
EDITORIAL

As public pensions are being retrenched across Europe there is an ongoing shift towards occupational

pensions. The trend is far from uniform. Rather, when it comes to both coverage as well as the design

and quality of pension arrangements, there is considerable variation between countries and indeed

between sectors of the economy within countries. The aim of this special issue is to provide more

insight into this variation, with a particular emphasis on the politics of occupational pension devel-

opment, including the role of the social partners. The six articles in this issue address the challenges

inherent in the expansion of occupational pensions, in a heterogeneous selection of European coun-

tries: Austria, Denmark, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Serbia and the UK.

Concerns for demographic ageing, combined with low growth scenarios and a general pressure

to limit welfare spending, have led to retrenchments in old-age public pensions in many countries.

Contrary to what had been hoped, and perhaps expected, occupational pensions have not always

expanded to fill the gap.

Across all countries, achieving high or full coverage rates appears to be difficult. Pension

markets, left to themselves, rarely produce coverage rates above 50 per cent. If higher coverage

rates are to be reached, this has to happen either through legislation or through collective agree-

ments. Broad coverage has been achieved in Norway, Denmark and the Netherlands through

collective bargaining or statutory requirements. In countries that lack traditions of state interven-

tion in the social dialogue and/or have less organised labour markets, this has as a general rule

proved more difficult. However, the UK is introducing statutory occupational pensions as an

element of a broader pension reform.

A second general lesson is that under certain conditions employers can become allies for

politicians who aim to push social responsibilities from states to markets. Employers are reluctant

to take on binding contractual responsibilities for their employees’ old-age pensions that will imply

higher wage costs and economic risks, but state subsidies or tax credits may motivate them to be

engaged in building up occupational pensions, even collectively negotiated systems. Nevertheless,

for employers, state programmes based on general taxation or direct pension contributions are an

attractive alternative to occupational schemes.

On the other hand, in many countries the finance industry plays an active role in trying to

encourage the growth of occupational pensions. The finance industry has an interest in pushing for

statutory programmes that expand its markets. Pure defined contribution (DC) schemes with

limited risk-sharing and economic risks for providers tie up less capital and are easily promoted

by the finance industry, making the industry a strange bedfellow for trade unions struggling to

create broader and more collective occupational pension schemes.

Trade unions’ relationship with occupational pensions is complex and highly dependent on the

national context. In many countries, trade unions have given priority to developing and defending

state pension schemes, which have full coverage and a high degree of risk-sharing and redistribu-

tion. When state pensions deliver on their promises, trade unions may be disinterested in, or
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downright hostile to, occupational pensions. This was the situation in Denmark and Norway, and

remains the case in Austria. When trade unions do demand occupational pensions it is because state

programmes actually offer limited replacement rates for their members. But, in order to achieve

higher coverage of occupational pensions it seems that trade unions often have to accept a trade-off

between coverage rates and the quality of the schemes. High coverage rates can typically be

achieved if costs are kept low, employees take on more (or even all) economic risk and pensions

arrangements thus provide limited risk-sharing and redistribution. Different trade unions often

have different priorities in such situations – some may prefer narrow, high-quality schemes, others

the broad, less expensive versions.

The articles in this special issue demonstrate the variety of paths being taken in the development

of occupational pension schemes, and the different speeds at which they are changing. The idea for

the special issue was conceived during a workshop in Oslo in June 2016, held as part of the project

‘Interactions between national and labour market based pensions in Norway: pension outcomes

and policy processes’ (funded by the Norwegian Research Council). Most of the papers in this

issue were further discussed at a second workshop in Oslo in March 2017. We thank all the

participants at the two workshops for their contributions. It is our hope that this special issue will

inform the ongoing debates on occupational pensions, both in political discussions and between the

social partners.
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