
 

 

 
 
 
The year is 2030, and the place is Europe. For almost two decades, the governments 
of the various European Union Member States have been cautiously welcoming each 
new stage in the digital transformation of their economies, ever hopeful for a new 
economic upswing. The outcomes predicted by certain studies – such as an explosion 
of unemployment – have not materialised, and there have been neither ‘disruptive’ 
impacts on the economic model nor anything truly resembling a digital ‘revolution’. 
What has happened instead has been a gradual transformation of the production 
process, with similarly gradual impacts on work, jobs, labour market organisation, 
qualifications and so on. 
 
 

1. By 2030, the proliferation of employment types observable since the early 2000s has 
gradually coalesced into two main groups. The salaried workers in the first group, employed 
primarily by large multinational companies, can be compared against the employed or – 
more typically – self-employed individuals in the second group, who work for the 
multinationals’ sub-contractors, including not only SMEs but also digital platforms. 

 
2. The first of these groups is, for the most part, made up of workers with top-notch 

qualifications, since the digitalisation of the economy has rendered the latter exponentially 
more valuable: programmers, analysts, data specialists (data officers, data mining, etc.), 
designers of applications or algorithms and many more, all of whom in some way provide the 
digital economy with the fuel it needs. Trade union organisations still have a presence in these 
large multinationals, with their representatives being regarded by employers as spokespeople 
with whom they can usefully conduct negotiations to improve the living and working 
conditions of their employees. The primary goal is to retain the best talent, and so managers 
are still willing to make concessions if this increases the likelihood that the company will be 
perceived as an attractive employer. 

 
3. The number of jobs in these companies has undoubtedly dropped over the years, not least as 

a result of robotisation and the automation of certain tasks, but it would be misleading to 
claim that the increasing ubiquity of robots has brought about wholesale job losses. The 
reality of the situation is that different types of qualifications are now offered or even 
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required, and machines and algorithms have become a fresh source of jobs. The jobs which 
have disappeared are primarily those requiring few qualifications or which can be performed 
by subcontractors, and can ultimately be summed up as any activities outside a company’s 
core business. 

 
4. Collective negotiations are now, for the most part, carried out at company level, with cross-

industry social dialogue at regional, national and EU level having gradually petered out. It 
was replaced firstly by sectoral or industry-specific social dialogue, and then in more and 
more cases by collective negotiations within individual companies, with increasingly large 
scope for negotiation at this level. 

 
5. Yet alongside this first working world, there exists a second – that of the subcontractors, 

SMEs, self-employed workers and ‘micro-entrepreneurs’. Trade union representation for the 
negotiation of their working conditions is almost unheard of, and ‘collective’ labour relations 
no longer exist in the true sense of the term. An ever-decreasing proportion of these workers 
are employed, with a corresponding rise in the number working on the basis of a self-
employed, nomadic, home-based, task-based or part-time model, and most of them are 
poorly qualified and badly paid. Trade union organisations can provide very little in the way 
of help in such cases, because their presence in this ‘secondary’ world is much less well 
established than in the large multinationals which purchase goods and services from its 
members, and collective negotiations present challenges because of the myriad of different 
job statuses and sub-statuses and types of work.  
 

6. This world of work has also become much more geographically diffuse; for example, an SME 
in the IT sector might subcontract out certain lines of code to Ukrainian or Pakistani 
computer scientists via digital platforms, and hand over other chunks of programs to Russian 
coders. A similar phenomenon can be observed in almost all small service enterprises in fields 
as varied as accounting, translation, HR management and so on. The very definition of the 
term ‘staff’ has become increasingly hazy from the perspective of these SMEs, which has had 
a detrimental knock-on effect on collective labour relations. Various aspects of social 
regulation have also deteriorated as a result of these developments: for example, there is no 
longer any point in talking about ‘weekly working hours’ given that these subcontractors work 
when the work is there. 

 
7. For the past two decades or so, or in other words since the 2010s, the concentration of added 

value in global value chains has accelerated. In simplified terms, the multinationals and the 
major digital platforms have learned how to ‘skim off’ added value across the entire globe and 
capture the most profitable segments of their activities, leaving nothing but crumbs of profit 
for the SMEs which battle it out to survive in this ultra-competitive globalised environment. 
The ‘winners’ of the digital economy are undoubtedly the small number of oligopolies who 
dispose of this added value at will, not only in the social networking, media, information and 
finance sectors, but also in industries as varied as logistics, trade, tourism, hospitality, 
construction, passenger transport and many more. 

 
8. The raw material which represents the lifeblood of these oligopolies is data rather than 

infrastructures. In just a few short years, they succeeded in creating, gathering, exploiting 
and monetising the vast quantities of data which now make up their war chest, and this ability 
to capture added value allows them to recruit the most highly qualified workers from the four 
corners of the globe and to keep them happy by offering them the most attractive working 
condition. Their Achilles’ heel, however, remains cybercrime, which can jeopardise their 
entire business model in a matter of seconds by blocking sites and spreading viruses, but also 
by disrupting production chains and disseminating misinformation, etc. These 
multinationals have therefore entered into cooperation agreements with the public 
authorities involved in the fight against cybercrime. 
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9. Two worlds therefore exist alongside each other in 2030 – one of oligopolistic multinationals, 

whose global economic clout has never been greater and which nurture their top-performing 
and highly qualified employees, and one of subcontractors attempting to survive in an ultra-
connected and therefore ultra-competitive world where collective labour relations and social 
regulation are almost entirely absent and work has effectively become a commodity. What 
was referred to in 2017 as the ‘middle class’ in between these two extremes has all but 
vanished, since many of the jobs requiring an average level of qualifications and attracting an 
average salary have been destroyed. 

 
10. What role will trade union organisations play in this polarised world in terms of their ability 

to represent all workers; collective action and collective negotiations; ‘class’-based solidarity; 
and political action for the social regulation of ‘secondary’ work? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*This first scenario is different to the others in that it is trend-based: it represents a straightforward projection of current 
tendencies and an amalgamation of the most ‘mainstream’ hypotheses, ignoring the potential role of disruptive 
innovations. It was not among the scenarios worked on by researchers during the seminar held in June 2017, and its 
primary purpose is to allow the subsequent development of change-based scenarios. 
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Driver H1 H2 H3 H4 H5

1. Social 

Regulation 

Local decentralized 

regulation (by 

entreprise)

New corporatism (by 

profession)

Local mutualization

(cities)

Universal pillar at 

EU level

Pure market (trade 

regulation)

2. Employment 

relationship

Blurring employment 

status 

(employer/customer)

Clarification inc.

rights 

(State)

Soft regulation 

governed by 

branding

Renewal of 

cooperativism

Leave it to the 

market (civil law)

3.Value chains “GAFA” Monopoly

Concentration (key 

firms) and opacity. 

High 

skills/commodities 

Open source 

cooperation

Transparency and 

distribution. 

Virtuous capitalism

Transparency and 

concentration

National/local infra 

and controlled

Opacity and 

disaggregation

4. Collective 

organization

Union free (without) Bottom up dynamic 

(self organization)

Top down dynamic 

(adaptation of TU)

Fragmentation (TU 

for some, not for 

others)

H2 + H3 

(convergence and 

reborn Unions)

5. Interaction 

human/ machine

High quantity and 

quality of interactions. 

Less jobs but more 

demanding

Less interaction but 

more quality. More 

independent work 

(new services). 

Poor quality but 

more quantity. More 

automation. 

Maintain Job higher 

skills

Less interactions 

(automation) et 

poor quality. Less 

jobs and less 

demanding

6. 

Cyberconfidence

Highly dependable, run 

by Big Data. 

Confidence (US-China)

Mid level nat/regional 

infra. Resilient in 

confidence (EU)

Mistrust and search 

for local solidarities 

(Commons)

Mistrust 

(vulnerable) without 

solidarity

SCENARIOS 2 working worlds : 

cherished high skills 

and “commodities”



 

 
 
 
The digitalisation of the economy has accelerated substantially since the late 2010s, 
but the initial supremacy of a small number of large, ultra-dominant and oligopolistic 
multinationals (referred to as GAFAs, and the target of countless infringement 
proceedings under competition law in connection with abuse of dominant position, 
anti-competitive practices, etc.) has gradually been replaced by a new and very 
different economic model. This latter is more reminiscent of a web, with the small 
companies – for the most part digital platforms – which make up this web advocating 
transparency and following an open-source philosophy (free distribution of software, 
access to source code and collaboration between coders). The open-source movement 
first gained traction in public administrations and universities, but ultimately won 
over the private sector and pushed out the GAFAs and other proprietary systems, 
ensuring in particular that data storage infrastructures were not commandeered by 
companies operating in distant locations (whose business model is now on very shaky 
ground). By the year 2030, a new side of the digital economy has therefore appeared 
which is very different to that foreseen in the ‘Big Brother’-style caricatures of our 
ancestors. 
 
 

1. The diversity of this new web of companies and networking platforms has meant a 
corresponding diversification of forms of employment and work, to the extent that there is 
now significant confusion over the exact definition of terms such as ‘job’ and ‘worker’, and 
even over the organisation of work itself. Start-ups and micro-enterprises have sprung up like 
mushrooms, providing an avenue for innovative small business owners, freelancers, self-
employed contractors and ‘nomadic’ workers, as well as chains of subcontractors which are 
sometimes globalised from end to end. Salaried employment has not vanished entirely, of 
course, but it is increasingly limited to a labour market elite made up of the few individuals 
who have succeeded – thanks to their extremely specialised qualifications – in finding 
positions in large companies. Some of these companies provide information society services, 
but others operate in sectors such as health, trade or legal and tax consultancy where 
processes are now handled by artificial intelligence. 
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2. An increasingly large number of the workers outside this elite have attempted to benefit 

personally from the much-vaunted greater autonomy associated with this far-reaching 
reorganisation of job statuses and employment types. A young person entering the labour 
market for the first time today now looks for a ‘market’ rather than an ‘employer’, and the few 
employers still in existence prefer simply to request services via subcontracting platforms 
rather than shouldering an employer’s responsibilities. Although the autonomy of these 
workers is prized by many, this new labour market nevertheless means increasing precarity 
for some individuals, in particular those with fewer qualifications, who are forced to rely on 
a succession of small jobs obtained via platforms, and who are freelancers out of necessity 
rather than by choice. 

 
3. These changes in the labour market have nevertheless delivered positive outcomes in terms 

of access to employment for persons who were previously marginalised or excluded from this 
market. In the aftermath of the asylum and immigration crisis in the late 2010s, for example, 
many migrants who failed to find standard employment were able to set themselves up as 
self-employed workers, allowing them to earn a living and lead a more dignified life. These 
opportunities have also proved good news for certain groups such as those with disabilities 
or chronic conditions, students and pensioners. Needless to say, the governments of the EU 
Member States are 100% behind these developments given the attendant benefits such as 
less public spending, greater individual ‘responsibility’, higher employment and lower 
poverty levels. 

 
4. A corollary of these changes has been the gradual emergence of new virtual ‘communities’, 

gathering together people carrying out the same type of work or ‘trade’ or working in the same 
niche. There is nothing new about the idea of a cooperative economy, but factors such as the 
growth of digital technologies and the increasing use of online platforms for social and shared 
purposes has lent fresh vigour to this concept. These platforms – now referred to as 
cooperative platforms in keeping with the prevailing spirit of democracy and transparency – 
are owned and regulated by workers, users and other stakeholders, and reflect the perception 
among increasing numbers of workers that new methods of cooperation must be found with 
a view to organising the production of goods and the provision of services more effectively. 
This organisational model allows freelancers to speak to the market with a single voice and 
to come up with new forms of collective action while retaining their independence, but also 
to cooperate in order to improve services or offer training and qualifications, for example. 
These self-organisation efforts are based on networking, or in other words the modus 
operandi for the digital natives who are now in the driving seat. 

 
5. A growing number of newly founded cooperative platforms have therefore positioned 

themselves as alternatives to the risk capital model, and can for the most part be divided into 
two groups: the first comprises the start-ups led by young entrepreneurs who dream of being 
bought out for big bucks by a small number of mega-companies, whereas the second includes 
start-ups which leverage the possibilities of new digital technologies to achieve their dream 
of a more democratic and equitable economy. 

 
6. Although trade union organisations are naturally happy to see the emergence of these 

cooperative platforms – which not only offer social benefits, but also create jobs and are not 
motivated solely by cost-effectiveness and profit – the structure and mode of operation of 
traditional trade unions are unsuited to this form of cooperative organisation. These new 
platforms have more in common with guilds, i.e. associations of highly qualified and (mostly) 
self-employed people carrying out similar activities, than trade union federations gathering 
together employees in the same sector or the same company, and these ‘guilds’ champion 
self-organisation and a spirit of transparency. 

 



 

 
Christophe Degryse, ETUI 2017 - P a g e  | 3 

7. There is clearly no need for trade unions to intervene in this system, and their role is therefore 
mainly limited to organising employees in more traditional companies and defending their 
rights, and to ensuring that those in the most precarious and fragile forms of employment are 
protected. Although they still act as advocates for social security systems, these systems – 
whether public or private – have for the most part become occupation-based. 

 
8. A number of trade unions have, however, opted against becoming trapped in a role they 

regard as overly limiting, attempting not only to adapt to this newly emerging cooperative 
movement, but also to help those who exist on its periphery and are unable to organise 
themselves. These trade unions spend time thinking about the best way to approach these 
workers and encourage them – while respecting their cultural and social diversity – to 
identify both their work-related needs and their requirements in respect of training, 
qualifications, health care, etc. The trade union organisations following this approach 
endeavour to leverage their expertise, their experience of the world of work, their 
organisational power and their negotiating know-how to benefit the cooperative movement, 
in the belief that this will allow them to build relationships of trust with this new world of 
work, boost their image and give them more sway with the public authorities in debates on 
the most appropriate forms of social regulation for these ‘self-employed’ labour markets. 
They hope that this will facilitate the establishment of links between traditional work 
structures and these new self-organised structures, and make it possible for them to join 
forces to improve the world of work. 
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Driver H1 H2 H3 H4 H5

1. Social 

Regulation 

Local decentralized 

regulation (by 

entreprise)

New corporatism (by 

profession)

Local mutualization

(cities)

Universal pillar at 

EU level

Pure market (trade 

regulation)

2. Employment 

relationship

Blurring employment 

status 

(employer/customer)

Clarification inc.

rights 

(State)

Soft regulation 

governed by 

branding

Renewal of 

cooperativism

Leave it to the 

market (civil law)

3.Value chains “GAFA” Monopoly

Concentration (key 

firms) and opacity. 

High 

skills/commodities 

Open source 

cooperation

Transparency and 

distribution. 

Virtuous capitalism

Transparency and 

concentration

National/local infra 

and controlled

Opacity and 

disaggregation

4. Collective 

organization

Union free (without) Bottom up dynamic 

(self organization)

Top down dynamic 

(adaptation of TU)

Fragmentation (TU 

for some, not for 

others)

H2 + H3 

(convergence and 

reborn Unions)

5. Interaction 

human/ machine

High quantity and 

quality of interactions. 

Less jobs but more 

demanding

Less interaction but 

more quality. More 

independent work 

(new services). 

Poor quality but 

more quantity. More 

automation. 

Maintain Job higher 

skills

Less interactions 

(automation) et 

poor quality. Less 

jobs and less 

demanding

6. 

Cyberconfidence

Highly dependable, run 

by Big Data. 

Confidence (US-China)

Mid level nat/regional 

infra. Resilient in 

confidence (EU)

Mistrust and search 

for local solidarities 

(Commons)

Mistrust 

(vulnerable) without 

solidarity

SCENARIOS Better jobs in 

autonomous work



 

 
 
 
It has gradually become clear that major international conferences organised by the 
UN, multilateral treaties and other diplomatic initiatives deliver poor results when it 
comes to significant challenges which demand a global response, in particular climate 
change and its ever more extreme consequences. The nation states, entrenched in 
their positions defending what they perceive as their national economic interests – 
summed up by the notorious ‘America First’ slogan of the former US President 
Donald Trump – have proved incapable of working together to produce a strategic 
programme of action to ‘save the planet’. As a result, a whole string of crises has 
ensued in areas as varied as the climate, the economy, migration, the financial sector, 
housing, employment and so on, to the extent that the national authorities of the 
industrialised countries have been thoroughly discredited in the eyes of a public 
which was first to suffer the social consequences of their impotence or negligence. 
 
 

1. Cities and local authorities have found themselves on the front line of these crises, and city 
administrations have gradually taken matters into their own hands in order to remedy the 
failings of national governments. Their involvement in ambitious initiatives based on the C40 
model developed in the early 2000s1 means that the underlying ethos of this new political and 
economic model – a return to local action within cities, suburbs, provinces and rural areas – 
can be summed up by the slogan ‘Thinking globally - acting locally’.  

 
2. This might well have given rise to geographical and political fragmentation, with something 

resembling a step backwards to the Middle Ages, reduced trade and a retreat into the 
provinces, but this possibility was forestalled by the emergence of new technologies and the 
novel contributions they have been able to make in this environment thanks to the power of 
digital tools, connectivity and digital platforms. These technologies have opened the 
floodgates to an infinitude of networks and the networking of local action groups as a 
foundation for truly global problem-solving. To put it another way, this new environment has 
fostered the emergence of an economy which has its roots in the provinces, but which is 

                                                           
1 http://www.c40.org 
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strongly dependent on networks thanks to infinite possibilities for cooperation and open-
source developments. 

 
3. Production has been reorganised on a more sustainable and democratic basis, replicating the 

model offered by communes as open systems in which resources are shared and managed 
collectively by a community which establishes its own rules of governance. The cooperative 
economy, a time-honoured concept which was first developed in the late 19th century but was 
somewhat neglected from the late 20th century onwards, has gradually taken off thanks to 
new technologies. To a certain extent, these technologies have dispensed with the trappings 
of profit-mongering in which they were dressed by the former ‘GAFAs’, and have instead been 
made customisable and accessible by workers and citizens for their own projects. These 
adaptive technologies primarily serve the real needs of real human beings, rather than 
powering gadgets which exist solely to make money. Access – not only to networks but also 
to platforms, algorithms, blockchains and artificial intelligence – has been facilitated and 
democratised, and the same is true for education and skills. 

 
4. Innovation has not been privatised in this model, and value is extracted for the benefit of 

society rather than individuals or foreign companies. Those who recognised these new 
technologies and the concomitant digital disintermediation as a means of liberation from 
capitalism and its sprawling multinationals have therefore seen their prophecies come to 
pass. 

 
5. These developments have, of course, brought about changes to traditional forms of salaried 

work. The prevailing model is no longer based on large multinationals and subsidiaries 
employing hundreds of thousands of people, but involves smaller units which organise 
themselves within networks, following the example of the Basque Mondragon Group which 
at the start of the 21st century numbered around 260 cooperatives employing approximately 
70 000 workers2. Improved worker motivation means that this model is more efficient and 
has therefore become the norm, backed by local authorities which regard it as a valuable tool 
for reinvigorating provincial economies. 

 
6. Workers co-own their means of production and hold shares in their companies, and indeed 

prefer to refer to themselves as ‘members’ rather than ‘workers’; even though they receive a 
salary, they regard themselves as self-employed and set a great deal of store by their 
autonomy. One of their priorities is therefore to avoid dependence on a pension fund or 
corporation, and they have instead set up credit unions which act as independent social 
protection and pension institutions. These cooperatives work in networks, and sometimes 
enter into joint venture agreements with companies of a more traditional bent. 

 
7. Investments in new machinery, changes to production processes and new training and 

qualification programmes are discussed during general meetings, which are characterised by 
a spirit of innovation and cooperation and permanent efforts to ensure that machines are put 
to the service of workers rather than vice versa, in keeping with Mondragon’s slogan 
‘Humanity at Work’. 

 
8. Trade union organisations have either undergone far-reaching alterations or vanished 

entirely, and large national confederations with a rigid hierarchy and bottom-up structure 
are so few in number as to be almost non-existent. The new organisations, in which the 
initiative now rests with the workers themselves, are better adapted to this new cooperative 
environment, and operate as small networked units within and between different production 
cooperatives, in particular at regional or local level, embodying what some have called 
‘platform trade unionism’. Something which has not changed, however, is their role in 

                                                           
2 http://www.mondragon-corporation.com/en/ 
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assisting workers to express grievances about their work and the challenges they encounter, 
and in helping to improve working conditions. Representatives of these organisations attend 
general meetings as active members, but – unlike individual workers – are mainly interested 
in collective problems, which may go beyond a purely professional framework and extend to 
matters such as transport, mobility, housing, education and care, with a view to discussing 
these at a later date with the management on the basis of a co-determination model. These 
‘trade union’ organisations therefore still act as intermediaries between individual workers 
and their bosses, but differ from their predecessors primarily in that they act in the communal 
interest rather than the interests of a particular class or social struggle; for good reason, since 
the cooperative belongs to its workers. 

 
9. There is widespread acceptance that old-fashioned management styles are not the most 

effective way of organising work, and that individuals who organise themselves are more 
motivated and enterprising. The gradual shifts undergone by this new society mean that it 
can furthermore be regarded as ‘post-professional’ since life no longer revolves around work, 
and basic human needs are met by new uses of time and energy such as volunteering, culture, 
exchanges, sharing and cooperation. Moving beyond their role at the heart of the cooperative 
movement, the new trade unions have tailored their work to this post-professional society 
and invested in education, the empowerment of citizens and the fight against inequality. 
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Driver H1 H2 H3 H4 H5

1. Social 

Regulation 

Local decentralized 

regulation (by 

entreprise)

New corporatism (by 

profession)

Local mutualization

(cities)

Universal pillar at 

EU level

Pure market (trade 

regulation)

2. Employment 

relationship

Blurring employment 

status 

(employer/customer)

Clarification inc.

rights 

(State)

Soft regulation 

governed by 

branding

Renewal of 

cooperativism

Leave it to the 

market (civil law)

3.Value chains “GAFA” Monopoly

Concentration (key 

firms) and opacity. 

High 

skills/commodities 

Open source 

cooperation

Transparency and 

distribution. 

Virtuous capitalism

Transparency and 

concentration

National/local infra 

and controlled

Opacity and 

disaggregation

4. Collective 

organization

Union free (without) Bottom up dynamic 

(self organization)

Top down dynamic 

(adaptation of TU)

Fragmentation (TU 

for some, not for 

others)

H2 + H3 

(convergence and 

reborn Unions)

5. Interaction 

human/ machine

High quantity and 

quality of interactions. 

Less jobs but more 

demanding

Less interaction but 

more quality. More 

independent work 

(new services). 

Poor quality but 

more quantity. More 

automation. 

Maintain Job higher 

skills

Less interactions 

(automation) et 

poor quality. Less 

jobs and less 

demanding

6. 

Cyberconfidence

Highly dependable, run 

by Big Data. 

Confidence (US-China)

Mid level nat/regional 

infra. Resilient in 

confidence (EU)

Mistrust and search 

for local solidarities 

(Commons)

Mistrust 

(vulnerable) without 

solidarity

SCENARIOS Peer to peer 



 

 
 
 
Throughout the 2010s, faced with the continuing effects of the 2008 financial crisis, 
public authorities at all levels – national, European and international (OECD) – 
opted to impose ever stricter supervisory and prudential measures on the financial 
markets and the banking sector in an effort to avoid any new mega-crises. 
 

1. The flood of new technologies, however, facilitated the emergence of novel practices that were 
outside any prudential control and almost entirely impervious to these new regulations: 
‘shadow’ banks, fintech, insurtech, cryptocurrency and other financial and crowdfunding 
start-ups. Speculative bubbles gradually developed in these sectors, with no one able to gauge 
their exact size or the impact that they might have on the real economy if they were to burst. 
Public authorities and legislators, which already had a tendency historically to lag behind 
technological developments, were completely left behind by this heterogeneous and entirely 
globalised ‘shadow world’. 
 

2. By the late 2020s, the worst of all possible scenarios came to pass. The mother of all bubbles 
– the bitcoin bubble – burst, leading to a global financial crisis on an unprecedented scale 
which first swept rapidly through the entire financial sector and then engulfed the real 
economy. This time, the euro did not survive, and the ultimate outcome was the wholesale 
collapse of the international financial architecture. 
 

3. This crisis provoked a different political response to the events of 2008 in that public 
authorities refrained from any attempt to create a new regulatory and legislative framework, 
working on the premise that digital technologies had moved beyond anyone’s control, and 
any efforts to regulate them would be pointless at national level and impossible at global level. 
The governments of the major industrialised nations (United States, Germany, Japan, United 
Kingdom, France, Italy, etc.) have now placed themselves entirely in the hands of the market 
forces by which the world is now solely governed. Political and governmental structures have 
been cut to the bone, and obsolescence looms for international treaties on issues such as the 
climate, taxation and corruption and other multilateral diplomatic commitments, as well as 
administrative law, labour law and national and European tax law. All power rests in the 
hands of the markets. 
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4. National, European and international institutions have shrunk dramatically in this globalised 
digital world, and have been almost entirely discredited in the eyes of a public which has not 
forgiven them for crumbling in the face of market forces. The major economic players are 
now at the helm, and the multinationals are the only institutions left which hold any kind of 
‘authority’. Enjoying more power than ever before, they reign supreme over the entire planet 
and dictate terms and conditions – for investments, expansion, job creation and so on – to 
governments which are merely a shell of their former selves. 
 

5. Global industry has undergone a radical transformation as a result of the reorganisation of 
value chains to suit the whims of these multinationals, and production processes are now 
entirely fragmented and carried out by networks spread out across all four corners of the 
globe. More or less all national or local economic players ultimately depend on these 
multinationals and create value for them, and although these entities cooperate in real time 
via networks, it has become extremely difficult – not to say impossible – to gain a clear 
overview of the new value chains linking outsourcers, intermediaries, subsidiaries and 
platforms; to take just one example, the flow of information between CEOs, sub-contractors 
and workers is wholly asymmetric, and a persistent lack of transparency also obscures the 
mechanisms of power. Every stage of every value chain, every process and every product is 
tracked by the boards of directors of these multinationals, providing them with the ultimate 
foundation to exercise cyber control over all processes and workers. Even though these 
workers rely on the cyber world on a day-to-day basis, they have very little trust in a structure 
so completely in thrall to capital forces. 
 

6. Digital platforms, and in particular online subcontracting platforms, have reaped enormous 
benefits from these developments and are now a dominant and inexorable presence on the 
employment markets, to the extent that the distinction between the two has been eroded, and 
they refer to themselves as online ‘workplaces’ or ‘marketplaces’. They assume an exclusive 
role as intermediaries between the multinationals and workers (frequently operating on a 
self-employed or sole trader basis), and to all intents and purposes they are the employment 
market. The salaried work which was once the typical form of employment has all but 
vanished, with the notable exception of those employed by the multinational behemoths. 
 

7. Commercial or service agreements are now the norm for most people instead of employment 
contracts, labour relations have evolved into relations with service providers, and workers 
are now ‘taskers’. A typical day for a tasker may involve a series of transitions: one or two 
hours at home in the morning spent on coding tasks for Amazon Mechanical Turk, several 
hours spent working in a fast food restaurant in the middle of the day, and then another hour 
or two spent delivering meals to homes in the evening, to cite just one example in which a 
tasker works for three multinationals in the course of a single day. A way of life which existed 
only on the margins of the employment market 20 years ago is now its central feature, and 
the main reason for this shift is the technological innovation which has facilitated, fostered 
and advanced the fragmentation of tasks and work. 
 

8. It goes without saying that this milieu is deeply inimical to trade union organisations, which 
have been very much weakened. Social dialogue has become a thing of the past, and any 
collective negotiations are conducted merely for show within the small minority of large 
companies where certain employees – often the most highly qualified – are still members of 
trade unions, but the balance of power tips in one direction only. The remaining members of 
the workforce, whether taskers or crowdworkers, toil in isolation to find individual solutions 
to their problems: since they are pitted in competition against each other, they fear that any 
attempt at cooperation or collective action might mean being undercut by another tasker or 
crowdworker on the other side of the world and ultimately result in the loss of their livelihood. 
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9. The trade union organisations have lost the majority of their members, who no longer view 
them as relevant in this climate of enormous inequality and cut-throat competition. In short, 
the trade unions appear to have ultimately failed to provide a social framework for the 
employment markets in the same way that the public authorities ultimately failed to regulate 
the markets. 
 

10. Only a few islands of resistance remain in the form of alternative movements, citizens’ 
initiatives and non-governmental organisations which make repeated attempts to organise 
the fight against social exclusion and poverty, but which have paltry sums at their disposal. 
Potential glimmers of hope include the younger members of society who might refuse to enter 
these ‘employment markets’ when they become old enough to do so and might instead 
embark on a more precarious lifestyle as a large-scale show of resistance, consumer 
movements which might organise campaigns to raise awareness of the conditions in which 
the goods and services consumed by society are produced, and newly founded companies 
which might turn their backs on the multinationals and channel their efforts into the 
development of niche activities in the hope of a more sustainable and equitable way of life 
(cf. the ‘peer-to-peer’ scenario). It remains to be seen whether the enfeebled trade union 
organisations can discern prospects for future strategic alliances on the basis of these 
glimmers of hope. 
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SCENARIOS World Wild West



 

 
 
 
The neo-conservative revolutions of the Thatcher-Reagan era left those who trumpeted 
market liberalisation, the removal of obstacles to competition and a rolling back of 
the State and government-imposed expenses (taxation, social security contributions 
and red tape) secure in their belief that they now had a completely free hand. Few 
would dispute the fact that they went a step too far with these neo-liberal policies, 
however, and the pendulum started to swing with the advent of the 2020s. The public 
authorities of the industrialised countries – hit by the combined impact of revelations 
concerning major tax frauds, cases of market manipulation and abuses of dominant 
position, as well as dissatisfaction at the extreme concentration of wealth among a 
select few while the middle classes found themselves in an increasingly precarious 
situation – became aware of the corner into which they had been backed through 
reliance on market forces alone. In an attempt to fend off the growing risk of protests 
and violence fuelled by inequality and social injustice and to reverse the rising tide of 
extremism, the governments of the EU Member States took a joint decision to turn 
their attention once again to policies aimed at controlling and limiting the excessive 
powers of large companies and multinationals. 
 
 

1. As predicted by Claus Offe1, the EU was able to succeed in escaping the trap in which it found 
itself as a result of the 2008 crisis only through the establishment of a truly social Europe, which 
lent it fresh legitimacy among its citizens and persuaded them – based on a strong political will 
to strengthen social justice through social security and the redistribution of income between 
Member States and between social classes – that it served a useful purpose. The need to avoid 
a race to the bottom between Member States meant that the strong and decisive measures 
which were initiated as a result were possible only at European supranational level. 

 
2. The outcome of these developments was the adoption of a key legislative package aimed at 

providing a framework for economic and industrial activities: tax and social loopholes were 
closed up, and European agencies and regulatory authorities were set up and granted far-

                                                           
1 Offe C. (2015), Europe Entrapped, Polity Press, Cambridge, UK. 
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reaching powers. Most notable among these is the European Labour Council, which boasts a 
tripartite structure involving the European institutions and the social partners and wields 
significant influence over employment policies. Although there was little enthusiasm among 
employers for these changes, they were ultimately left with little choice. Collective relations 
on the labour and employment markets have been made more equitable thanks to the 
heightened profile of trade union organisations, and fairer mechanisms for the redistribution 
of value have been put in place, this time benefiting the 99% of have-nots rather than being 
monopolised by the 1% of haves. 
 

3. Somewhat unexpectedly, the European Pillar of Social Rights, initiated by the Commission 
and proclaimed by the European institutions in November 2017, has gradually evolved into 
the single most important cornerstone of all governmental action at European and national 
level, surprising those who presumed that this would be just one more in a long line of 
declarations with no real impact on citizens’ lives. Combined with a fresh drive for European 
integration, however, this document has provided the political leverage needed to achieve a 
more inclusive society in which citizens have genuine social rights, and in which they can 
successfully use these rights to counter the inherent tendency of capital to exploit workers. 
 

4. This is virtuous capitalism rather than socialism, with C-level executives being forced to face 
up to the responsibilities they bear towards society whether they like it or not. Competition 
still exists, but everyone plays according to the same social, tax and environmental rules 
adopted at European level. A new qualified majority voting system for tax-related issues has 
rooted out the canker of tax competition: Europe now has a consolidated corporate tax base 
and has even succeeded in setting a common rate of 25%. Qualified majority rules also mean 
that the EU can now set ambitious goals in the field of social policy and social protection, and 
the fact that all the Member States are subject to the same shared social protection standards 
means that social competition is rapidly becoming a thing of the past. Workers are posted 
solely as a solution to job and skill shortages rather than to reduce workforce costs, and the 
Posting of Workers Directive is no longer a headache for the world of work. 
 

5. Significant progress has furthermore been made in clarifying the various employment 
statuses which proliferated in connection with the emergence of new technologies, the 
platform economy, online subcontracting, etc. The terms ‘salaried workers’, ‘self-employed 
worker’, ‘economically dependent self-employed worker’ and ‘sole trader’ have now been 
officially defined at EU level, and the attendant rights and obligations enshrined on the basis 
of the European Pillar of Social Rights (particularly as regards minimum wages). 
 

6. The overall outcome of these measures has been a blossoming of undistorted competition, 
fostering the growth of a cluster of European companies at the cutting edge of technological 
innovation which benefit from the EU-regulated internal market, and the formation of 
‘European GAFAs’ which also prioritise corporate social responsibility. 
 

7. This new climate is conducive to social dialogue and collective negotiations, and legally 
binding framework agreements have been negotiated at European and global level between 
the trade union federations and the directors of multinationals, covering the value chains 
from end to end and removing any opportunity for the use of ‘hidden’ subcontractors in 
developing countries. These agreements also lay down the benefits to which all workers are 
entitled, regardless of their position in the value chain: the same social rights, the same 
working conditions, the same health and safety standards and the same wage-fixing systems. 
New conflict resolution mechanisms at transnational level have enabled effective supervision 
and monitoring of compliance with these agreements. 
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8. It goes without saying that the higher profile of trade unions has led to a significant rise in 
their membership numbers, creating a virtuous circle of representativeness, legitimacy and 
negotiating power. The use of digital tools and the formation of coalitions with NGOs (in 
sectors such as the environment and consumer protection) have propelled trade unions into 
the role of overseer, whistleblower and standards certifier, and they also hold seats on the 
Boards of Directors of a growing number of European multinationals. 
 

9. The high levels of automation, computerisation and robotisation in Europe have helped the 
trade union organisations to accomplish substantial reductions in working time. The 
standard working week is now 25 hours, and the European trade union movement is 
unanimously in favour of ‘Twenty for Twenty Forty’, or in other words the achievement of a 
20-hour working week by 2040. More effective sharing of working time across borders has 
brought about large drops in unemployment, particularly in ‘peripheral’ countries with high 
youth unemployment rates. Debates continue on how best to allow subsidiaries in developing 
countries, with a lower level of production automation, to profit from this model. 
 

10. The adoption of the ‘Declaration of European Trade Unionism’, a quasi-Schuman Declaration 
for the trade unions, was undoubtedly a seminal event which laid the foundations for their 
later progress. In this Declaration, all the national confederations confirmed their commitment 
to a social Europe based on tangible achievements, focusing initially on the establishment of 
real solidarity between workers and their companies; they furthermore promised to set 
shared goals as an expression of unity across borders, and undertook to place this European 
solidarity at the top of their list of priorities. 
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(two different starting points were built for this scenario, based on the same hypotheses - see table page 4) 
 

Dance the Dictator 
(variant 1) 

 Sell out to the Chinese 
(variant 2) 

 
1a. The industrialised countries are plagued by 

large-scale political and economic instability, 
and regular waves of cyberattacks have left not 
only public administrations and governments 
but also sectors such as transport, energy, 
finance and health care in disarray. The 
ultimate outcome has been the destabilisation 
of society as a whole, against a backdrop of 
escalating terrorist attacks and heightened 
violence. The traditional political classes have 
proved incapable of keeping citizens safe and 
defending institutions and organisations, and 
their problems have been compounded by a 
prolonged economic crisis (caused by investors 
fleeing instability) and a volatile international 
climate – political instability in China, isola-
tionism in the United States and spreading 
conflicts in the Middle East – resulting in 
continued waves of migration into Europe. 

 
2a. Radical social movements in Europe have 

stepped up their campaigning, and extremist 
views have grown in popularity as a result of 
the mass unemployment in the aftermath of 
the crisis, growing technological unemploy-
ment and a widespread feeling of insecurity. 
Several EU Member States – Austria, France, 
Italy and the Netherlands – are governed by 
nationalist and populist parties, and the 
German Federal States have elected 
representatives on the extreme right of the 
political spectrum. Politicians are riding a 
wave of (purported) public demand for a 
return to order and security. 

 1b. Economic stagnation has become a 
permanent feature of life in Europe, and 
institutional investors have abandoned all 
hope of a rebound for the Old Continent, 
where unemployment rates consistently top 
12%, and the public authorities are more 
concerned about deficits and public debt than 
boosting investment. Paralysis has struck the 
EU and its Member States, with the never-
ending rifts and political deadlocks which 
divide the various levels of power (national 
and European) and the Member States 
themselves representing a further obstacle to 
growth. The political parties are trapped in a 
gradual decline, and few now believe that they 
are capable of revitalising the economy and 
creating jobs. 

 
2b. Change is afoot on the international scene, 

however, with China recording astounding 
rates of fresh economic growth. The country’s 
massive investment in infrastructure in 
sectors including transport (the New Silk 
Road), energy, telecommunications and 
networking, combined with the benefits 
reaped from its early-action climate change 
policy, have allowed it to position itself as a 
world leader in both political and economic 
terms. 

 



 

 
Christophe Degryse, ETUI 2017 - P a g e  | 2 

 
 

3a. The political climate throughout all of 
Europe is becoming more security-conscious 
by the day, and extreme left-wing 
movements have been violently repressed. 
Citizens and social groups are subjected to a 
much higher level of control thanks to new 
technologies, and the Internet in particular 
is under constant surveillance – or rather the 
Internet of citizens and consumers, because 
a second, tightly locked-down Internet now 
exists for the world of business and 
especially B2B transactions. 

 
4a. The Internet of citizens is now used as the 

means of control by governments, which 
work together with large technological 
companies to gather increasingly intimate 
data on everyone with the help of 
sophisticated algorithms. These security-
related developments are tolerated by 
citizens, whose daily activities are carried out 
almost exclusively on networks and tablets, 
because they hope that the data will be used 
to reduce cybercrime and to fight terrorism. 
The governments have therefore imposed a 
form of techno-paternalism on their citizens, 
citing ‘national security’ as the grounds for 
doing so. 

 

  

 3b. Vastly stepped-up Chinese investment in 
Europe has reawakened growth, and certain 
regions have been forcibly reindustrialised 
by the Chinese Government, with tens of 
thousands of new jobs as the reward. Unable 
to argue with the success of this centralised 
but efficient model, the governments of the 
EU Member States have chosen to rely to an 
ever greater extent on the Asian giant, and 
Western investors have also concluded 
venture capital agreements with China. 
Huge investments into high-tech companies 
benefiting from this risk capital have 
fostered the emergence of Sino-European 
‘GAFAs’, with European business circles 
abandoning their liberal principles without 
batting an eye when tempted with the 
promise of enormous markets. 

 
4b. An imperialistic form of techno-paternalism 

can, however, be detected behind these Sino-
European PPPs, since most of the important 
decisions are taken by the Chinese State, 
which appoints or co-opts regional decision-
makers. Beijing's influence and power over 
the governments of the EU Member States, 
and over the European economic model, has 
grown considerably, and production 
processes are now designed, put in place and 
implemented under the watchful eye of the 
Chinese State. 

 

 
(single continuation for both scenarios) 

 
5. The labour markets have undergone significant changes. The employment statuses of workers carrying 

out the new and increasingly widespread forms of online work have been clarified, but on a case-by-case 
basis and often with an attendant erosion of social rights. This is true for the new class of economically 
dependent self-employed workers, for example, who are solely responsible for themselves and their 
working conditions, but in reality depend to a large extent on the companies which place orders for work 
via online work platforms. These individuals work hard for little pay, and are permanently tracked by 
algorithms which analyse their behaviour – when they start work, how many hours they work, how 
productive they are, how many breaks they take each day, when they finish work, whether they work at 
the weekend, etc. 

 
6. These algorithms then award daily scores to each worker, with adjustments for his or her age, state of 

health and level of education, and any improvement or deterioration in this daily updated ‘digital 
reputation’ automatically results in a pay rise or drop. This approach has a strong disciplinary effect, 
meaning that it is no longer necessary to employ foremen, and companies can also select those workers 
who are currently the most productive. The only attempts to preserve a minimum of solidarity and social 
cohesion are made by local authorities and at local level, with the aim of preventing the exclusion of the 
lowest-scoring workers. Poor-scoring workers might be given work to do in the local neighbourhood in 
order to improve their score, for example, or coached by higher-scoring workers. 
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7. Trade unionism still exists in this ultra-controlled and disciplined society, but there have been far-
reaching changes to the purpose it serves. Only one trade union organisation is approved per country, with 
progressive movements and grass-roots organisations having been subjected to repressive measures and 
then banned outright. The leaders of each national trade union have been co-opted by the national 
governments, and their organisations are expected to act as service providers supporting economic 
growth; in some cases, they are allowed to run job platforms and provide advice and training, but they 
have no real say in the overall organisation of the system. These developments have, of course, given rise 
to disputes between the heirs of the historical trade union movement, centring around the question of 
whether to cooperate with the State in order to increase their powers, or protest and run the risk of being 
banned for good. 
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