Toespraak Paul van der Heijden

It is a pleasure to welcome you all in Amsterdam. Here is the University of Amsterdam located, one of the largest universities in the Netherlands. Here, in Amsterdam, the WageIndicator initiative came into being some six years ago. Here, the Amsterdam Institute of Advanced Labour Studies AIAS was established almost ten years ago. I was among the persons who established AIAS, jointly with professor Jelle Visser and professor Joop Hartog. It is a great pleasure for me to see that AIAS is so much involved in the WageIndicator project and in the organization of this international conference. 

The University of Amsterdam is interested in the WageIndicator project, primarily because of the collection of survey data, aiming for comparative information on wages and working conditions in the labour force of so many countries. For decades, wage differentials within countries have been investigated in-depth. Yet, understanding wage differentials across countries is relatively new, let alone investigating wage differentials across countries worldwide. In Europe, the statistical office Eurostat measures wages using firm-level survey, thus collected from enterprises. In most cases this is information from their personnel records. This methodology certainly is a good and rich data source, but it is not applicable on a worldwide scale. In many countries, quite some firms don’t have personnel records, but more important, a large part of the labour force is not employed as a regular employee in a firm. Therefore, these data only partly capture the formal labour force and they do not at all capture the informal labour force. Moreover, the data from personnel records is limited, and do not includes data for example about occupation, opinions, or household characteristics, all being critical information for understanding the dynamics in the labour market. Thus, wage data from personnel records is certainly useful, but limited and currently not applicable on a world wide scale.

Collecting information about wages by means of surveying individuals is also not easy. Surveys are particularly known for their difficulties in measuring wages and occupations. Measuring wage in survey questions is problematic, because of the variety in pay periods, working hours, and benefits. The WageIndicator survey has tackled this problem by offering detailed questions about wages and at the same time using routing through the survey for particular groups. Moreover, whenever a survey is associated with governmental bodies, individuals are likely to underreport their wage, as they may fear that their information is handed over to tax officials. It is therefore important the WageIndicator websites keep their independent status. 

Measuring occupations in survey questions is problematic, because occupation is mostly asked as an open text field, requiring afterwards a large recoding effort, or as an aggregated tick list, introducing aggregation bias. The WageIndicator web-surveys has tackled the problem by means of its three-tier cascade list of occupations. The University of Amsterdam is glad to be involved in this advanced data-collection project and the subsequent analyses of the data, because it offers perspectives of analysingwages and occupations in a comparative way across many countries in the world

The University of Amsterdam is also interested in the WageIndicator project, because it explores new ways of surveying individuals, in particular web-surveys. In the social sciences, web-surveys are expected to become the major tool of data-collection, promising costs-effectiveness, large-scale data, and features such as highly flexible plug-ins. The advantages of web-surveys go far beyond traditional paper-and-pencil, face-to-face or telephone surveys. Web-surveys can offer solutions for major problems in traditional surveys, notably increasing non-response, rising costs, and fast increasing rates of mobile phones, currently encountered in face-to-face and telephone surveys. Moreover, web-surveys are expected to be further improved by testing usability and accessibility items, optimising the length of the questionnaire, and reducing the drop-out rates during survey completion. There is definitely a need to analyse these features of web-surveys. 

As regards to future research, the AIAS/University of Amsterdam was granted a budget from the European Commission as part of its Industrial Relations and Social Dialogue program, to conduct a study on workplace industrial relations and collective bargaining across countries at a detailed level of industries. National grants were awarded for research on web-surveys as well as on collective bargaining coverage in the Netherlands. AIAS recently was awarded a small grant to prepare a paper with explanatory notes for the worldwide users of the WageIndicator data. All projects will start after summer vacation. Additionally, a proposal has been submitted for a so-called COST Action. If funded, this would allow the WageIndicator project to have regular conferences about a range of research topics, all related to understanding the impact of wage setting institutions such as collective agreements and occupational structures on wages. Another proposal has been submitted to investigate wage differentials in Multi National Enterprises. Finally, proposals are currently being developed for a research program on long-term indicators in a broad field of working conditions and labour market perceptions. 

Worldwide web-surveys on wages and working conditions, such as the WageIndicator project, offer great scopes for research, particularly when it comes to comparisons across countries. The importance of the project goes far beyond academic interest. It will serve the transparency of labour markets as for its wage setting, mostly by providing information to workers for making better-underpinned choices with regard to their schooling, occupations, and jobs. Taking into account the current globalisation of economies around the world, it is of great importance that the academic world serves the need for information to understand this world. Two years ago, when the first WageIndicator conference was organised, the International Labour Organisation ILO has recognized the importance of the innovative approach to collect data on wages, complementary to information from statistical offices. Since then, the discussions with ILO have continued, aiming to explore to what extent the WageIndicator data can serve ILO’s needs for worldwide data on work and wages. The prospects for cooperation seem to be good.

I do hope that you enjoy your stay in Amsterdam, that you enjoy the conference, and I do hope that you enjoy working with the WageIndicator team and the University of Amsterdam here in the Netherlands. 

