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Many EU and non-EU countries, such as the USA, have experienced a labour productivity 

stagnation or slowdown over the last decade. Academics, policy makers and business leaders 

are concerned to reverse this trend since productivity is the ultimate engine of growth in the 

global economy (OECD, 2015). Plus, as the working population is projected to decline with the 

ageing population, labour productivity growth comes to represent the sole source for potential 

average output growth in both the EU and the euro area starting from 2028 (European Commission, 

2014).  

 

The project Bargaining for Productivity evidently fits within this scenario. Co-funded by the 

European Commission, this cross-national European initiative brings together specialist 

academics from across Europe (ADAPT, the leading partner from Italy, UvA/AIAS from the 

Netherlands, Institute for Work, Skills and Training of the University of Duisburg-Essen from 

Germany, WERU from the United Kingdom, Institute of Public Affairs from Poland, and Institute 

for Labour Studies of the University of Barcelona from Spain), with the aim of exploring the 

reasons behind labour productivity slowdown or weak growth in some countries. Thanks to the 

valuable contribution of the abovementioned partners, this project intends to analyse public policies 

on labour productivity and their (in)effectiveness. It then focuses on the potential and actual 

implication of collective bargaining on labour productivity and the sharing of best practice.  

 

Within the framework of this project, this article is intended to shed light on the initial key 

findings arising from the Italian report drafted by ADAPT. It concentrates on the views and 

opinions expressed by Italian scholars as well as on the role of public policies and collective 

bargaining in addressing the delicate issue of stagnating productivity in Italy.  

 

There is a clear consensus in Italian scientific literature on the urgency to align nominal wages 

with labour productivity. Over the years, economic policies have tended to put pressures on 

collective bargaining to bridge the gap between these two factors. As a result, it is not surprising 

that the discourse on labour productivity has frequently overlapped with the debate over collective 

bargaining structure and its reform. Notably, most of the commentators agree in ascribing the 

stagnation of labour productivity and the steady increase in the cost of labour to the 

bargaining model originated by the July 1993 Protocol on factor income distribution. More 

precisely, the failure to expand decentralised collective bargaining has been considered as a key 

reason behind the scant development of performance-related pay schemes and other productivity 

enhancing mechanisms. Coherently, recent contributions on the impact of digital technologies on 

traditional sectors have emphasised the relevance of decentralised collective bargaining and its 
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inherent topics (i.e. variable pay, working time flexibility, training and upskilling programmes) to 

allow companies to take up the challenge of the Fourth industrial revolution. 

 

However, what emerges from the literature review on this topic is also the awareness that 

labour productivity is affected by variables that go beyond the mere contribution of social 

partners. The reference is, more specifically, to the companies’ investments in research and 

development, new technologies and human capital, all regarded as crucial areas for enhancing 

industrial competitiveness. Confrontational industrial relations and increasing job insecurity are 

further elements provided by literature in an attempt to explain the stagnation of labour productivity 

in Italy. As regards the proposed solutions to the Italian productivity slowdown, literature can 

be divided into two main strands. The former suggests to further enhance the decentralisation 

of collective wage bargaining. The latter promotes structural reforms aimed at removing all 

the existing obstacles to the modernisation of production sectors as well as new collective 

agreements, both at the national and decentralised level, setting productivity targets aligned 

with wage increases. This solution is particularly intended to encourage management’s investments 

in technological and organisational innovation in order to keep up with the agreed productivity 

targets. Otherwise, companies would be forced to defray an excessive cost of labour, thus 

jeopardising their competitive position in the product market.  

 

The second part of the analysis concentrates on the role of public policies in enhancing 

decentralised collective bargaining, as an expected catalyst for higher levels of labour 

productivity. Over the last decades, the promotion of collective bargaining at the enterprise or 

territory level has been carried out along three main directions: the acknowledgement of the 

opportunity for decentralised collective agreements to deviate from the law and industry-wide 

collective bargaining on a wide range of topics; tax and social security cuts on labour income 

produced in compliance with collective agreements at company or territory level; the introduction 

of an additional economic element to the benefit of those employees not covered by decentralised 

collective bargaining. Though set forth in the latest national multi-industry agreements on the 

articulation of collective bargaining, these policies turn out to be largely ineffective. Notably, 

the analysis shows a limited use of opt-out clauses and the various attempts by social partners 

to hoodwink the abovementioned stimulus measures, in a view of containing the cost of 

labour. Indeed, some employers’ associations in the tertiary sector have invited companies not to 

pay the additional economic element, even in the absence of decentralised collective wage 

bargaining. Plus, it may be argued that several territory-level collective agreements have been 

signed with the sole aim of extending tax relief on those variable pay schemes unilaterally defined 

by companies.  

 

Furthermore, the report highlights a certain convergence of views between social partners 

and the scientific literature as regards the relationship between collective bargaining and 

labour productivity. Indeed, the interviews conducted with national social partners show the 

awareness that collective bargaining is just one of the main vehicles for increasing labour 

productivity. In this regard, the central role of investments in training and upskilling, research and 

advanced technologies has been underlined by the interviewees. With reference to collective 

bargaining levels and their specific contribution to boosting labour productivity, the analysis 

sheds light on two different perspectives recently adopted by social partners. Whereas in the 

tertiary and public sector, employers’ and workers’ organisations tend to enhance the role of 

industry-wide collective bargaining in promoting productivity (i.e. via wage policies and 

various forms of flexibility), social partners in the industrial sectors focus on decentralised 

collective bargaining to align wage increases with productivity levels.  
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Finally, the observation of the provisions agreed at company level reveals that profit 

distribution still persists as the primary rationale of decentralised pay schemes, which thus do 

not play an effective role in fostering individual and collective performances. By contrast, 

working time flexibility emerges as an important leverage, deployed by decentralised bargaining 

agents, for the recovery in profit margins and the improvement of companies’ competitiveness. 

More precisely, multi-period work schedules and flexible working hours are negotiated to address 

productive and organisational needs as well as to favour a better work-life balance.    

 

Given this picture, it becomes important to monitor the progress of the project Bargaining for 

Productivity so as to compare the Italian results with those emerging from the other national reports. 

After all, European social partners can no longer wait for an effective assessment of existing 

policies and a more precise picture on the role they can play in sustaining productivity and 

growth.  
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