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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Collective labour agreements are an understudied yet key aspect of Received 24 May 2023
flexible work policies, which are crucial resources for workers in Accepted 6 May 2024
combining work, family and other life domains. Despite a rich
comparative work-family literature on flexible work arrangements C : .
X . . ollective agreements;
at the company and. national Ieyels, Iltt!e attention .has b.ee.n flexible work arrangements;
given to those negotiated collectively. Evidence on this topic is Spain; The Netherlands;
needed because such agreements can complement low levels of work-family policy
provision or even compensate the absence of company or
national-level arrangements, ultimately defining their access. We
contribute in filling this gap by conducting a cross-sectoral
comparative exploration of collectively bargained provisions of
flexible work arrangements in Spain and the Netherlands. We
examine the clauses of 209 agreements using unique collective
bargaining data from Wagelndicator (2021). The analyses
illustrate two important aspects of collectively bargained ‘family-
friendly’ provisions. First, how differences in national baseline
legislation shape opportunity structures for collective innovation
around flexible work arrangements. Second, how sectoral
variations appear to be primarily influenced by the representation
of workers in high-skilled jobs, particularly when supported by
high union density, rather than the share of female workers. We
discuss the implications of these findings for workers’ work-family
reconciliation and future work-family research.

KEYWORDS

1. Introduction

Flexible work arrangements (FWAs; e.g. telework and flexible working hours) have
become widely available under the growing complexity of labour markets and the plur-
alization of working time patterns (i.e. deviating from the ‘standard working time’ of
eight-hour work days in a five-day workweek (Hildebrandt, 2006)). Such arrangements
can help employees adapt their (paid) work in order to combine it with other activities
and responsibilities, such as leisure and caring for others (Chung & van der Lippe,
2018). As family life courses continue to become more complex and unpredictable (Van

CONTACT Carla Brega @ c.bregabaytelman@uu.nl @ Department of Interdisciplinary Social Science, Utrecht Uni-
versity, Padualaan 14, 3584 CH Utrecht, the Netherlands

@ Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2024.2353650.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which
this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13668803.2024.2353650&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-17
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7284-0445
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8974-7017
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5480-4878
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:c.bregabaytelman@uu.nl
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2024.2353650
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (&) C.BREGAETAL

Winkle, 2020), the need for flexibility in combining work and family is likely to grow. FWAs
have paradoxical effects, however (Chung, 2022), leading to increased self-exploitation by
blurring the boundaries of work and private life that can amplify gender and class inequal-
ities. Gendered effects of FWAs include the reinforcement of traditional gender roles
(Chung, 2022): Among men, the use of FWAs tends to increase self-exploitation
because they are more inclined to work long hours in order to fulfil traditional ideas of
being an ideal worker. Among women, it increases because they are subject to use
FWAs to fulfil societal expectations that presume them to be the main responsible for
housework and childcare independently of their employment situation. Class effects
are evidenced in the worsened labour market positions for workers in lower socio-econ-
omic positions, which can exacerbate class-based inequalities in health and wellbeing
(Kossek & Lautsch, 2018; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020).

Current work-family studies of FWAs focus primarily on cross-national and organiz-
ational-level inequalities in individual access to FWAs. Extant literature shows significant
cross-country differences in FWA access, often attributed to the generosity of family pol-
icies (Chung, 2018; Korpi et al., 2013) and cultural factors (Kassinis & Stavrou, 2013). FWA
provision at the company level can vary due to firm size (den Dulk et al., 2013), managerial
discretion (Brescoll et al., 2013; Kelly & Kalev, 2006), and the proportion of women in the
company (Chung, 2022). FWA access is also stratified across occupations (Kossek &
Lautsch, 2018), and is usually higher among highly-educated employees, managers and
professionals (Fuller & Hirsh, 2019; Glass & Noonan, 2016). With rare exceptions (e.g.
den Dulk, 2001; Yerkes & Tijdens, 2010), however, there is no information about the
extent to which collective agreements impact FWA provision and access and what this
means for work-family reconciliation.

Although individual-level data provides evidence of potential inequalities in access to
FWAs, these findings have yet to be supported by analyses of FWAs agreed upon in col-
lective agreements. This absence is problematic because we have an incomplete empiri-
cal picture of FWAs and their (potential) paradoxical effects. Alongside statutory and
company provision of FWAs, collective agreements can expand FWA provisions, ulti-
mately defining their access (Chung & Tijdens, 2013) and thus the ability of workers to
use such arrangements to reconcile work and family. A clearer overview of FWAs in col-
lective agreements can also provide better empirical understanding of sectoral differ-
ences that otherwise remain masked by national level, flexible work policy
classifications or employer-based analyses. Moreover, such analysis can potentially shed
new light on gender and class differences in FWA access, generating an understanding
of the gap between FWA statutory provision and actual usage in practice (Cooper &
Baird, 2015; Kelly & Kalev, 2006).

This study sets out to provide much-needed initial evidence on this topic by answering
the following questions: To what extent do countries differ in the provision of FWAs in
collective agreements? To what extent do such provisions vary across sectors? The con-
tribution to the work-family literature is twofold. Using the Wagelndicator Collective Bar-
gaining Agreement Database (Ceccon & Medas, 2022), a unique, comprehensive database
on collective agreements, this article provides an in-depth exploratory analysis of collec-
tively bargained FWAs in Spain and the Netherlands, including unprecedented detailed
sectoral information on the availability and type of FWAs. It further makes a theoretical
contribution by considering potential mechanisms behind the provision of FWAs,
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developing these arguments for hypothesis testing in future work-family research.
Drawing on the work-family flexibility literature and the equality bargaining literature
(i.e. the study of labour unions’ influence on work-life rights and policies that favour
gender equality (Baird et al., 2014; Heery, 2006; Kirton, 2021)), it offers theoretical insights
on potential opportunity structures favouring collectively bargained FWAs across
countries and sectors. We account for the structure of collective bargaining systems
and sector-specific employee characteristics, namely gender and job skill-level. These
insights are used to inform the debate on FWAs as a key work-family resource for
employees.

The analysis compares two countries where access to formal work-family resources for
many employees is heavily influenced by collective agreements (Brega et al., 2023): Spain
and the Netherlands. The Netherlands relies greatly on collective bargaining practices for
social arrangements, in particular given wide-scale extension of such agreements in many
sectors (Trampusch, 2006). FWAs are characterized by detailed national statutes regulat-
ing the basic provision of and access to flexible working, while mandating social partners
to amend such regulations via collective agreements (Boehmer & Cabrita, 2016). Spain
similarly relies heavily on collective bargaining agreements, also for FWAs, but in contrast
to the Netherlands, Spanish national-level legislation is mostly absent, leaving FWAs to be
agreed upon in collective bargaining processes. The country-level and cross-sectoral
descriptive analysis therefore provides empirical insights needed for further theorizing
on FWA provision and future empirical research on the paradoxical effects of flexible
working.

2. Flexible work arrangements: a matter of contention

FWAs are often a key work-family resource for many employees. Nonetheless, what
precisely constitutes FWAs varies widely across the literature (Chung & van der
Lippe, 2018). We follow the literature in broadly defining flexibility as encompassing
a diverse set of arrangements, namely (1) flexible working hours (i.e. the ability to
choose from a pre-defined set of schedules or to vary start/end times); (2) telework
(working from a location different to the usual workplace, including the home); (3)
extending leave provisions in a flexible manner (e.g. returning to work following
maternity leave on a part-time basis); and (4) changes in work-status (from full-time
to part-time and vice versa). We purposely exclude part-time work from the analysis
as the definition of this non-standard working time arrangement varies extensively in
terms of working hours, its level of social protection, and its (in)voluntary nature
(Nicolaisen et al., 2019).

Collectively bargained FWAs must necessarily be understood within a multi-level
framework due to their provision at different and often simultaneous levels. At the
national level, legislation typically establishes baseline statutory arrangements, at least
in the form of a right to request (Hegewisch, 2009). Subsequently, companies can facili-
tate or restrict access to such arrangements, as well as supplement them (Chung &
Tijdens, 2013). Furthermore, collective agreements play a crucial role by potentially trans-
posing national FWA statutory provisions to specific workplace contexts, enhancing man-
dated policies, or negotiating arrangements where no national legislative framework
exists (Dickens, 2000; Ollier-Malaterre, 2009). In short, collective agreements can
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complement or even compensate for insufficient public and organizational FWA pro-
visions (Trampusch, 2006).

Some consider that although collectively provided FWAs can help employees balance
different spheres of life (i.e. be employee-friendly), this balance is continuously at risk from
employer-driven flexibilization (Hildebrandt, 2006). Employees’ interest in improving
their work-family reconciliation is generally at odds with employers’ interests in discre-
tionally organizing production processes to keep up with a so-called on-demand
economy (e.g. through the adjustment of working hours to meet market demands or
the flexibilization and extension of service and operating times (Fleetwood, 2007)).
When FWAs are driven by employer interest, the negative consequences for employees
(e.g. fluctuating schedules and increased overtime) tend to intensify, particularly for
low-wage workers (Crocker & Clawson, 2012; Gregory & Milner, 2009a), with the potential
to increase the tension between responsibilities at home and at the workplace (Kim et al.,
2019).

The way in which company initiatives for FWAs and collective bargaining complement
each other depends, among others, on the specific country context and dynamics
between employers and trade union representatives. While in some cases, companies
can proactively design and implement FWAs and unions subsequently complement
them through collective bargaining agreements, in other cases, unions can be the
driver for innovation on such issues. In any case, unions play a significant role in ensuring
that FWA policies adequately meet the needs and preferences of the workers they rep-
resent, with union presence mattering for the adoption of family-friendly policies, includ-
ing FWAs (Hogarth et al., 2003; MacGillvary & Firestein, 2009; Ravenswood & Markey,
2011). The presence of recognized unions also reduces the likelihood of employers attri-
buting sole responsibility to employees for managing their work-life balance (Bryson &
Forth, 2011). Disentangling whether employers or unions are the prime driver of FWA pro-
visions is beyond the exploratory nature of this paper. Rather, in the following section, we
discuss potential drivers associated with cross-country and cross-sectoral variation in col-
lective bargaining provision of FWAs.

3. Drivers of collectively bargained flexible work provisions

Collective bargaining is the policy arena that is most sensitive to the concrete require-
ments of workers and employers. In that context, FWAs constitute a space for dispute
of conflicting (but not necessarily misaligned) interests between workers’ wellbeing
and employers’ discretion in the organization of production processes. A priori it is
unclear whether one might expect the presence on FWAs to be higher or lower in relation
to the proportion of organized labour (union density). On the one hand, a higher pro-
portion of union-represented workers can increase bargaining power; that is, higher lever-
age to affect the incidence and value of benefits through collective bargaining (Budd &
Mumford, 2004). On the other hand, higher bargaining power might not be reflected in
greater initiatives to negotiate work-life reconciliation arrangements, as unions have tra-
ditionally focused such power on pay bargaining over other aspects of job quality (Bryson
& Green, 2015) and FWAs have not traditionally been part of collective bargaining
agendas (Gregory & Milner, 2009b). Yet previous research has shed light on relevant
mechanisms that may drive differences in collective provision across countries and
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between sectors. For the current analysis, we can categorize them respectively into two
theoretical concerns: opportunity structures and collective voice. We further divide the
voice issue into two principles identified in the literature, namely need and equity
(Lambert & Haley-Lock, 2004). Often, the principle of need is related to employees’ inter-
est, and the equity principle is equated to FWAs implemented for performance-oriented
goals, thus employer-driven (Chung, 2022).

First, scholars have identified that legislation (state intervention) can produce opportu-
nity structures that promote union innovation in policies and practices through collective
bargaining agreements (Heery, 2006; Kirton, 2021). Opportunities for the negotiation of
complementary or additional FWA provisions can be facilitated or hindered by baseline
statutory provision and the room collective bargaining relationships give for further nego-
tiation (Berg et al,, 2013; Gregory & Milner, 2009b; Ravenswood & Markey, 2011). Public
policy in the form of FWA legislation provides the foundation from which complementary
or additional provisions can be negotiated, as minimum entitlements offer a lever for col-
lective bargaining (Brochard & Letablier, 2017; Dickens, 2000). Yet minimal statutory legis-
lation is not necessarily disadvantageous, as previous research has found more provisions
in collective agreements when there is weak legislation for family-friendly policy (Budd &
Mumford, 2004). National statutory regulations may matter in different ways for the public
and private sector. The landmark study by den Dulk (2001) showed, for example, that even
in the private sector, national legislation can stimulate union interest and encourage
some employers to lead by good practice. Thus FWAs may be negotiated in the private
sector just as often as in the public sector, despite the reputation of the public sector
as ‘family-friendly’ (Heery, 2006).” The collective bargaining systems in which these collec-
tive agreements are conducted is also relevant, as collective bargaining taking place at
levels higher than the company can be advantageous for including FWAs (den Dulk
et al, 2013). In contrast to company-level bargaining, sectoral negotiations provide
capacity for a broad comparison of employment conditions across workplaces (Heery,
2006), and to counter strong pressure from employers towards unfavourable conditions
(Grimshaw et al., 2017; Seeleib-Kaiser & Fleckenstein, 2009). Moreover, if the FWAs under
negotiation are costly, sectoral bargaining can provide a financial buffer, as the costs
would be borne by all employers rather than an individual employer put at a cost disad-
vantage compared to its competitors. Notwithstanding, (additional) collective agree-
ments at the company level could facilitate the tailoring of sector-specific FWAs, as the
workplace is where employees and their managers bring negotiated arrangements to
life (Cooper & Baird, 2015).2

Second, inclusion of FWA policies in collective bargaining agreements can vary
depending on the characteristics of the workforce such agreements represent. According
to the representational role of unions, voicing members’ interests, policies must be
needed or considered beneficial by a critical number of workers in order to be pursued
(Berg et al., 2013; Brochard & Letablier, 2017). Hence, the feminization and the skill
level of the labour force are decisive. From a principle of need (Gregory & Milner,
2009b), FWAs would more likely be important for female workers because women
shoulder most of the responsibility for household and childcare tasks and face severe con-
straints in balancing work, care and private life (Gerstel & Clawson, 2014). Hence, female
employees may be willing to trade off monetary benefits for benefits that are family-
friendly (Harbridge & Thickett, 2003), such as FWAs. The representation of female
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workers has proven to be important in the pursuit of this type of provisions in collective
agreements (Gregory & Milner, 2009b; Ravenswood & Markey, 2011; Rigby & O'Brien-
Smith, 2010), but not always definitory (Brochard & Letablier, 2017).* Recent empirical evi-
dence suggests that gender diversity in the workforce is most favourable to collective bar-
gaining on work-life balance issues (Bruno et al., 2021). However, some have suggested
that collective bargaining agendas are not always receptive to their members’ work-
family concerns (Gregory & Milner, 2009a). As trade unions have been historically male-
dominated organizations that endorsed a gender-based division of roles related to
earning income and childcare (Brochard & Letablier, 2017; Haas & Hwang, 2013), pro-
visions related to work-life balance are often associated with ‘women’s issues’ and de-
prioritized compared to wages under a ‘male norm’ of employment (Gerstel & Clawson,
2001; Kirton, 2021). Another issue that might explain a marginal presence of FWA
clauses in collective agreements is that this agenda is often driven by business concerns
(Fleetwood, 2007), thus seen by unions as a removing protective rights through
employer-led flexibility (Kirton & Greene, 2006). Additionally, employers might resist
negotiating FWAs in feminized sectors due to financial concerns, as a large share of
their employees are likely to make use of them.

From an equity principle (i.e. compensations are unequally distributed, but based on
the level of contributions; Lambert & Haley-Lock, 2004), FWAs would more likely be avail-
able to those employees who will bring the greatest benefit to the firm through improved
performance results, such as employees in positions requiring high skill levels whose
increase in productivity is more profitable (Brescoll et al., 2013; Chung, 2018; Chung &
Tijdens, 2013; Ortega, 2009). Likewise, sectors that rely heavily on skilled labour may
have higher bargaining power than others, because the difficulty of replacing employees
in high-skilled jobs might lead employers to favour work-family policies to accommodate
their demands to ensure retention (Chung & van der Lippe, 2018), especially after life-
changing events like childbirth (Skorge & Rasmussen, 2021). Moreover, employers may
expect take-up rates to be limited to a select group of employees, and thus see FWAs
as relatively inexpensive. Previous research found that the inclusion of FWAs in collective
agreements varies depending on the occupation of the workforce (Budd & Mumford,
2004), and is heavily influenced by the receptiveness of employers who are persuaded
that FWAs are profitable (Berg et al.,, 2013). In contrast, it could be argued that unions
from labour intensive sectors (where most workers do low-skilled jobs) have reason to
actively resist flexible working practices in collective agreements (Fleetwood, 2007). In
such sectors, working from a location other than the usual workplace is rare, but
opening and operating times often exceed standard work weeks, shift work is
common, and costs are often cut by operating lean core crews of workers and relying
on on-call workers when needed. Hence, FWAs might further reduce the plannability
and reliability of working time.

Admittedly, it should be noted that within sectors, the type of FWA included in collec-
tive agreements is likely to vary according to their adequacy and feasibility (e.g. in sectors
where remote work may not be feasible due to the nature of the work, their collective
agreements may have fewer clauses related to teleworking). While we include a descrip-
tion of the different type of FWAs included per sector, thoroughly explaining within-
sector differences is beyond the scope of this paper. Prior to delving into the analysis,
the following section provides an overview of the Dutch and Spanish institutional
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contexts, highlighting their respective baseline FWA statutory provisions and collective
bargaining structures.

4. The Netherlands and Spain: statutory provision and room for collective
bargaining of flexible work arrangements

Baseline statutory FWA provisions differ between Spain and the Netherlands. At the
national level, FWAs are typically provided as a procedural right to ask for alternative
working arrangements, or a ‘right to request’ (ILO, 2019). This is visible in Dutch legis-
lation, which has regulated the provision and encouraged employers to make FWAs avail-
able for about two decades (Arbeidstijdenwet, 2010; Wet flexibel werken, 2016). National-
level legislation covers multiple arrangements, such as schedule flexibility, the temporary
reduction of working hours, and teleworking. Going beyond typical right to request legis-
lation, virtually all workers in the Netherlands have the right to adjust their working hours
if employers cannot show it is against business interests. However, these arrangements
can only be accessed by employees with a tenure of at least 26 weeks (with the same
employer), within firms who employ 10 or more workers. In smaller firms, employers
and employees are expected to make individual arrangements. In contrast, broad guide-
lines for limited FWAs in Spain are offered in legislation only since the last decade. The
adjustment of working time is not covered by national legislation as a set of arrangements
for workers to reconcile work with other spheres of life, but is tied to different types of
leave for childbirth, adoption, care for children or ill family members, or breastfeeding
(Real Decreto Legislativo 2/2015). More recent legislation declared that workers have
the right to request FWAs for work-life balance (Real Decreto-Ley 6/2019; Art. 34).
However, such legislation only marginally improves existing Spanish leave schemes to
care for dependents, emphasizing that they are an individual and non-transferable
right. Moreover, important sectoral differences are evident in Spain. In contrast to
private sector employees, public sector employees are guaranteed some working time
flexibility to adapt their working schedule to parenting needs (e.g. to school hours)
(Meil et al., 2020). Legislation on telework, passed in 2012, is limited to jobs related to
the intensive use of new technologies (Ley 3/2012). Following the COVID-19 pandemic,
additional legislation stipulates when workers who carry out remote work on a regular
basis can demand that their employers provide the necessary conditions for remote
work (Ley 10/2021).

Both the Dutch and Spanish approaches to FWA legislation foresee that statutory pro-
visions will be subject to further negotiation between employer and employee represen-
tatives (Boehmer & Cabrita, 2016). They are thus classified as ‘negotiated working time
regimes’ (OECD, 2019). But the application of these approaches differs in reality. Detailed
national statutory provision of FWAs in the Netherlands mandates social partners to
amend such regulations via collective agreements (Wet flexibel werken, 2016; Art. 2.15).
In the Dutch case, existing statutory standards are, in principle, supported by workers’
and employers’ associations because the social partners are consulted on national legis-
lation through the Social and Economic Council (i.e. a tripartite institution that is decisive
in nearly all labour market related legislation).” In contrast, Spanish national-level FWA
legislation is minimal, leaving FWAs to be (voluntarily) agreed upon in collective bargain-
ing processes. If the schedule, place and distribution of work deviate from the guidelines
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established by the Spanish legislation, they should be agreed upon in collective bargain-
ing processes (with either single or multiple employers) (Real Decreto-Ley 6/2019; Real
Decreto Legislativo 2/2015, Art. 34.8). In both countries, when collective agreements or
employee representation are absent, the terms of FWAs are relegated to individual nego-
tiations between the company and the employee who requests them.

As FWA regulations are to be negotiated via collective agreements, it is relevant that
collective bargaining predominantly takes place at the sectoral level in both the Nether-
lands and Spain, but they differ in other aspects of their bargaining systems. First, Spain
allows less room for firm-level agreements than the Netherlands. Sectoral agreements in
Spain predominantly set framework conditions and coverage is extended by default to all
employees (i.e. under the erga omnes principle). Although firm-level agreements can
apply less favourable terms for employees than those negotiated in higher-level agree-
ments since a reform in 2012 inverted the favourability principle, exemptions remain
limited (OECD, 2019).° Dutch sector-level agreements also set broad framework con-
ditions but leave ample room for the negotiation of detailed provisions at the firm-
level, complementing or deviating from higher-level minimum or standard terms.” Simul-
taneously, the extension of sectoral collective agreements to entire sectors (including
employees/firms not affiliated with or having signed the agreement) is common in the
Netherlands, and exemptions are rare outside large firms (Hijzen et al., 2019).8 Second,
coordination between bargaining units is strong in the Netherlands but weak in Spain.
In the Netherlands, the metal sector sets the targets and others follow (i.e. pattern bargain-
ing). In Spain, peak level organizations either set some guidelines or define intra-associa-
tional goals to be followed when bargaining at lower levels, and agreements tend to deal
with complementary issues at different levels. Consequently, Dutch workers are often
covered by non-nested collective agreements (sector or firm) (Jansen, 2021), whereas
Spanish workers are often covered by agreements at simultaneous levels.

In sum, national legislation sets the statutory level of FWA provision that collective
agreements can specify or complement in collective bargaining processes, where work-
force key characteristics are likely to make a difference.” However, without detailed
data on the negotiation processes behind collective agreements, the direction of these
drivers is unclear, meaning it is not possible to establish causality in the current paper.
We focus instead on exploring the potential of these drivers given the absence of detailed
comparative empirical evidence to date.

5. Data and methods
5.1. Data

The article uses data from the 2021 version of the Wagelndicator Collective Bargaining
Agreement Database (Ceccon & Medas, 2022). The dataset contains a total of 1,546
coded collective agreements from 62 countries and 40 Transnational Company Agree-
ments. The agreements are classified as multi-employer (for simplicity, treated as
sector-level agreements) or single-employer (company level collective agreements).'®
The complete text of the collective agreements is annotated and coded in a web-
based platform by trained coders following a structured coding scheme, aided by
natural language processing techniques that flag relevant clauses in the agreements
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Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Collective agreements Netherlands Spain
Total 101 108
Years covered 2013-2023 2008-2025
Duration (min-max) 1-6 years* 1-10 years
Average duration 1.9 years 3.2 years
Single employer CA 21 60
Multi-employer CA 80 48
Sectors covered:

Manufacturing 18 17

Construction 12 6

Knowledge-intensive services 10 19

Commerce & Other services 44 51

Education, Health and Public administration 17 13

No information - 2

Notes: “ 4 Dutch agreements are for an indefinite period of time.
Source: Wagelndicator Collective Bargaining Agreement Database (2021), authors’ calculations.

(Tijdens et al., 2022). The Wagelndicator data collection strategy consists of completing its
database retroactively over time, so that as the full texts of agreements become available
through corresponding labour authorities and/or social partners, they are collected and
coded. Hence, data are not necessarily representative of all countries in the dataset.
The 2021 version of the dataset contains in total 108 Spanish and 101 Dutch collective
agreements (see Table 1), covering 46% of the 173 regular (legally recognized) sectoral
agreements active in the Netherlands in 2020 (CAO-afspraken, 2022),"" and 28% of the
171 collective agreements with a scope higher than the company level active in Spain
in 2020 (Estadisticas de Convenios Colectivos del Trabajo, 2023).'> The coverage of
company level varies in the dataset from 4% in the Netherlands to 8% in Spain. This
data is sufficiently robust to allow for robust sector-level analyses in the two countries
(see Table A1 in Annex for a detailed calculation of margins of error). The Spanish full
text collective agreements were collected through the State Archives of Collective Bar-
gaining Agreements (Published in the Official State Gazette), and the Spanish trade
union Confederation of Workers (CC.00.) (Medas & Ceccon, 2021). The Dutch full text col-
lective agreements in the dataset were acquired through the Ministry of Social Affairs and
Employment and with the help of the social partners (Jansen, 2021)."3

The 209 agreements in the analytic sample were mostly signed between 2017 and
2019. The Spanish agreements coverage ranged from 2008 up to 2025, with an
average duration of 3.2 years. The coverage of the Dutch collective agreements included
varied from 2013 up to 2023, with an average duration of 1.9 years, except for 4 agree-
ments without an operative end date (indefinite duration).* Although some agreements
are valid until 2025, they were all negotiated prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (up to April
2020).

For the purposes of our analysis, collective agreements were aggregated into five
sectors following the industry-standard classification system (NACE revision 2.0, 1 digit),
with a further classification of the service sector following Eurostat’s definition of knowl-
edge-intensive services (OECD, 2021): Manufacturing; Construction (including water
supply, sewerage and waste); Knowledge-intensive services (including a variety of
financial, professional, technical and scientific activities); Commerce & other services
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(including retail, hospitality and transport); and Education, healthcare services and public
administration (see Table A2 in Annex for a detailed classification).

Our analysis of FWA clauses in each agreement is based on the previous identification
of FWAs in the database (through the coding process outlined above). FWA data are
classified by the options are provided: 1 ‘Extended leave’ (extending leave provisions
in a flexible manner); 2 ‘Telework’; 3 ‘Work from home;" 4 ‘Flexible hours’; 5 ‘Change
work-status’ (between full-time and part-time) (Ceccon & Medas, 2022). Despite existing
conceptual differences between telework and working from home (Kurowska, 2018),
these two categories are combined for simplicity in the interpretation of the results.
Thus, telework refers to working from a location different to the usual workplace, includ-
ing the home.

5.2. Analytical strategy

We conducted an exploratory analysis in order to describe and summarize the data, using
contingency tables and appropriate nonparametric statistical tests according to the
nature of the variables and the lack of a normal distribution. Chi-Square Tests of Indepen-
dence were performed to assess the association between categorical variables (e.g.
country and the presence of FWA clauses in a collective agreement). When a category
was expected to have values lower than 5, Fisher's exact tests were performed to
assess the relationship between categorical variables. Kruskal-Wallis tests were con-
ducted to determine significant differences between groups on a continuous variable
(e.g. sectors and union density). The purpose of these tests was to consistently evaluate
which country and sector differences were substantial, thus they do not offer proof of
causality. The analysis was divided into two parts. First, it examined cross-country differ-
ences in the inclusion of FWA clauses in collective agreements between Spain and the
Netherlands. The second part focused on cross-sectoral differences in the inclusion of
FWA clauses in collective agreements within each country. Both parts explored differ-
ences between the level of bargaining (single or multi-employer) and the type of FWAs
included in the collective bargaining agreement (flexible working hours; telework; and
change in work status).

6. Results

6.1. Flexible work arrangements in collective agreements: between-country
differences

The Spanish and Dutch collective agreements in the sample differed in the inclusion of
FWA clauses, the level of negotiation of such clauses, and the type of arrangement
covered. A statistically significant association between country and the presence of
FWA clauses in a collective agreement (X2(1, 201) =8.833 (p =.003)) corroborated that
FWA clauses were more likely to be found in Spanish collective agreements than in
Dutch ones. Of the 108 Spanish agreements, more than 70 per cent had clauses on
FWAs, compared to 50 per cent of the 101 Dutch agreements. Table 2 suggests that
multi-employer agreements were more likely to include FWA clauses than single-
employer agreements only in Spain (X(1, 105)=8.699 (p=.003)). In the Netherlands,
FWAs were equally included across levels of bargaining (X2(1, 96) = 0.001 (p=.975)).
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Table 2. Collective agreements with clauses on flexible work arrangements, by level of bargaining.

Netherlands Spain
No Yes n.d. Total No Yes n.d. Total
Single employer 10 (48%) 11 (52%) - 21 23 (38%) 36 (60%) 1 (2%) 60
Multi-employer 36 (45%) 39 (49%) 5 (6%) 80 6 (13%) 40 (83%) 2 (4%) 48
Total 46 (45%) 50 (50%) 5 (5%) 101 29 (27%) 76 (70%) 3 (3%) 108

Notes: n.d. = no data. % = row percentages.
Source: Wagelndicator Collective Bargaining Agreement Database (2021), authors’ calculations.

Not all types of FWAs were equally included in Spanish and Dutch collective agree-
ments.'> Flexible working hours and the (protected) possibility to make changes in
work status (from full-time to part-time and vice versa) were by far the most common
type of FWA included in collective agreements. A significant association between
country and the presence of clauses on flexible working hours (X2(1, 201)=7.412 (p
=.006)), and between country and the presence of clauses on changes in work status
in a collective agreement (X?(1, 201)=21.339 (p =.000)), showed that both flexible
working hours and changes in work status were significantly more likely to be present
in Spanish than in Dutch collective agreements. Changes in work status are part of the stat-
utory provision on flexibility in both countries (see section 2 above). However, the ability to
change one’s work status from full to part-time and vice versa might be a matter for collec-
tive bargaining because requests for an increase in working hours are more often rejected
by employers than requests for a decrease in hours (den Dulk & Yerkes, 2020). A significant
association between country and the presence of clauses on telework in a collective agree-
ment at a 10% Cl level (X2(1, 201) = 2.891 (p = .089)) showed that telework clauses were also
significantly more likely to be present in Spanish agreements. Telework is hardly regulated
by Spanish legislation. This differs from the Netherlands, where legislation encourages tele-
work, and a relatively high share of workers use telework arrangements, which could help
explain cross-country differences in the presence of such clauses.'® The extension of leave
provisions to be taken in a flexible manner were among the less common FWAs included in
collective agreements, and significantly more likely to be present in Dutch than in Spanish
collective agreements (X*(1, 201) = 5.273 (p =.022)). Low prevalence of such FWAs is likely
related to high costs. Cost-sharing mechanisms are generally established in statutory leave
provision, and extending leave provisions through flexible take-up often has to do with
more weeks of paid leave or higher wage replacement, both of which come at a direct
cost to the employer.

The type of FWAs included in an agreement (Figure 1) was independent of the level of
negotiation in both countries, except for the presence of flexible working hours clauses in
Spain, which was significantly more likely to be present in multi-employer agreements
(X3(1, 105) = 7.395 (p =.007)), but not so in the Netherlands (X*(1, 96) = 0.000 (p =.999)).
These results suggest that the same types of FWAs tend to be negotiated at both
levels of negotiation.

In sum, Spain and the Netherlands show significant differences in the inclusion of FWA
clauses in collective agreements negotiated pre-COVID covering the period 2008-2025.
These differences could reflect varying opportunity structures for collective-based inno-
vation in work-life balance issues that existing public policy and state intervention
provide. Higher provision of FWAs through collective agreements in the Spanish case
could be levered by the minimum entitlements provided by legislation (Dickens, 2000).
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Figure 1. Collective agreements with clauses on flexible work arrangements, by type of arrangement
and level of bargaining.

6.2. Flexible work arrangements in collective agreements: sectoral differences

As a first step in the cross-sector analysis, we examined the sectoral composition of the
workforce in Spain and the Netherlands (Table 3). In both countries, the gender compo-
sition, job-skill composition and union density is significantly different across sectors.
Kruskal-Wallis tests indicate significant differences across sectors in the share of female
workers in the Netherlands (X°(4, 101)=78.681 (p=.000)) and in Spain (X°(4, 108) =
51.291 (p=.000)); in the share of workers in high-skilled jobs in the Netherlands X’(4,
101) =67.132 (p =.000)) and in Spain (X2(4, 108) = 64.210 (p =.000)); and in trade union
density in the Netherlands (X?(4, 101) =40.707 (p=.000)) and in Spain (X?(4, 108) =
77.106 (p =.000)).

The manufacturing and construction sectors represent just over 20 per cent of the
labour force in each country. Although they are both male-dominated industries (with
more than three-quarters of male workers) with relatively high unionization rates, manu-
facturing has a higher proportion of workers in high-skilled jobs. Knowledge-intensive ser-
vices account for about a quarter of the labour force, while commerce and other services
represent over one-third. Across the sectors analysed here, knowledge-intensive services
and commerce and other services are the sectors with the lowest trade union density.
With nearly the same share of male and female workers, these are gender-balanced
sectors. Contrary to knowledge-intensive services, commerce and other services have
the lowest share of workers in high-skilled jobs across sectors. The education, healthcare
and public administration sector is marginally larger in the Netherlands than in Spain,
representing approximately 30 per cent of the labour force. With around 70 per cent
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Table 3. Sectoral workforce composition and trade union density.

Share of total Share of female Share of workers in Trade union
labour force® workers® high-skill jobs density'
Netherlands
Manufacturing 10.7% 23.9% 49.0% 24.0%
Construction 5.2% 14.0% 38.8% 31.0%
Knowledge-intensive services 16.1% 35.6% 75.8% 13.0%
Commerce & Other services 34.4% 45.3% 24.9% 16.0%
Education, Health & Public 31.3% 70.1% 62.9% 24.0%
administration
Spain
Manufacturing 16.5% 25.9% 42.0% 20.0%
Construction 7.8% 11.8% 28.3% 10.0%
Knowledge-intensive services 11.4% 45.0% 69.6% 16.0%
Commerce & Other services 37.9% 47.8% 20.3% 12.0%
Education, Health & Public 23.7% 64.9% 58.1% 33.0%

administration

Notes: @ Percentage of workers by economic activity out of the total number of workers in employment (EUROSTAT,
2018). ® Percentage of female workers out of the total number of workers in employment by sex and economic activity
(EUROSTAT, 2018). © Percentage of workers in high-skilled jobs (Managers; Professionals; Technicians and associate
professionals; Plant and machine operators and assemblers; Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers) out of
the total number of workers by economic activity and occupation (EUROSTAT, 2018).  Trade union density as percen-
tage of employees in sector. Data for The Netherlands is from 2011 (Ter Steege et al., 2012) and data for Spain is from
2010 (ECTV, 2010).

female workers, this sector is female-dominated and has a large proportion of workers in
high-skilled jobs, as well as high union density.

This distinct sectoral composition is partially reflected in our exploratory analysis. All
sectors contained FWA clauses, but sectoral differences were substantial only in the Neth-
erlands. Fisher's exact tests showed a statistically significant association between sector
and the presence of FWA clauses in a collective agreement in the Netherlands at a 10%
Cl (two-tailed p =.085) and a non-significant one in Spain (two-tailed p = .459).

In the Netherlands, agreements from knowledge intensive services were the most
likely to include FWA clauses, followed by agreements from manufacturing (80% and
61% respectively, Table 4). In the former, FWAs were mostly based in multi-employer
agreements, and in the latter they were equally based on single and multi-employer
agreements (Figure 2). Collective agreements in construction and commerce and other
services included a very similar proportion of clauses on FWAs (58% and 48% respectively,
Table 4). In the construction sector, all collective agreements containing FWA clauses
were multi-employer agreements, but they were similarly based on single and multi-

Table 4. Collective agreements with FWA clauses, by sector.

Netherlands Spain

No Yes n.d. Total No Yes n.d Total
Manufacturing 6 (33%) 11(61%) 1 (6%) 18 4(23%) 13 (77%) - 17
Construction 5 (42%) 6 (50%) 1 (8%) 12 2 (33%) 4 (67%) - 6
Knowledge-intensive services 2 (20%) 8 (80%) - 10 4 (21%) 14 (74%) 1 (5%) 19
Commerce & Other services 22 (50%) 21 (48%) 1 (2%) 44 18 (35%) 33 (64%) - 51
Education, Health & Public 11 (65%) 4 (23%) 2 (12%) 17 1 (8%) 10 (77%) 2 13

administration (15%)

n.d. - - - - - 2 (100%) - 2
Total 46 (45%) 50 (50%) 5 (5%) 101 29 (27%) 76 (70%) 3 (3%) 108

Notes: n.d. = no data. % = row percentages.
Source: Wagelndicator Collective Bargaining Agreement Database (2021), authors’ calculations.
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Figure 2. Collective agreements with clauses on flexible work arrangements, by sector and level of
bargaining.

employer agreements in commerce (Figure 2). Agreements from the education, health-
care and public administration sector were least likely to include FWA clauses (23%,
Table 4), and FWAs were mostly based in multi-employer agreements (Figure 2).

These results imply that FWAs might be comparatively easier to negotiate in sectors
that combine a large proportion of workers in high-skilled jobs with either a male-domi-
nated or gender-balanced composition. Although the inclusion of FWA clauses was not
significantly different across sectors in Spain, we observe the same tendencies as in the
Netherlands with the exception of the sector aggregating education, health and public
administration. In contrast to the Netherlands, in Spain, this sector appears very likely
to include FWA clauses.

We also found differences in both countries regarding the type of FWA clauses
included in collective agreements across sectors (Figure 3), but only for two types of
arrangements. In the Netherlands, the inclusion of clauses on changes in work status
(from full - to part-time and vice versa) was significantly different across sectors at a
10% CI level (two-tailed Fisher's exact p=.075), and again most likely to be found in
the knowledge intensive services and manufacturing sectors. The presence of clauses
on changes in work status in a collective agreement was not significantly associated
with the sectors in Spain (two-tailed p =.153). In Spain, the inclusion of clauses on tele-
work was significantly different across sectors (two-tailed Fisher’s exact p=.003), with
the highest likelihood observed in knowledge-intensive services, followed at a distance
by the manufacturing sector. The inclusion of clauses on telework was not different
across sectors in the Netherlands (two-tailed Fisher's exact p =.254).
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Figure 3. Collective agreements with clauses on flexible work arrangements, by sector and type of
arrangement.

We note that collective agreements in the Dutch education, healthcare and public
administration sector only contained clauses on flexible working hours and extending
leaves in a flexible manner (Figure 3). Moreover, commerce and other services is the
only sector in both countries to have agreements with clauses on all four types of
FWAs (Figure 3). It could be argued that companies in the commerce sector would be
especially interested in negotiating FWAs (e.g. benefiting from extended opening times
during the evenings/weekend). However, since this type of practice tends to reduce
plannability and working time reliability, it would also make sense for workers to actively
resist such flexible working practices.

The cross-sectoral variation found in the Netherlands in relation to the FWA clauses
included in collective agreements as well as the type of FWA likely to be included
suggests that in the Dutch case, a high proportion of female workers in a sector is in
and of itself insufficient to drive FWA inclusion in collective agreements. Rather, the
skill composition of the sector appears to play a vital role.

7. Conclusion

Despite the great number of work-family studies analysing FWAs, most comparative ana-
lyses focus on how company-level provisions complement national-level policies, without
sufficiently recognizing the role of collective agreements. Their role is also often disre-
garded when providing evidence of gender and class inequalities in access to FWAs,
with research mainly based on individual level data. This article attempts to fill these
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gaps and contribute to the work-family literature by comparing the inclusion of clauses
on FWAs and their type (i.e. flexible working hours, telework, changes in work status
from full-time to part-time, and flexibility in returning from leave), in over 200 collective
agreements from Spain and the Netherlands. The article examines whether the inclusion
of FWAs in collective agreements varies between countries in relation to the opportunity
structures that legislation produce for union innovation in policies and practices (Heery,
2006; Kirton, 2021); and across sectors according to the role of unions in voicing workers’
interests (Berg et al., 2013; Brochard & Letablier, 2017) —the expectation that the collective
provision of FWAs will depend on how needed and/or useful they are according to sec-
toral workforce composition (the so-called principles of need and equity).

At the country level, results show that Spain and the Netherlands differ in the provision
of FWAs in collective agreements. FWA clauses are more often found in Spanish than in
Dutch collective agreements. These results are in line with previous research finding fewer
provisions in collective agreements when there is strong legislation for family-friendly
policy (Budd & Mumford, 2004; Gregory & Milner, 2009b). The limited baseline statutory
provision of FWAs in Spain may suggest an emerging opportunity structure for their col-
lective innovation. Additionally, Spanish multi-employer agreements more often include
FWAs than single-employer agreements, a difference not identifiable in the Dutch case.
However, there is an indication that similar types of arrangements are negotiated at
both levels. Given that collective bargaining predominantly takes place at the sector
level in both countries but additional negotiation at the firm level varies, this finding
could be reflecting different scenarios. For example, employers with company-level
agreements who have opted out from sectoral agreements in the Netherlands might
be negotiating similar topics to those forgone at the sector level. In Spain, a country
known to suffer from disorganized and overlapping bargaining structures, with a
labour reform (in 2012) that allowed for inverse favourability (Sdnchez-Mira et al,,
2021), the negotiation of similar topics could reflect the struggle of company level collec-
tive agreements to prevent the deterioration of arrangements (previously) negotiated at
the sectoral level.

Across sectors, results show significant variation in the inclusion of FWA clauses (and
their type) in collective agreements only in the Netherlands. Agreements from knowledge
intensive services (a gender-balanced sector with a large share of workers in high-skilled
jobs and low union density) and manufacturing (a male-dominated sector with a medium
share of workers in high-skilled jobs and high union density) were the most likely to
include FWAs (over 60% of the agreements). FWA clauses were least likely to be found
in the education, health and public administration sector (a female-dominated sector
with a large share of workers in high-skilled jobs and high union density). Commerce
and other services is the only sector with collective agreement covering all four types
of FWAs.

These results indicate little support for a needs-driven provision of FWAs in collective
agreements, whereby FWA clauses would be most expected in sectors representing a
large proportion of female workers, as women more often use such arrangements to
shoulder the double-burden of care and paid work (Gerstel & Clawson, 2014). The
share of female workers in a sector appears to be insufficient for making a difference in
the collective provision of FWAs, even with relatively high union density. Unions could
be operating under a traditional male employment model and disregarding FWAs
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relevance (Kirton, 2021). Moreover, even if FWAs are perceived as helpful for female par-
ticipation in employment, their negotiation might be resisted by employers due to high
costs. However, it should be noted that most of education, healthcare and public admin-
istration falls within the public sector in the Netherlands. The public sector traditionally
provides work-life balance arrangements more than other sectors, reinforcing the idea
of the ‘ideal employer’ (Heery, 2006). Moreover, the Netherlands has been known for
offering very high support for FWAs through state regulations in the last decades (den
Dulk & Groeneveld, 2013). In this regard, it could be argued that since FWA provision is
somehow covered in this sector, the remaining needs that collectively bargained arrange-
ments could address are low, giving more credit to a needs-based explanation. These
findings might help to understand contrasting individual level results, whereby some
suggest that there are no substantial differences between men and women in their
access to flexible working schedules and telework (Chung, 2019a; Ortega, 2009; Swanberg
et al.,, 2005), and others suggest limited access in female-dominated workplaces (Chung,
2019b; Magnusson, 2021). Our results also support recent conclusions of gender diversity
in the workforce being advantageous for the collective negotiation of a variety of FWAs
(Bruno et al., 2021).

Rather than supporting the idea of needs-based collective provision, the cross-sectoral
results mostly support the idea of equity-driven provision of FWAs. With the exception of
the aforementioned public sector in the Netherlands, our results show that the higher the
share of workers with a high-skilled job in a sector, the more likely FWA clauses are to be
included, particularly if combined with high union density. This could indicate that skill
level confers higher bargaining power in negotiating FWAs. Notwithstanding, it can be
argued that employers may be inclined to accommodate the demands of workers in
high-skilled jobs due to the scarcity of their skills, ensuring retention and productivity
levels. In other words, employers may be more willing to negotiate FWAs because they
expect to benefit from them. These results are in line with individual level studies
showing that FWA access is usually higher among highly-educated employees, managers
and professionals (Fuller & Hirsh, 2019; Glass & Noonan, 2016); and that workers in a high-
skilled job are more likely to have access to flexible working schedules and telework
(Chung, 2019a, 2022). The evidence further supports the idea that the gap observed in
microdata might not be due to lower awareness of FWA provision among workers in a
low-skilled job, but rather lack of access. Although country level provisions may exist,
such provisions do not seem to be operationalized in collective agreements covering
these workers.

Our results point to potentially important avenues for further research, providing
nuance to existing evidence on gender and class inequalities in access to FWAs based
on individual level data. But given their exploratory nature, this analysis of which collec-
tive agreements include FWAs and cross-national and cross-sectoral differences between
Spain and the Netherlands is only a first step. Future research could, for example, delve
into the content of FWA clauses, helping to highlight potential ambiguity in FWAs
clauses and whether they are employer - or employee-friendly and what these differences
mean for workers’ abilities to reconcile work with family or other spheres of life. Detailed
content analysis could also expand our knowledge of how collective agreements poten-
tially improve statutory provisions, providing greater insights into the extent to which col-
lective agreements truly provide employees with protective resources for reconciling
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work and family. A further limitation of this study is the restricted number of cases given
the data available, which meant a reliance on descriptive analysis and non-parametric
tests to assess between and within-country differences. The ongoing inclusion and
coding of more agreements in the Wagelndicator dataset (Ceccon & Medas, 2022) will
offer future work-family researchers opportunities for additional statistical analysis and
increase the representativeness of such studies. The greater availability of data, in particu-
lar across time, would also allow for greater attention in unpacking causality to increase
our understanding of the drivers of flexible work provisions in collective bargaining.

Notwithstanding these limitations, our findings provide much-needed initial cross-
national and cross-sectoral evidence on the potential of FWAs to complement statutory
or organizational flexibility arrangements, or compensate for their absence (den Dulk,
2001; Trampusch, 2006; Yerkes & Tijdens, 2010). On their own, the presence of FWA
clauses in collective bargaining agreements does not ensure positive outcomes for
workers’ wellbeing. However, embedding FWAs within collective agreements uniquely
has the potential to develop provisions that protect employment conditions while
expanding opportunities to combine work and caregiving responsibilities for a diverse
array of workers.

Notes

1. Hence, distinctions between external flexibility (i.e., related to the organization of production,
including employment and hiring practices like outsourcing) and internal flexibility (i.e.,
related to labour organization in the workplace, such as the organization of the working
day and schedule adjustability) are common.

2. A detailed public/private sector comparison is beyond the scope of this paper. See, for
example, Yerkes and Tijdens (2010), for a comparison using the Dutch case.

3. Sectoral collective bargaining might allow for additional firm level negotiations that modify
higher-level agreements. Further negotiations at the firm level could favour FWAs that comp-
lement standards reached at the sector level, especially if the so called ‘favourability principle’
applies (i.e., lower level bargaining can only improve upon the terms and conditions con-
cluded for employees at a higher level of bargaining (OECD, 2019)). However, there might
be mechanisms for lower-level agreements to be (totally or partially) exempted from
higher-level agreements, thus making them mutually exclusive.

4. The presence of female union office-holders and negotiators has also been proven important
to promote gender equality in collective agreements (Dickens, 2000). However, there is no
available data on the gender of the negotiating parties of each collective agreement analysed
in this paper, therefore outside the scope of this study.

5. As a result of such consultations, statutory provisions often include a standard division of the
costs of FWAs (e.g., leave paid at 70 per cent wage replacement where 30 per cent of the cost
is borne by employees, 30 per cent by employers, and 40 per cent by the state).

6. Employers may opt out of collective agreements with the consent of employee representa-
tives, or they may submit the issue to arbitration before a public, tripartite body. Since the
2012 reform, limited (large) firms have opted out from sectoral agreements (OECD, 2019).

7. The application of the favourability principle in the Netherlands is decided between bargain-
ing parties (OECD, 2019).

8. However, exemptions from the corresponding sectoral agreement are common for firms that
negotiate at the firm level, since a company-level agreement constitutes grounds for exemption.

9. It is possible that the proportion of highly-skilled and female workers within each sector
would bring about differences in the inclusion of FWA clauses that could remain masked
at the sector level (e.g., by occupation).
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The distinction between company and sectoral level agreements, which is straightforward in
the Netherlands, is more complex in Spain. In Spain, it is possible to find company-level
agreements and agreements ‘with a scope higher than the company’ (Estadisticas de Conve-
nios Colectivos del Trabajo, 2023). These agreements include regional, provincial and inter-
provincial agreements (meaning that they affect an autonomous community, province or
group of provinces in a certain sector of activity). While this regional bargaining also plays
a role in Spain, the issues negotiated tend to be harmonized across regions in the same
sector, thus not affecting the predominant sectoral level of bargaining (OECD, 2019).

In 2020, the Netherlands had 658 regular (legally recognized) collective agreements, of which
485 were company-level and 173 sectoral agreements. Regarding the coverage of the regis-
tered agreements, of the 5.9 million employees covered by a collective agreement, only
500,000 were covered by a company agreement and around 5.2 million by a sectoral collec-
tive agreement (CAO-afspraken, 2022).

In Spain, there were 928 regular collective agreements in 2020, of which 757 were company
agreements and 171 with a scope higher than the company (Estadisticas de Convenios Colec-
tivos del Trabajo, 2023). Regarding the coverage of the registered agreements, of the more than
1.6 million workers directly affected by a collective agreement, only around 163,000 were
covered by a company agreement and around 1.5 million by a higher level agreement (Estadis-
ticas de Convenios Colectivos del Trabajo, 2023). Due to the extension of the latter type of
agreement, all employees in a given sector would be covered by the corresponding agreement.
Both in Spain and in the Netherlands, (multi-employer) collective agreements must be sub-
mitted to the labour authority for registration and implementation. Company-level collective
agreements, however, are not always freely accessible to third parties.

All agreements included in the Wagelndicator dataset were of varying duration. This means that
the negotiated period of time for which the collective agreement regulates (some aspects of)
employment conditions differed from one agreement to another. It also means that collective
agreements may have been agreed upon in different years, and that they did not necessarily
cover sectors or firms uninterruptedly over time (as agreements are not necessarily consecutive).
Table not shown for space purposes, available from the authors upon request.

A recent draft bill from the House of Representatives in the Netherlands, known as the ‘Work
where you want’ act (‘Wet werken waar je wilt') intended to amend the Flexible Working Act
to guarantee employees’ right to work from home or a different place than the usual work-
place by treating these requests the same as, for example, the request to reduce or expand
working hours. The bill was, however, rejected by the Senate in September 2023.
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