary, and follow-

ing the findings of the economic lit-

erature, section 3 contains some sug-

gestions for improving the EU’s job 

quality framework by considering a 

number of complementary aspects. 

The resulting enlarged framework is 

then used to provide a typology of 

job quality ‘models’ in the EU, along 

the following four dimensions:24

Socio-economic security•  – this 

approximately covers dimensions 

1, 5, 6 and 9 in the EU’s definition, 

but includes variables on wages.

Training•  – this roughly corre-

sponds to dimensions 2 and 10, 

but incorporates variables on 

qualitative aspects.

Working conditions•  – this roughly 

encompasses dimensions 4 and 8, 

but also covers variables on work 

intensity.

Reconciliation of working and • 
non-working life and gender bal-
ance – this roughly corresponds to 

dimensions 3 and 7.

24  This typology is relatively similar to the one 

proposed earlier by the European Foundation 

and discussed in section 2.3 above.

Job quality regimes 3. 
in the EU

Comparative capitalism 3.1. 
and job quality

This section presents the results of 

a detailed empirical analysis of the 

main dimensions of job quality in-

tended to classify EU Member States 

using a reduced number of job qual-

ity ‘regimes’. The analytical framework 

is derived from the theory of institu-

tions and comparative capitalism25, 

which highlights the existence of dif-

ferent country-specific institutional 

arrangements which result, in turn, in 

different socio-economic outcomes 

and distinct capitalism models.  

The ‘comparative capitalism’ approach 

makes two main assumptions:

Economic actions represent a par-1. 

ticular form of social actions that 

need to be coordinated and man-

aged by institutional arrangements 

(Jackson and Deeg, 2006).

Institutions are interdependent or 2. 

complementary, implying that in-

stitutions in a given domain affect 

outcomes in other areas (e.g. wel-

fare/employment protection poli-

cies affect the working of product 

markets and firms’ adaptability) 

and that overall macroeconomic 

performance depends on policy in-

teractions rather than on individual 

policies. 

The major results of this literature can 

be summarised as follows: institution-

al interdependence does not guaran-

tee economic efficiency in itself and 

can be associated with sub-optimal 

outcomes. Different institutional ar-

rangements may be equally effective 

in terms of obtaining good socio-

economic outcomes – i.e. they may be 

‘functional equivalents’, implying that 

the comparative analysis of capitalism 

models does not provide a unique 

normative recommendation on the 

25  See the literature on ‘varieties of capitalism’ 

(Hall and Soskice, 2001) and the work of the 

French Regulation School (Boyer, 2006 and 

Amable, 2003).

‘best’ institutional arrangements. It is 

possible to relate various typologies 

of capitalism, such as those devel-

oped by Hall and Soskice (2001) and 

Amable (2003), to different job quality 

outcomes, even though this literature 

does not explicitly address the issue 

of job quality. In this context, a care-

ful reading suggests that job quality is 

likely to be influenced by the follow-

ing institutions:

Industrial relations and the • 
wage bargaining system – for 

example, the degree of centrali-

sation and coordination of wage 

bargaining can have a huge im-

pact on how economic shocks 

affect wage determination 

( Calmfors and Driffil, 1988).

Education and training system•  

– the availability and intensity of 

education and training affects 

job quality, but the relationship 

between how national education 

and training systems are organ-

ised and the accumulation of skills 

is unclear (Crouch et al., 1999).

Welfare systems, labour mar-• 
ket policies and institutions – 

Esping-Andersen’s (1990) welfare 

model is especially relevant for 

considering gender issues and the 

reconciliation of working and non-

working life. 

Work organisation practices•  

– more advanced forms of work 

organisation26 are often associ-

ated with complementary human 

resource management policies, 

yielding higher compensation 

packages. However, they may in 

some cases imply work intensi-

fication and more stress at work 

(Askenazi and Caroli, 2002). 

The empirical analysis carried out in 

section 3.2 identifies different models 

of employment quality in Europe and 

proposes a typology. The job qual-

ity typology should, however, not be 

26  New forms of work organisation are 

characterised by high levels of autonomy 

at work, task rotation and teamwork, 

task complexity, problem solving and 

communication structures at work.
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considered ‘normative’ – i.e. ranking 

models or (implicitly) recommending 

any given model over any other. 

Job quality regimes 3.2. 

This section presents a taxonomy of 

European job quality models based 

on an enlarged dataset that includes 

the Laeken indicators, together with 

a number of complementary variables 

discussed above (see section 2). The 

aim is to better identify the main di-

mensions of job quality, better charac-

terise national job quality regimes, and 

use the results to compare the Laeken 

indicators with the enlarged dataset.

The methodology used corresponds 

to the ‘tandem analysis’ (Nardo et al., 

2005). First, a principal component 

analysis (PCA) is carried out, followed 

by a cluster analysis (CA). PCA is a mul-

tivariate technique that aims to reduce 

a large number of variables to a lim-

ited number of factors that account for 

most of the variability in the original 

data.27 CA is then applied to the coun-

tries’ scores along the factors previous-

ly identified in order to group Member 

States into a few distinctive clusters, 

based on some measure of ‘distance’.28 

The following three criteria are used 

to define the set of variables/indica-

tors to be considered in the analysis. 

First, additional indicators on im-• 
portant aspects not covered by 

the Laeken indicators are consid-

27  This is achieved by transforming correlated 

variables into a new set of uncorrelated factors: 

the principal components. The latter can 

then be interpreted as capturing one or more 

dimension(s) of the concept under analysis 

(e.g. job quality). However, application of this 

multivariate technique warrants a few words 

of caution about its robustness and the policy 

conclusions that can be derived from it. First, 

PCA is based on correlations and, hence, does 

not necessarily provide any indication of causal 

relationships. Second, results of clustering are 

often sensitive to the particular methodology 

and parameters chosen for the procedure. 

Third, the success of PCA largely depends on 

its ability to reduce the initial set of variables 

to a limited number of principal components; 

hence variables weakly correlated may be 

wrongly discarded. 

28  See Box 1 in Employment in Europe 2006, p. 

109 (European Commission, 2006b) for more 

details on the methodology of PCA and CA.

ered, such as wages, work inten-

sity and some qualitative aspects 

of training. 

Second, for simplification purposes • 
some detailed breakdowns of the 

Laeken indicators are not included. 

Third, equal importance is given to • 
the four dimensions of job quality 

identified in section 2.4 in order 

to correct any imbalance in the 

Laeken list of indicators: 

socio-economic securityi) 

education and trainingii) 

working conditions iii) 

reconciliation of working iv) 

and non-working life/gender 

 balance.

Although discussion in section 2 

above would call for the exclusion of 

socio-economic contextual variables, 

a few are retained in the analysis (see 

the last section of Table 2), such as 

employment rate, productivity etc., in 

order to characterise the different job 

quality models in terms of aggregate 

socio-economic performance.29

Table 2 lists the set of variables/indi-

cators included in the analysis (classi-

fied using four dimensions) and their 

correlation coefficients for the three 

main principal components identified 

in the PCA. The analysis is carried out 

for the EU and based on the most re-

cent data available, mainly covering 

the period 2005–06. Figures are mainly 

derived from the Labour Force Survey 

(LFS), the compendium of indicators 

for monitoring the Employment Guide-

lines, approved by the Employment 

Committee (EMCO), and the fourth 

wave of the European Working Condi-

tions Survey (EWCS) carried out by the 

European Foundation. The detailed list 

of data with respective sources can be 

found in the annex to this chapter.

29  Moreover, the long-term unemployment 

rate is also included to capture the ability of a 

certain ‘regime’ to ensure sustainable labour 

market attachment, contributing to workers’ 

socio-economic security.

While at odds with discussion in sec-

tion 2, the list excludes indicators 

of labour market transitions solely 

due to unavailability of suitable data 

sources, as calculation of transition 

probabilities requires longitudinal 

datasets following individual employ-

ment histories over several years, such 

as the European Union Statistics on In-

come and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), 

which is not yet available for a suffi-

cient number of EU Member States.

The three principal components ac-

count for more than half (52.3%) of 

the overall variability in the data. Us-

ing the correlation coefficients be-

tween the variables and the princi-

pal components (see also Chart 1), it 

is possible to interpret the first three 

principal components as follows: the 

first one, which accounts for 26.4% of 

the total variance in the data, is posi-

tively correlated with average wages, 

job satisfaction, good prospects for 

career advancement, participation in 

training and use of computers. In con-

trast, it is negatively correlated with the 

in-work risk of poverty, the long-term 

unemployment rate and a number of 

indicators associated with unfavour-

able working conditions, such as long 

working days, health at risk because 

of work30, and jobs involving painful 

or tiring positions. 

The first factor can be interpreted as 

capturing socio-economic security and 

(good) working conditions. Correlations 

with a few socio-economic contextual 

variables (at the bottom of Table 2) 

suggest that a higher score tends to 

be associated with better labour mar-

ket outcomes (e.g. higher employment 

rates and lower youth unemployment 

ratios) as well as favourable outcomes 

in terms of productivity levels. These 

results imply the existence of syner-

gies – instead of a trade-off – between 

qualitative and quantitative outcomes 

in the labour market. However, the 

first factor also displays a positive 

30  Moreover, background analysis carried 

out in Davoine et al. (2008) highlights that 

the variable ‘health at risk because of work’ 

can summarise a broad range of physical risks 

associated with work, such as ‘breathing in 

smokes, fumes, dust etc…’ or ‘job involves 

moving heavy loads’.
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Table 2: PCA analysis on an extended set of job quality indicators
Principal components D1 D2 D3

Variability (%) 26.4% 16.5% 9.4%

Cumulative (%) 26.4% 42.9% 52.3%

Correlations with principal components    

Socio-economic security    

Job satisfaction 0.81 0.02 -0.29

Perception of being well paid for the work done 0.82 0.14 -0.14

Wages 0.90 -0.01 0.02

Prospects for career advancement in the job 0.71 0.29 -0.08

Share of fixed-term contracts 0.09 0.30 0.32

Share of involuntary fixed-term contracts -0.22 0.29 0.40

In-work at risk of poverty -0.56 0.32 0.23

Long-term unemployment rate -0.66 0.11 -0.45

Education and training    

Participation in training and education 0.76 -0.35 0.19

Participation in training and education for workers aged 55–64 0.60 -0.32 0.29

Participation in training and education (unemployed) 0.63 -0.27 0.24

Cost of training per participant 0.67 0.39 0.02

Hours in training per participant -0.06 0.21 0.50

Early school-leavers -0.07 0.62 0.28

Use of computers 0.88 -0.11 -0.13

Population’s educational attainment -0.07 -0.84 -0.19

Reconciliation-gender balance    

Gender pay gap 0.15 -0.67 -0.11

Gender employment gap -0.08 0.77 -0.20

Gender unemployment gap 0.06 -0.65 0.01

Gender sectoral segregation -0.12 -0.67 0.09

Gender occupational segregation -0.10 -0.73 -0.03

Part-time employment rate 0.82 0.01 -0.08

Involuntary part-time employment -0.56 0.17 0.43

Employment impact of parenthood on women -0.18 -0.43 -0.59

Employment impact of parenthood on men 0.16 -0.33 -0.34

Availability of childcare (less than 3 years old) 0.66 -0.05 0.46

Availability of childcare (3 years old-compulsory school age) 0.63 -0.05 0.10

Availability of childcare (compulsory school age-12 years old) 0.39 0.31 0.40

Inactives not seeking employment due to family responsibilities -0.07 -0.01 0.03

Length of maternity leave 0.10 -0.58 0.39

Working conditions    

Work accident rate -0.26 -0.35 0.43

Painful/tiring positions at work -0.51 0.30 0.52

Tasks’ repetitiveness 0.33 -0.08 0.51

Health at risk because of work -0.69 -0.11 0.46

Working to tight deadlines 0.46 -0.08 0.00

Working at very high speed 0.41 0.02 0.23

Consulted about changes in work organisation 0.24 -0.57 0.07

Long working days -0.64 -0.12 -0.01

Working at night -0.16 -0.07 -0.65

Socio-economic context    

Employment rate for people aged 15–64 0.74 -0.43 0.23

Older workers’ employment rate gap 0.04 0.44 -0.54

Youth unemployment ratio -0.53 0.31 -0.10

Growth in labour productivity, per person employed -0.45 -0.81 -0.01

Growth in labour productivity, per hour worked -0.34 -0.68 0.12

Productivity per employee 0.75 0.34 -0.16

Productivity per hour worked 0.72 0.32 -0.11

Source: Adapted from Davoine et al. (2008).   
Note: All listed variables are ‘active’ – i.e. they all contribute to the definition of the principal components. Correlations larger than 0.4 in absolute value are in bold.
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 correlation with work intensity indi-

cators (i.e. working at high speed and 

under tight deadlines), which suggests 

that problems of work intensification 

may be more acute in countries with 

high wage/productivity and good 

 socio-economic security outcomes. 

The second principal component, 

which accounts for 16.5% of the overall 

variability in the data, is positively cor-

related with the gender employment 

gap and the share of early school-leav-

ers, but negatively correlated with edu-

cational attainment, gender occupa-

tional/sectoral segregation and the pay 

gap as well as the number of months of 

maternity leave. Hence, this factor can 

be interpreted as representing gender 

balance and initial education. As re-

gards gender balance, the second axis 

suggests the existence of a trade-off 

between female employment, on the 

one hand, and gender occupational/

sectoral segregation and the pay gap31, 

on the other hand. Concerning contex-

tual variables, the second axis is nega-

tively correlated with growth in labour 

productivity, possibly implying the 

negative impact of low levels of educa-

tional attainment. Finally, this axis is also 

negatively correlated with an indicator 

on social dialogue at the workplace (i.e. 

share of workers being consulted on 

changes in work organisation). 

The third principal component, which 

accounts for 9.4% of overall variability 

in the data, can be interpreted as cap-

turing some aspects related to work-

ing conditions and gender balance not 

captured in the first two axes. The third 

axis is positively correlated with the re-

31  When women’s labour market participation 

is low, occupational/sectoral segregation and 

pay gap tend also to be low.

petitiveness of tasks and the change in 

the number of accidents in the 1998–

2004 period, but negatively correlated 

with working at night. Furthermore, it 

is positively associated with the share 

of involuntary fixed-term employment. 

As regards gender issues, it is positively 

correlated with the availability of child-

care. Finally, the third axis appears to be 

positively correlated with hours spent 

in training32, which can be interpreted 

as a proxy of its intensity.

Chart 1 plots the correlation coeffi-

cients between the variables and the 

first two principal components using 

the ‘unitary circles’.33 

32  The first axis captures participation in training.

33  A variable close to the unitary circle has 

a high correlation with a linear combination 

of the two principal components being 

considered, hence it is well represented by one 

(or both) of them. 

Chart 1: Correlation coefficients between variables and the two principal components,  
representing 42.9% of overall variability in the data
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In the second step of the analysis, 

country scores on the principal com-

ponents are used to classify Member 

States across a reduced number of 

clusters based on their similarity/dis-

similarity in terms of the main dimen-

sions of job quality. In other words, 

each cluster groups those countries 

sharing a relatively similar model of 

job quality.34 

The resulting taxonomy appears to 

identify four job quality systems in the 

EU (see Table 3), which can be charac-

terised as follows:

A • Nordic cluster, including Den-

mark, Finland, Sweden, the UK and 

the Netherlands – this system is 

characterised by high wages35 and 

overall good socio-economic se-

curity, together with good work-

ing conditions. It also displays 

high participation in training and 

large availability of childcare facili-

ties. Job satisfaction, employment 

rates and productivity levels are 

also relatively high. However, aver-

age work intensity is higher than 

in other clusters. Hence, this clus-

ter ranks relatively high on the first 

axis. It is, nonetheless, in a low-to 

intermediate position on the sec-

ond axis, which reflects a relatively 

low gender employment gap and 

a relatively high average educa-

tional attainment.

A • Continental cluster, including 

Belgium, Germany, Austria, Lux-

embourg, France, Ireland, Cyprus 

and Slovenia – this system is close 

to the average EU situation in 

most indicators. It ranks in an in-

34  The technique used is the hierarchical 

ascending clustering method which consists 

in grouping similar cases (countries in our 

analysis), by maximising inter-classes ‘distance’ 

and minimising intra-classes ‘distance’. A 

classification tree is obtained that is partitioned 

at a certain ‘cut-off point’ chosen by the 

researcher in order to get an ‘optimal’ number of 

clusters. See Nardo et al. (2005) for details.

35  i.e. high wages compared with the EU 

average. The reader should keep in mind 

that this does not say anything about wage 

distribution. This information is partially 

captured via the share of working poor. As 

the latter is negatively correlated with the first 

axis, the Nordic cluster is also characterised by 

relatively more equal wage distribution at the 

lower end of the earnings scale.

termediate-to-high position both 

on the first axis, which signals a 

relatively favourable situation in 

terms of socio-economic security 

and working conditions, and on 

the second axis, which suggests 

the prevalence of intermediate-

to-high gender employment gaps 

and intermediate-to-low levels of 

educational attainment. The low 

ranking along the third axis is as-

sociated with a relatively high em-

ployment gap for older workers.

A • Southern cluster, including 

Greece, Portugal, Italy, Malta and 

Spain – this system is characterised 

by an overall unfavourable perform-

ance in terms of job quality. Countries 

in this cluster display intermediate-

to-low scores on the first axis, which 

are associated with low levels of so-

cio-economic security, training and 

working conditions. Furthermore, 

they tend to be located on the upper 

end of the second axis, signalling rel-

atively low levels of educational at-

tainment, large gender employment 

gaps and a lack of social dialogue. 

A higher-than-average score on the 

third axis in this cluster – namely in 

Spain, Portugal and Greece – reflects 

the importance of labour market 

segmentation in these countries.

A • New Member States’ cluster, in-

cluding Poland, Romania, Hungary, 

Bulgaria, Slovakia, the Czech Repub-

lic, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia – 

this system has relatively low scores 

on the first axis, particularly in Po-

land, Slovakia and Romania, which 

imply low socio-economic security 

and rather unfavourable working 

conditions (e.g. high health risks), 

which are partly offset by the rela-

tively low work intensity. However, 

these countries display an interme-

diate-to-low score on the second 

axis, due to the relatively high level 

of initial education achieved. Finally, 

they are characterised by low pro-

ductivity levels and high produc-

tivity growth rates, as expected in 

‘catching-up’ countries. 

Chart 2 plots countries’ scores along 

the first two axes (socio-economic se-

curity/working conditions and gender 

balance/initial education).

All considered, this analysis points to sig-

nificant differences across EU Member 

States as regards job quality, with Scan-

dinavian countries, together with the 

Netherlands and the UK, showing better 

outcomes. Furthermore, these results do 

not seem to support the hypothesis of a 

trade-off between job quantity and qual-

ity, as for instance, countries belonging 

to the Nordic cluster exhibit both good 

outcomes in terms of employment rates, 

productivity levels and other indicators 

related to job quality. 

The results of this clustering exercise, 

using the list of indicators of Table 2, are 

quite similar to those obtained in the lit-

erature, such as Esping-Andersen’s and 

Amable’s typologies (see section 3.1). In 

addition, they are roughly in line with 

the taxonomy of flexicurity regimes 

identified in the 2006 and 2007 editions 

of Employment in Europe. However, an 

Table 3: Results of the CA, using an ascending hierarchical method on 
the list of job quality indicators of Table 2
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DK BE ES CZ

NL LU MT EE

UK DE IT LT

SE AT PT HU

FI IE EL BG

FR LV
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Source: Adapted from Davoine et al. (2008).  
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important difference can be found in 

the absence of an Anglo-Saxon specific 

model of job quality, as the UK is includ-

ed in the Nordic model, while Ireland 

joins the Continental one. This reflects 

both the set of variables chosen for the 

analysis36 and the functional equiva-

lence across different models. 

A comparison with the 3.2.1. 
Laeken indicators

A similar multivariate analysis was 

carried out using the Laeken set of 

indicators of job quality, in order to 

evaluate the value added of consider-

ing a broader set of indicators. Table 

4 displays the correlation coefficients 

between the Laeken indicators and 

the first three principal components.

The three principal components ac-

count for almost two thirds (63.9%) of 

the overall variability in the data. The 

first factor is positively correlated with 

participation in education and training, 

employment rates and the availabil-

ity of childcare facilities. However, it is 

negatively correlated with unemploy-

ment rate indicators. The second factor 

is positively correlated with the gender 

pay gap and indicators on occupation-

al/sectoral segregation, and negatively 

correlated with the gender employ-

ment gap and early school-leavers. The 

third principal component is negatively 

correlated with early school-leavers (al-

though more weakly than the second 

axis) and the change in the number of 

accidents, and positively correlated with 

the employment gap of older workers. 

Comparing the results obtained using 

the Laeken indicators (section 3.2.1) 

with those using the enlarged set 

36  The existing typologies in the literature are 

essentially based on institutional variables, such 

as the strictness of employment protection 

legislation or spending on labour market 

policies, which are absent from the present 

exercise. Secondly, the absence of transition 

rates by activity status, type of job contract 

and pay level prevents the current analysis 

from capturing possible differences in terms 

of dynamic job quality outcomes between UK 

and Nordic countries. However, UK and Ireland 

differ significantly in terms of education and 

training performance – i.e. UK is characterised 

by a much larger share of people participating 

in training programmes – putting into question 

the homogeneity of an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ cluster. 

(section 3.2) suggests that the latter 

provides a better interpretation of the 

various dimensions of the job quality 

concept for two main reasons:

First, the broad set of indicators • 
enables the various dimensions 

of job quality to be better charac-

terised using a PCA. In particular, 

including wage-related variables 

is vital for interpreting the first axis 

as representing socio-economic 

security aspects of job quality. The 

inclusion of health at work risks 

and work-intensity indicators in 

the broad set is also crucial to as-

sociate the first axis with working 

conditions. 

Second, some variables included in • 
the Laeken indicators are statistically 

redundant – i.e. they are highly cor-

related. In particular, this concerns 

gender and age breakdowns of par-

ticipation in training and education, 

and employment and unemploy-

ment variables. This suggests that 

there is room for streamlining in the 

Laeken set of indicators. 

The results of the CA corresponding to 

the Laeken indicators are presented in 

Table 5.

The clusters identified in Table 5 are 

similar to those derived in section 3.1 

(Table 3). All countries belong to the 

same group as before, with the excep-

tions of Cyprus, which is included in 

the Eastern I cluster, and the Nether-

lands, which is included in the Con-

tinental cluster. The Eastern cluster 

is split now in two groups – one in-

cluding Poland and Slovakia, reflect-

ing their high unemployment and 

low employment rates. Chart 3 plots 

Member States’ scores along the first 

two principal components.

Table 5: Results of the CA based on the Laeken indicators, using an 
ascending hierarchical method

Nordic Continental Southern Eastern I Eastern II

DK BE ES CZ PL

UK LU MT EE SK

SE DE IT LT

FI AT PT HU

IE EL BG

FR LV

NL RO

SI CY

Source: Adapted from Davoine et al. (2008). 

Chart 2: PCA – country scores on an enlarged job quality framework: socio-
economic security/working conditions and gender balance/education
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Table 4: PCA analysis using the Laeken job quality indicators 
 D1 D2 D3

Variability (%) 36.4% 18.9% 8.6%

Cumulative (%) 36.4% 55.3% 63.9%

Correlations with principal components    

Job satisfaction 0.67 -0.25 0.23

Participation in training and education (PTE) 0.94 0.02 0.11

PTE – women 0.93 0.06 0.07

PTE – men 0.93 -0.03 0.18

PTE – age group 25–34 0.94 0.03 0.16

PTE – age group 35–44 0.94 0.03 0.10

PTE – age group 45–54 0.92 0.02 0.11

PTE – age group 55–64 0.79 0.00 0.00

PTE – low educational attainment 0.81 0.09 -0.01

PTE – medium educational attainment 0.87 -0.22 0.10

PTE – high educational attainment 0.84 -0.09 0.16

PTE – employed 0.89 0.00 0.15

PTE – unemployed 0.81 -0.06 -0.07

PTE – inactive 0.88 -0.08 0.08

Use of computers 0.77 -0.15 0.37

Gender pay gap 0.34 0.60 -0.15

Gender employment gap -0.38 -0.69 0.04

Gender unemployment gap 0.30 0.48 -0.39

Sectoral segregation 0.14 0.58 -0.37

Occupational segregation 0.12 0.65 -0.33

Change in the number of accidents in the 1998–2004 period -0.01 0.34 -0.43

Involuntary part–time employment -0.52 -0.03 -0.35

Involuntary fixed–term contracts -0.20 -0.20 -0.01

Employment rate for people aged 15–64 0.87 0.10 -0.17

Employment rate for people aged 15–24 0.80 -0.23 -0.09

Employment rate for people aged 25–54 0.67 0.42 -0.06

Employment rate for people aged 55–64 0.64 0.23 -0.50

Employment rate for people with low levels of education (ISCED 0–2) 0.59 -0.69 -0.15

Employment rate for people with medium levels of education (ISCED 3–4) 0.83 0.06 -0.24

Employment rate for people with high levels of education (ISCED 5–6) 0.51 0.40 -0.38

Long-term unemployment rate -0.69 0.27 0.44

Long-term unemployment rate for women -0.69 0.16 0.51

Long-term unemployment rate for men -0.64 0.36 0.34

Early school-leavers -0.23 -0.75 -0.51

Early school-leavers (women) -0.23 -0.70 -0.49

Early school-leavers (men) -0.22 -0.73 -0.55

Youth unemployment ratio -0.57 -0.01 0.48

Employment impact of parenthood (women) -0.09 0.51 0.02

Employment impact of parenthood (men) 0.22 0.15 -0.28

Availability of childcare for 3 years old 0.69 -0.25 0.02

Availability of childcare between 3 years of age and compulsory schooling age 0.55 -0.18 0.03

Availability of childcare between compulsory schooling age and 12 years of age 0.27 -0.48 -0.23

Inactives not seeking employment due to family responsibilities 0.03 -0.06 -0.43

Difference in employment rates between people aged 55–64 and 15–64 -0.24 -0.25 0.63

Growth in labour productivity (GDP per person employed) -0.11 0.91 -0.13

Growth in labour productivity (GDP per hour) -0.02 0.76 -0.11

Productivity per employee 0.46 -0.45 0.46

Productivity per hour 0.41 -0.44 0.42

Fraction of the population aged 25–64 with secondary education or more 0.20 0.93 0.20

Fraction of women with upper secondary education or more 0.20 0.94 0.14

Fraction of men with upper secondary education or more 0.20 0.89 0.26

Fraction of workers with fixed–term contracts 0.07 -0.28 0.21

Fraction of part–time workers in total employment 0.69 -0.25 0.27

Source: Davoine et al. (2008).
Note: All listed variables are ‘active’ (see Table 2). Correlations larger than 0.4 in absolute value are in bold.
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Assessing job quality 3.3. 
trends 

Time series are used to characterise 

the dynamics of job quality in the EU 

mainly since the mid-1990s. Two mul-

tivariate techniques are used: 

Kohonen (or self-organising) maps• 

Synthetic indices. • 

Similar to PCA, Kohonen maps reduce 

a large dataset to a limited number 

of dimensions (Kohonen, 1995). This 

chapter uses a particular form of Ko-

honen maps – constrained Kohonen 

maps37 to group countries in terms of 

job quality and map the evolution in 

their relative rankings over time. 

Synthetic indicators are normally used 

to provide a summary measure of multi-

dimensional concepts, such as job qual-

ity, by aggregating various dimensions 

(Nardo et al., 2006). Hence, they are a 

useful tool for assessing diffenences in 

job quality across EU Member States 

and evaluating the magnitude and di-

rection of change over time.38  

The analysis of job quality trends is 

based on a narrower set of variables 

than the cross-section one (section 

3.2), namely because of both geo-

graphical and time coverage problems 

with a number of potentially relevant 

variables. As a result, various Member 

States are excluded from the analysis 

– namely Germany, the UK, Bulgaria, 

Lithuania, Slovenia, Malta and Roma-

nia – whereas others are only partially 

covered over the period considered.39 

37 This particular technique was developed 

at SAMOS (centre of economic research of the 

Sorbonne University, Paris) (Aaron et al., 2003). 

38 Synthetic indicators are computed as follows. 

First, variables to be included are standardised 

in order to render them comparable. Second, 

synthetic indicators are calculated by adding or 

subtracting the standardised variables according 

to their likely impact on job quality, respectively, 

positive or negative. Therefore, variables that 

have an ambiguous impact are excluded from 

the calculations. Variables are given equal 

weights. Table 6 lists the variables included, their 

respective signs, and time coverage. 

39 The more limited country coverage 

has allowed to include one-year transition 

rates between non-employment and 

employment, calculated based on the LFS, 

which were absent in the cross-section 

analysis in 3.2. However, this represents only 

a minor improvement as the LFS does not 

allow calculating transitions by pay level 

and contract type and does not provide 

information other than the individual’s activity 

status the year before the survey.  

Table 6: List of variables included in the time-series analysis of job quality*

Variable
Direction of the 
impact on job 

quality

Available for 
1983–2004

Available for 
1995–2004

1 year transitions from non-
employment to employment (+) yes yes

Long-term unemployment 
rate (-) no yes

Part-time rate
Ambiguous, 

excluded from 
the index

yes yes

Involuntary part-time (-) yes (only for 
index) yes

Share of employment with 
fixed-term contracts (-) yes yes

Older workers (55-64) 
employment gap (-) yes yes

Gender employment gap (-) yes yes

Gender pay gap (-) no yes

Gender occupational seg-
regation (-) no yes

Participation in education 
and training (+) yes yes

Upper secondary education 
attainment (+) no yes

Non-standard hours** (-) no yes

In-work accidents rate (-) yes yes (only for 
index)

Source: Adapted from Davoine et al. (2008).  
Note: * The data source is the LFS, except for the gender pay gap (European Communities’ Households Panel, ECHP) 
and the in-work accidents’ rate (European Statistics of Accidents at Work, ESAW, and national sources). 
** This variable includes shares of workers working at night, on Saturday, on Sunday and, only for the analysis with 
Kohonen maps, shift work.

Chart 3: PCA on Laeken portfolio: country scores on the first two axes
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Finally, given that some variables are 

not available before the 1990s40, the 

analysis is run for two different peri-

ods: from 1983 to 2004 covering the 

EU-15, and from 1995 to 2004, incor-

porating the new Member States. 

Kohonen maps 3.3.1. 

Using a Kohonen map, Table 7 shows the 

evolution of job quality in the EU since 

1994. Member States are ranked into 10 

classes, which are further divided into 

four main groups (drawn using differ-

ent shades). The results of the latter are 

largely similar to those obtained using 

40 Kohonen maps cannot include variables 

which are not available throughout the entire 

period considered.

the tandem analysis of principal compo-

nents and CA carried out in section 3.2.

Nordic countries (e.g. Denmark, Fin-

land and Sweden) are grouped togeth-

er in the best-performing group, while 

some southern Member States (e.g. 

Greece and Italy) are included in the 

worst-performing group. Continen-

tal Member States, such as Belgium, 

France and the Netherlands, stand in 

an intermediate position. The table 

records changes in the composition 

of job quality clusters (or the relative 

ranking of countries) over time. First, 

a fourth group appears from 2000, in-

cluding most new Member States, sug-

gesting that their EU accession has in-

creased the degree of heterogeneity in 

job quality outcomes. Secondly, some 

changes in the relative rankings of 

Member States have taken place over 

time. On the one hand, Austria, France 

and Ireland appear to have moved 

from an intermediate to a top position, 

suggesting a process of catching-up 

with Nordic Member States.41 On the 

other hand, Estonia and Poland have 

experienced some deterioration in 

their relative position.42  

41  Spain and Portugal also appear to have 

improved their relative position with respect 

to Greece and Italy since 2000. However, the 

ranking of Spain is likely to be overestimated 

due to the exclusion of the workers’ 

accidents rate. 

42  The former has moved from a top to an 

intermediate position, while the latter has moved 

from an intermediate to a position at the bottom.

Chart 4: Synthetic index of job quality
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By reducing the geographical coverage 

to the EU-15, a Kohonen map can be 

calculated for a longer period (1983–

2004) (see Table 8). The extended time 

horizon allows for further qualifica-

tion of previous results. First, southern 

Member States (e.g. Italy, Greece and 

Spain) appear to have joined the in-

termediate group in 1998, suggesting 

some catching-up in the EU-15. Sec-

ond, Italy is sometimes located in the 

middle group, together with Denmark. 

Third, Austria and France are frequently 

located close to the Nordic group. 

Synthetic indices 3.3.2. 

A synthetic job quality index is plotted 

in Chart 4.43 Results are broadly in line 

with those obtained in section 3.2. Aus-

tria is at the top of the rankings, closer to 

Nordic Member States, while Southern 

countries are at the bottom. The Nether-

43  The index in Chart 4 is calculated by excluding 

the gender pay gap as this leads to slightly 

improved time coverage of some Member States. 

The corresponding index numbers are displayed 

in the data annex together with those including 

the gender pay gap. 

lands, France and Belgium are situated 

in an intermediate position. New Mem-

ber States also tend to have intermedi-

ate scores. Chart 4 suggests that job 

quality has generally improved across 

EU Member States over the 1995–2004 

period. The rise appears to be more pro-

nounced in Ireland, Finland, France, Bel-

gium, Denmark and Hungary, whereas 

in Poland and Estonia job quality has 

slightly deteriorated.

Taken together, the Kohonen maps 

and synthetic indices suggest an 

overall positive trend in job qual-

ity, particularly in Ireland, France and 

Austria.44 Although the heterogeneity 

44  This is essentially linked to the fact that 

these three Member States join the Nordic 

cluster towards the end of the period in the 

1994–2005 Kohonen Map. Looking at the 

synthetic index alone, however, the evidence is 

weaker as other Member States display similar 

improvements. Finally, trends in individual 

variables should also be examined in order 

to identify what drives overall job quality 

improvements. For instance, in the case of 

France, this is mainly determined by diminishing 

share of involuntary part-time, declining work 

accident’s rate and older workers’ employment 

gap, as well as increasing training participation.

across Member States has increased 

since the 2004 enlargement, Mem-

ber States can be grouped into a few 

job quality clusters, the composition 

of which has remained relatively un-

changed over time. 

These results should be taken with 

care, especially those related to syn-

thetic indexes. In fact, results depend 

on the choice of variables, method of 

aggregation and weighing scheme. 

The reader should bear in mind that 

the range of job quality components 

considered is relatively limited due to 

data availability problems. The choice 

of equal weights is largely arbitrary, 

although being transparent, simple 

and in line with the literature which 

does not establish any clear ‘hierarchy’ 

between the different components of 

job quality. 

Nonetheless, these results are in line 

with those derived from similar exer-

cises undertaken in the literature, such 

as the Job Quality Index calculated by 

the European Trade Union Institute 

(Leschke et al., 2008) and based on 15 

Table 7: A Kohonen map of job quality indicators (1994–2004)

class 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
1  SE FI EE EE FI DK AT AT AT AT
1   SE FI FI SE FI DK DK DK DK
1     SE  SE FI IE IE IE
1        SE SE SE  
2 DK        FI FI FI
2          FR FR
2           SE
3  FI AT SE AT AT AT EE LV LV LV
3   DK  DK EE EE     
4 BE DK  DK NL DK HU SK EE EE EE
4 FR        PL SK SK
5  AT NL AT FR NL BE HU SK  CZ
5    NL    PL    
6 IE BE FR  BE BE CY BE HU HU BE
6     HU FR FR  CZ CZ HU
7  FR BE BE  HU  FR BE BE CY
7    FR        
8 EL IE IE IE ES IT ES CY CY CY ES
8 IT PT   PT  PT PT FR ES PT
8         PT PT  
9   ES ES  EL  ES ES   
9    PT        
10 ES ES EL EL EL ES EL EL EL EL EL
10 PT EL IT IT IT PT IT IT IT IT IT
10  IT PT       PL PL

Source: Davoine et al. (2008).
Note: In each year countries are grouped across squares in the grid, corresponding to decreasing levels of job quality from the top to the bottom along the vertical axis. The 
number of classes is initially set to 10, yielding a variable number of groups (drawn using different shades).
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indicators covering six dimensions45 of 

job quality. Preliminary results for the 

EU-15 point to a slight improvement 

on average in overall job quality be-

tween 2000 and 2005-7 (as the most 

recent year available differs across the 

indicators included), confirming famil-

iar country ranking, with high scores 

for Scandinavian Member States and 

the UK, and low scores for southern 

Member States (ETUI, 2008). 

45  i.e. 1) wages; 2) non-standard employment; 

3) working time and work–life balance;  

4) working conditions and job security;  

5) skills and career development;  

6) collective interest representation. 

Job quality sub-indices 3.3.3. 

This section calculates sub-indices 

on the evolution of selected aspects 

of job quality, such as the degree of 

flexibility of employment relations, 

atypical working hours and gender 

balance. 

Covering the period 1995–2004, the 

sub-index on the degree of flexibility 

of employment relations combines 

the rate of involuntary part-time work 

with the rate of temporary employ-

ment. A higher/lower score corre-

sponds to a lower/higher incidence 

of temporary and/or involuntary part-

time employment. The sub-index is 

plotted in Chart 5. Spain and Greece 

have low values of this index through-

out the period, reflecting a high in-

cidence of precarious forms of em-

ployment. A significant deterioration 

in this index can be observed after 

2000 in Poland, because of the rapid 

growth in involuntary temporary em-

ployment. This index has improved in 

France and Ireland. 

The sub-index on atypical work-

ing hours is computed by summing 

up the shares of workers working at 

night, on Saturdays and on Sundays. 

Results for the period 1995–2004 are 

plotted in Chart 6.

Chart 5: Index of flexible employment
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Source: Davoine et al. (2008) and DG EMPL calculations.
Note: The index is the average of involuntary part-time rate and temporary employment rate, both with minus sign, augmented by 1.

Table 8: A Kohonen map of job quality indicators (1983–2004)

class 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993

1 DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK DK

2     FR FR FR FR  FR FR

3 FR FR FR FR BE BE BE BE BE BE BE

4   BE BE IT IT IT IT FR IT IT

5 IT IT       IT EL EL

6 EL EL EL, IT EL, IT ES, EL ES, EL ES, EL ES, EL ES, EL ES ES

class 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

1 DK SE SE DK, SE DK, SE DK, SE DK, SE DK, SE DK, FI, 
SE

DK, FI, 
SE

DK, FI, 
SE

2 FR DK DK, FI FI   FI FI    

3 BE FI AT, FR AT, FR ES, FI AT, FI AT AT AT, IT DE, BE AT, FR

4 IT AT, BE, 
FR BE BE AT IT EL, IT BE, IT DE, BE AT, FR DE, BE

5 EL IT IT IT IT EL  FR FR IT IT

6 ES ES, EL ES, EL ES, EL
BE, FR, 

EL
BE, ES, 

FR
BE, ES, 

FR ES, EL ES, EL ES, EL ES, EL

Source: Davoine et al. (2008).  
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Chart 6: Share of workers with atypical working hours*
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Source: Davoine et al. (2008).
Note: * i.e. the sum of shares of workers working at night, on Saturday and on Sunday.

Chart 7: Gender employment gap

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%
Nordic and Continental Member States Southern and Eastern Member States

2004200320022001200019991998199719961995

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

2004200320022001200019991998199719961995

SE

NL

IE

DE

FR

FI

DK

BE

AT

ES

SI

SK

PT

LV

IT

HU

EL

EE

CZ

CY

Source: Davoine et al. (2008).

Chart 8: Index of gender segregation by sector
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Some southern Member States (e.g. 

Greece, Spain, Italy), new Member 

States (e.g. Latvia, Estonia and Slov-

enia), together with Nordic coun-

tries (e.g. Denmark and Finland), 

show a relatively high incidence of 

non-standard working hours, al-

though it decreases over the period, 

particularly in Spain. Only in a mi-

nority of Member States (e.g. France, 

Austria, Poland and Slovenia) has an 

increase in this sub-index been ob-

served over the period.

Chart 7 displays gender employment 

gaps between 1995 and 2004. It sug-

gests two main developments. 

First, the best performers are Nor-− 
dic Member States, although new 

Member States also have relative-

ly low employment gaps.

Secondly, a convergence pattern − 
across the EU can be identified, 

as countries with the largest gen-

der gaps at the start of the period 

(e.g. southern Member States, 

Ireland and Belgium) also experi-

enced the largest reduction over 

the period. 

Chart 8 displays gender segregation 

by sector of activity. Comparing Charts 

7 and 8 provides some support for the 

existence of a trade-off between the 

female employment gap and gen-

der segregation (see section 3.2), as 

Member States which have reduced 

the former most tend also to be those 

where segregation has risen (see the 

left-hand Graph in Chart 8 – e.g. Ire-

land, Spain, Greece, Italy and Cyprus).

Conclusions4. 

Job quality is fully enshrined in the 

EES as reflected by the call to achieve 

more and better jobs. However, signif-

icant employment growth in the EU 

over the last decade has gone togeth-

er with widespread concerns about 

the quality of a large share of Euro-

pean jobs related to the growth of 

temporary work, the larger exposure 

of jobs to competitive pressures and 

perceptions of deteriorating working 

conditions and higher work intensity. 

Against this background, this chapter 

provides a critical review of the EU job 

quality concept based on recent devel-

opments in socio-economic literature 

and on empirical analysis. While the 

EU concept acknowledges the multi-

dimensionality of job quality and in-

cludes both objective and subjective 

variables, room for improvement can be 

identified. Firstly, the current concept 

does not include crucial variables such 

as wages and work intensity while only 

partially covering certain dimensions 

such as training and education. On the 

other hand, it includes aggregate eco-

nomic variables not directly related to 

specific job and worker characteristics

Based on this assessment, this chapter 

proposes a more developed analytical 

framework based on four main dimen-

sions of job quality: 

i) wages and socio-economic 

 security; 

ii) working conditions and 

work  intensity; 

iii) skills and training; 

iv) the reconciliation of work with 

private life (including gender 

equality aspects).  

Reflecting this enlarged framework, 

EU Member States are mapped into a 

reduced number of job quality models 

or regimes, highlighting the significant 

degree of heterogeneity of job quality 

outcomes across Europe. In 2005–06 

four models can be identified in the EU: 

i) Northern, including the UK and 
the Netherlands – high wages, 

good working conditions, but 

also high work intensity, as well as 

high educational attainment and 

participation in training; 

ii) Continental – close to the aver-

age EU situation for most of the 

indicators; 

iii) Southern – relatively low wages, 

low rates of participation in edu-

cation and training, unfavourable 

working conditions and relatively 

larger gender employment gaps; 

iv) New Member States – low wages, 

unfavourable working  conditions, 

together with relatively high 

educational attainment and low 

gender employment gaps.

A comparison with results based on the 

Laeken definition of job quality suggests 

that such an enriched framework would 

allow for a better taxonomy of European 

job quality models, essentially by im-

proving the interpretation of the axes 

along which such models are defined. 

Based on a more limited set of variables, 

and narrower country coverage, the 

chapter also characterises the dynamics 

of job quality over time in the EU. Results 

suggest a slight overall improvement 

from 1994 to 2004, although trends vary 

to some extent across Member States, as 

well as a near stability in the geographi-

cal composition of job quality models.

Finally, results suggest the existence 

of significant synergies between the 

number of jobs and their quality, as 

well as between job quality and labour 

productivity. In fact, countries with the 

most favourable combinations across 

various job quality  dimensions (such as 

northern Member States, the Nether-

lands and the UK) also appear to hold 

high ranking positions in terms of em-

ployment rates and  productivity.

The results of this analysis, nevertheless, 

have to be considered as preliminary 

and taken with some caution, especially 

as regards the limited time/geographi-

cal coverage and relatively narrow 

range of variables in the dynamic analy-

sis as well as the insufficient treatment 

of labour market transitions (by labour 

market statuses, type of contract and 

income levels). In particular, an analysis 

of labour market transitions is necessary 

to assess crucial aspects of both labour 

market flexibility and security, such as 

future career prospects. In the current 

European context, adequate treatment 

of labour market transitions is particu-

larly relevant because job quality con-

cerns are often associated with larger 

perceived risks of job loss and  precarious 

labour market attachment.46    

46  A detailed analysis of labour market 

transitions requires use of longitudinal data 

sets, such as the European Union Statistics on 
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Table 1a: Description of the data 

Variable Year Source

Socio-economic security

Job satisfaction: % of workers who declare “I am satisfied/very satisfied with my 
working conditions” 2006 Q36, 4th EWCS

“I am well paid for the work I do” 2006 Q37b, 4th EWCS

Mean wage in PPS 2001 ECHP and Davoine et al. 
(2008)

“My job offers good prospects for career advancement” 2006 Q37c, 4th EWCS

Fixed-term contract as a percentage of total number of employees 2006 LFS

Involuntary fixed-term contracts as percentage of fixed-term contracts 2006 LFS

Percentage of employed whose equivalised disposable income is below 60% of 
national median equivalised disposable income 2001 EMCO Compendium

Long-term unemployment rate 2006 LFS

Education and training

Percentage of population aged 25–64 participating in education or training pro-
grammes 2006 LFS

Percentage of population aged 55–64 participating in education or training pro-
grammes 2006 LFS

Percentage of unemployed participating in education or training programmes 2006 LFS

Cost of Continuous Vocational Training (CVT) courses per participant 1999 CVTS2

Hours of CVT courses per participant 1999 CVTS2

Share of the workforce working with computers (PCs, network, mainframe) 2006 Q11K, 4th EWCS

Percentage of the population aged 18–24 with at most lower secondary education 
(ISCED level 2) and not in further education or training 2006 LFS, EMCO Compendium

Percentage of the population aged 25–64 having completed at least upper second-
ary education (ISCED3 level) 2006 ESTAT

Reconciliation-gender balance

Difference between men’s and women’s average gross hourly earning as percent-
age of average men’s hourly earning (for paid employees at work) 2001 National sources and ECHP

The difference in employment rates between men and women in percentage points 2006 LFS

The difference in unemployment rates between women and men in percentage 
points 2006 LFS

Gender segregation by sectors, calculated as the average national share of em-
ployment for women and men applied to each sector; differences are added up 
to produce a total amount of gender imbalance presented as a proportion of total 
employment (NACE classification)

2006 LFS, EMCO Compendium

Gender segregation by occupation (same as in previous cell by occupation/ISCO 
classification) 2006 LFS, EMCO Compendium

Part-time employment as a percentage of total employment 2006 LFS

Involuntary part-time as percentage of part-time employment 2006 LFS

Employment impact of parenthood for women: the difference in percentage points 
in employment rates without the presence of any children and with the presence of 
a child aged 0-6

2006 LFS, EMCO Compendium

Employment impact of parenthood for men: the difference in percentage points in 
employment rates without the presence of any children and with the presence of a 
child aged 0-6

2006 LFS, EMCO Compendium

Childcare: children cared for (by formal arrangements other than family) as a pro-
portion of all children of the same age group (<3 years old) 2006 EMCO Compendium

Childcare: children cared for (by formal arrangements other than family) as a 
proportion of all children of the same age group (from 3 years old to compulsory 
school age)

2006 EMCO Compendium

Childcare: children cared for (by formal arrangements other than family) as a 
proportion of all children of the same age group (from compulsory school age to 12 
years old)

2006 EMCO Compendium

Inactive not seeking employment but would nevertheless like to have work, but not 
searching due to personal or family responsibilities 2005 LFS, EMCO Compendium

Length of maternity leave in months (with benefits replacing at least 2/3 of salary) 2005 EMCO Compendium

Data annex
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Working conditions

The evolution of accident rate defined as the number of serious accidents at work 
per 100 000 persons in employment

1999-
2004 ESAW, EMCO Compendium

“Job involves painful/tiring positions” 2006 Q11a, 4th EWCS

“Job involves short repetitive tasks of <10min” 2006 Q20a, 4th EWCS

“My health is at risk because of work” 2006 Q33, 4th EWCS

“Working at very high speed” 2006 Q20Ba, 4th EWCS

“Working with tight deadlines” 2006 Q20Bb, 4th EWCS

“Consulted about changes in work organisation and/or working conditions” 2006 Q30b, 4th EWCS

“Working more than 10 hours a day” 2006 Q14e, 4th EWCS

“Working at night for at least 2 hours between 10pm and 5am” 2006 Q14a, 4th EWCS

Socio-economic context

Difference in employment rates between 55–64 years old and 15–64 years old 2006 LFS 

Youth unemployment ratio: total unemployed young people (15–24 years) as a 
share of total population in the same brackets 2006 LFS, EMCO Compendium

15–64 year-olds’ employment rate 2006 LFS

Labour productivity (GDP per hour worked) 2005 ESTAT, EMCO Compendium

Labour productivity (GDP per person employed) 2005 ESTAT, EMCO Compendium

Growth in labour productivity (GDP per hour worked) 2004 ESTAT, EMCO Compendium

Growth in labour productivity (GDP per person employed) 2004 ESTAT, EMCO Compendium

Source: Davoine et al. (2008).
Note: EWCS, European Working Conditions Survey; CVTS, Continuous Vocational Training Survey; EMCO, Employment Committee; LFS, Labour Force Survey; ECHP, European 
Communities’ Household Panel; and ESAW, European Statistics of Accidents at Work.
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Table 2a: Synthetic index of job quality, without gender pay gap  
 

 IT ES EL PT CY FR IE NL BE DK

1995 0.54 0.28 0.49 0.87  0.67 0.72  0.64 1.31

1996 0.55 0.30 0.38 0.85  0.69 0.62 0.99 0.67 1.39

1997 0.55 0.31 0.45 0.82  0.65 0.63 1.02 0.71 1.38

1998 0.71 0.43 0.46 0.76  0.72  1.11 0.68 1.38

1999 0.73 0.26 0.51 0.79 1.12 0.75  1.18 0.90 1.56

2000 0.75 0.35 0.53 0.79 1.18 0.72   0.93 1.63

2001 0.77 0.46 0.55 0.88 1.29 0.81   1.02 1.66

2002 0.87 0.51 0.61 0.93 1.43 0.89 1.49  1.12 1.72

2003 0.91 0.53 0.72 0.96 1.34 1.05 1.47  1.19 1.77

2004 0.69 0.57 0.68 0.92 1.22 1.07 1.57  1.20 1.75

 FI SE AT HU CZ SK PL EE LV  

1995 0.78 1.95 0.99        

1996 0.82 1.74 1.12        

1997 0.84 1.71 1.14     1.12   

1998 1.00 1.64 1.31 0.72    1.14   

1999 1.20 1.72 1.31 0.92    1.23   

2000 1.27 1.59 1.53 0.93    1.17   

2001 1.30 1.69 1.44 1.03  0.82 1.10 1.07   

2002 1.38 1.80 1.41 1.09 1.39 0.96 0.95 1.07 0.69  

2003 1.47 2.04 1.45 1.20 1.37 0.94 0.86 1.11 0.95  

2004 1.53 2.10 1.41 1.28 1.35 0.95 0.82 1.11 1.12  

Table 3a: Synthetic index of job quality, including gender pay gap 
 

 IT ES EL PT CY FR IE NL BE DK

1995 0.71 0.39 0.53 1.05  0.75 0.69  0.73 1.30

1996 0.71 0.39 0.46 1.02  0.76 0.59 0.89 0.80 1.38

1997 0.73 0.40 0.55 0.97  0.75 0.62 0.93 0.83 1.40

1998 0.88 0.48 0.57 0.93  0.81  1.04 0.81 1.41

1999 0.88 0.36 0.60 0.98 0.95 0.84  1.09 0.99 1.55

2000 0.93 0.43 0.59 0.93 1.02 0.80   0.99 1.60

2001 0.95 0.49 0.57 0.99 1.12 0.86   1.08 1.63

2002  0.48 0.64 1.06 1.27 0.95    1.64

2003  0.55 0.83 1.07 1.18 1.11 1.47   1.68

2004 0.86 0.63 0.80 1.10 1.07 1.13 1.60  1.34 1.68

 FI SE AT HU CZ SK PL EE LV  

1995  1.89 0.91        

1996 0.83 1.67 1.06        

1997 0.83 1.64 1.04     0.94   

1998 0.96 1.56 1.22 0.64    0.98   

1999 1.14 1.65 1.21 0.86    1.06   

2000 1.24 1.51 1.43 0.86    1.02   

2001 1.27 1.61 1.34 0.98  0.73 1.16 0.95   

2002 1.30 1.73  1.09 1.32 0.80 1.04 0.95 0.72  

2003 1.38 1.96 1.40 1.25 1.30 0.84 0.95 0.99 0.96  

2004 1.43 2.00 1.35 1.29 1.28 0.84 0.93 0.98 1.13  

Source: Davoine et al. (2008) and DG EMPL calculations based on LFS, ESAW and national statistical sources.
Note: Chart 4 above is based on these figures.

Source: Davoine et al. (2008) and DG EMPL calculations based on LFS, EMCO Compendium, ESAW and national statistical sources. 
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Chart 1a: Synthetic index of job quality, including gender pay gap

Nordic Member States (plus AT) Continental Member States (plus IE)
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Source: Davoine et al. (2008) and DG EMPL calculations. 
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