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Workplace representation in Denmark – structure and role 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper reviews the main features of workplace representation in the Danish industrial relations 
system. Shop stewards and co-operation committees are identified as the main instruments used for 
information and consultation between management and employee representatives - a structure 
which grants unions a central role in workplace representation. The paper describes the formal basis 
of the structure and presents evidence from studies on its actual functioning. Further, it addresses 
the role of co-operation committees, and employee participation more generally, in processes of 
change and modernisation at the workplace. Finally, it attempts to assess the likely impact of the 
EU Directive on Information and Consultation on workplace representation in the Danish context, 
in particular the tensions between the directive’s intention of universal coverage and the restricted 
coverage offered by a union based form of representation. 
 
Main features of the Danish workplace representation system 
 
In Denmark the collective representation of employee interests at the workplace takes place through 
four channels, namely (Knudsen 1995): 
 
- workplace trade union delegates (shop stewards) 
- co-operation committees 
- health and safety committees 
- participation on company boards. 
 
This paper specifically deals with the co-operation committee (samarbejdsudvalg) as this is the 
institution that is fuctionally designed for information and consultation purposes, or with a more 
Danish expression: co-operation purposes. However, because employee representation on the co-
operation committee essentially is union based form of representation, it is also necessary to include 
the shop steward (tillidsrepræsentant) institution as well as elements of the trade union structure. 
The activities of shop stewards as well as co-operation committees are exclusively regulated by 
collective agreements, or, at least that was the case until the EU Directive on Information and 
Consultation (2002/14/EF) entered into force in 2005. 
 
Historically, shop stewards entered the scene half a century before the co-operation committees. 
The 1900 agreement for the iron and metal industry pioneered the recognition of an official 
spokesperson for the workers, and during the next century this institution spread to all sectors of the 
labour market. The shop steward has  a triple role in the sense that it is his/her task to represent the 
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interests of the employees at the workplace, to represent the policies of the union locally, and to 
further a good co-operation with the employer.  
 
Shop stewards generically form part of the collective bargaining system. Their main functions are to 
bargain locally and to monitor the observance of the national collective agreement for the sector as 
well as the rights enshrined in labour legislation. Further, they handle grievances concerning 
individual members. Their role between members and management is illustrated in figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Shop stewards as workplace representatives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: According to the public sector collective agreements and some agreements in the private sector as well, not just 
union members, but all employees within the given work area are entitled to participate in the election of the shop 
steward (Kristiansen 2004: 401-02). However, in practice it is often the case that only union memebers participate. 
 
Because of the complex Danish trade union structure, including a mix of industrial, craft and 
general unions, one will usually find quite a lot of unions represented at a workplace. Typically, 
each union with more than five members will have at least one shop steward, unless union members 
fail to elect a representative, which is sometimes the case in small enterprises and for unions with 
few members in the particular enterprise. Similarly, different parts of the workforce are usually 
covered by different collective agreements. For instance, in a manufacturing company there will at 
least be one agreement for production workers and another for office workers, and typically there 
will be other agreements for various groups of specialists. However, generally there are fewer 
national collective agreements than unions within a given sector, as clusters of unions forms cartels 
for the purpose of collective bargaining. So, if for instance we have a workplace with ten shop 
stewards representing ten different unions, six of them may be covered by the same collective 
agreement, two by another agreement, while the remaining two may be covered by still other 
agreements (or be without a collective agreement, as is usually the case in the private sector for 
unions organising highly educated staff such as engineers). 
 
Shop stewards also form clusters according to which part of the union movement they come from. 
The most important trade union confederation is the LO (the union confederation organising mainly 
skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled workers). Other confederations are the FTF (salaried employees) 
and the AC (employees with a university or similar education). As they organise different segments 
of the labour force, which can be identified in a relatively objective way, they only marginally 
compete with each other over members. Together, the unions affiliated to these three confederations 
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form what can be called Danish ’mainstream unionism’. The LO traditionally was part of the social-
democratic labour movement, but recently the formal links have been cut. The FTF and AC have 
attempted to maintain a politically ’neutral’ position. On issues such as labour legislation and labour 
market policy the three organisations work relatively closely together. Outside the mainstream 
unions there is a small number of alternative unions, the oldest of which is the Christian Union. 
They mainly attract members by means of low membership fees and are for this reason called 
’discount unions’. Although they have been growing during the past few years, their importance is 
still negligible, not least because they are hardly party to any collective agreements.  
 
The total unionisation rate  dropped from 81 percent in 1995 to 80 percent in 2005. In table 1 is 
shown the unionisation pattern of the Danish labour force as well as recent trends in this pattern. LO 
is still the big brother, but partly due to structural changes in the economy and partly because of the 
growth of unions outside the LO, the unions under this confederation are clearly loosing terrain. 
 
Table 1: Distribution of trade union membership in Denmark (percent) 
 
 1995 2000 2005 
LO 
FTF 
AC 
’Discount unions’ 

70 
15 
 6 
 9 

68 
16 
 7 
 9 

65 
17 
 8 
10 

Source: Lind (2006). 
 
Having considered the role of shop stewards and their localisation in the union structure we can 
now move on to the co-operation committee. To get an understanding of the specific character of 
this institution – and how it deviates from for instance the German works council (Betriebsrat) – it 
is important to grasp its linkage to the shop steward institution and trade unionism. 
 
The co-operation committee is a joint body with an A-side consisting of management 
representatives and a B-side which in principle consists of shop stewards. However, if the number 
of shop stewards exceed the number of employee seats on the co-operation committee, an election 
among the shop stewards will decide who is going to get the seats. If the opposite is the case and 
there are fewer shop stewards than seats on the committee, groups not represented by these shop 
stewards may elect representatives to the committee.  
 
Thus, basically the shop stewards reappear in this structure, but now on another scene than the one 
described earlier. Instead of collective bargaining being at the centre of their activity the main 
function in the co-operation committee is to co-operate with management for the best of the 
company as well as the employees. The agreements between employer organisations and unions 
draw the distinction, that while certain issues such as pay and working hours are dealt with through 
collective bargaining, the issues discusssed by the co-operation committee are ’management issues’. 
Management has an obligation to inform and consult employee representatives on these issues, but 
also, in the last instance, the right to decide. Applying the conceptual distinction made by Colin 
Crouch (1993) you may talk of the difference between a collective bargaining system ruled by a 
zero-sum logic and a co-operation system ruled by a plus-sum logic. Even if in practice the borders 
between the two systems are blurred, it is a useful analytical distinction. 
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For the employee representatives themselves, however, another distinction is undoubtedly more 
important. While there is a right to strike connected to the bargaining of collective agreements and 
their renewal, no such right exists in relation to the agenda of the co-operation committee. This – 
together with the historical fact that pay and working hours have been the central issues in the 
furthering of employee interests - mean that the shop stewards’ sense of power resides much more 
in the collective bargaining system than in the co-operation system. Combined with management 
reservations, sometimes rooted in a fear of giving up management prerogatives, the result was that 
the co-operation committee for decades was a relatively insignificant institution at most workplaces. 
As we shall see below, this has changed to some extent during the last decade or two. 
 
Co-operation committees date back to the period immediately after the Second Word War. At that 
time the demand for works councils or similar structures for employee representation was raised in 
parallel to what occurred in Germany and the other Scandinavian countries. In Denmark legislation 
on works councils had been proposed by a socialdemocrat minority government already in 1924, 
but in vain, due to opposition from the right wing parties. When the matter was reintroduced after 
the war an adoption of legislation appeared likely. However, confronted by this situation the unions 
and employer organisations took up the issue and negotiated the first Co-operation Agreement 
(Samarbejdsaftale) in 1947 covering the vast majority of employees in the private sector. In this 
way legislation was avoided, and from then on until the entering into force of the EU Directive in 
2005, information and consultation at the workplace was regulated exclusively on the basis of 
collective agreeements. At national level there are now five such agreements, namely for: 
 
- the private sector 
- the food industry 
- the financial sector 
- the state sector 
- the local government sector. 
 
As already mentioned co-operation committees are joint bodies consisting of employee 
representatives as well as management representatives. In table 2 is shown the size and composition 
of the committee according to workforce size as determined in the agreement for the private sector. 
It should be added, however that actual size and composition often deviate from the norm, as it may 
be determined locally for instance that management sends fewer representatives than stipulated, or 
that employees send more than stipulated in order to ensure representation for all unions at the 
workplace. 
 
Table 2: Size and composition of co-operation committees in the private sector 
 
Number of employees A-side (management) B-side (employee reps) 
 35-50 
 51-100 
101-200 
201-500 
501-1000 
> 1000 

                   2   
                   3 
                   4 
                   5 
                   6 
  more than 6 if so agreed 

                     2 
                     3 
                     4 
                     5 
                     6 
    more than 6 if so agreed 

 
The agreement for the private sector is primarily modelled on an enterprise with just one 
etablishment. For companies with a group structure, however, it recommends the setting up of a 
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group co-operation committee composed of representatives from the subsidiaries, and for 
enterprises with independendent affiliates it is recommended that ”opportunities are given for the 
discussion of questions of common interest for the affiliates” (Samarbejdsaftalen 2005:13). The role 
and functions of such bodies above the level of the individual establishment are hardly decribed at 
all. This is somewhat different in the agreements for the public sector where an important 
distinction is made between local and central co-operation committees, for instance a central 
committee for a municipality and a local committee for a school within the municipality. 
 
The functioning of the co-operation committee 
 
To get a more detailed picture of the functioning of co-operation committees let us take a look, first, 
at the provisions governing this institution, and, second, at studies of their actual practice. The 
presentation of provisions will be based on the agreement for the private sector, but as provisions 
only differ slightly between the five national co-operation agreements, essentially the presentation 
is valid for Danish co-opration committees generally. (One noteworthy difference, however, is that 
the public sector agreements cover a broader range of issues, including strategic ones; in the private 
sector employee representatives can participate in strategic decisions through their one-third 
representation on the company board). 
 
According to the co-operation agreement (Samarbejdsaftalen 2005) signed by the DA (the Danish 
employers’ confederation) and the LO (the main Danish union confederation), co-operation 
between employer and employees shall be pursued in all workplaces. In establishments with more 
than 35 employees a co-operation committee must be established, if requested by a majority of the 
employees or the employer. It is stressed that co-operation shall take place at all levels of the 
enterprise and involve as many employees as possible in the daily organisation of activities. 
 
The co-operation committee meets six times per year, unless a different frequency is agreed locally. 
Extraordinary meetings can be called by short notice. The committe is chaired by a ’responsible 
manager’, and the vice-chair is held by an employee representative - the joint shop steward, if this 
post exists in the establishment. The two chairpersons are jointly responsible for the agenda and the  
minutes.  
 
The main functions of the co-operation committee are defined as to 
 
- follow and develop the daily co-operation and to involve as many many as possible in this 

activity 
- provide and maintain good and smooth working and employment conditions and increase the 

well-being and security of the employees 
- enhance employees’ understanding of the situation of the enterprise regarding its operation, 

financial situation and competitiveness. 
 
Regarding information management is obliged to inform the co-operation committee continously on 
 
- the financial situation and the future perspectives in relation to market situation and production 

conditions 
- employment conditions 
- major changes and restructuring, among other things regarding the application of new 

technology in production and administration 
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- the functioning of possible productivity related pay systems and the possible establishment of 
funds for social or training purposes. 

 
A further list covers issues that are intended to be discussed and perhaps negotiated in the 
committee; here it is stressed that the issues must be treated sufficiently early for employee 
viewpoints, ideas and proposals to be able to form part of the basis for decision making: 
 
- principles for working and welfare conditions and for personnel policy 
- principles for training and retraining in relation to new technology 
- principles for the collection, storage and use of personal data 
- guidelines for the organisation of production and work and the implementation of major 

changes 
- assessment of technical, financial, personnel, training and environmental consequences of 

technological change, when the change has a ”substantial extent” 
- measures to help re-employ people in cases of redundancies caused by technological change. 
 
Within these areas it is envisaged that the dialogue may lead to the conclusion of agreements: 
 
”The drawing up of principles presupposes an obligation of  both parties through co-determination 
in the co-operation committee to seek agreement and implement the agreed” (Samarbejdsaftalen 
2005, Article 3). 
 
Both parties can terminate agreements with two months’ notice and demand negotiations on a 
change of principles.  
 
The concept of ’co-determination’ appeared in the quotation above. But is there really co-
determination in the Danish co-operation committees? Yes and no. ’Yes’, because it is possible to 
negotiate on certain quite significant issues and conclude agreements with management. But ’no’ 
because there are no real sanctions if management is not willing to conclude an agreement. As 
already mentioned strike action cannot be used as a sanction. Additionally, there are no sanctions in 
the Danish arbitration and labour court system. A case can be raised and an employer can be fined, 
if the employer fails to respect the provisions of the co-operation agreement, for instance by 
refusing to negotiate on the principles for personnel policy. However, there is nothing that forces 
the employer to conclude an agreement. There is no equivalent to the German Einigungsstelle 
which mediates in cases where German works councils have a co-determination right and where 
employer and works council cannot reach agreement. Seen in a comparative perspective we must 
say that employees on Danish co-operation committees enjoy strong consultation rights, but only 
co-determination light (cf. Knudsen 1995). 
 
This at least is the conclusion when we only look at the formal rules. A more nuanced picture 
emerges from sociological studies of how co-operation committees work in practice. Table 3 gives 
the results regarding the strength of employee involvement in private sector co-operation 
committees (Agervold 2002). 
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Table 3: Issues treated by the co-operation committee (percent) 
 
Issue Not 

Treated 
Information 
from one 
party 

Exchange of 
information 

Consultation/ 
Discussion of 
Solutions 

Decided by 
the committee

Quality/service   13   19   35   33     1 
Welfare arr.   16     6   24   39   15 
Productivity   17   28   30   25     1 
Working time arr.   29     8   20   32   11 
Safety & environ.   32     9   24   26   10 
Work organisation   33   16   24   25     3 
Training   43     6   22   26     4 
Leave/quits   44   16   20   17     3 
Wage systems   56     6   15   14     8 
Source: Agervold (2002, 89). Note: Not all issues asked about are represented in the table. Only issues where at least 20 
percent of co-opearation committees reported either consultation or joint decision making are included. 
 
Perhaps the most important conclusion that can be drawn from Table 3 is the fact that co-operation 
committees vary greatly as to what issues are treated and how intensive they are treated. A second 
conclusion is that co-determination is certainly not the norm. Its frequency is highest on issues such 
as welfare arrangements, working time arrangements, safety and environment, and wage systems, 
but even here only a small minority of committees practice co-determination. Furthermore, the 
frequency of consultation is also limited to such an extent that what seems to be the norm in many 
committees is the dissemination and exchange of information and nothing more.  
 
In the same study chairmen (managers) and vice-chairmen (employee representatives) were asked 
how they viewed the importance of the co-operation committee in comparison with other forms of 
employee participation (Agervold 2002). The results are shown in Table 4. 
 
Table 4: Importance for work climate of different forms of participation (percent) 
 
Form of participation Very 

important 
(managers) 

Very 
important 
(employee 
reps) 

Important 
(managers) 

Important 
(employee 
reps) 

Discussions between shop stewards 
and management 

    37     59     54     35 

Informal contacts     46     37     49     51 
Project groups     38     43     53     46 
Joint information meetings     32     43     48     43 
Health and safety committees     26     49     57     38 
Co-operation committees       7     27     57     52 
Source: Agervold (2002, 91) 
 
As can be seen from the table employee representatives generally value employee participation 
somewhat higher than does management and to them the shop steward channel is the most 
important form, whereas management prefers informal contacts. Regarding the co-operation 
committee it is conspicious that both groups consider it to be the least important form of 
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participation. It must be noted, however, that the data for the study was collected in 1995and, as 
will be argued below, the importance of the co-operation committee is likely to have increased since 
then. 
 
This is not least the case in the public sector where changes in legislation and the co-operation 
agreements in the 1990s made it possible locally to negotiate agreements on new involvement 
bodies which integrate the functions of the co-operation committee and the health and safety 
committee. Such agreements have been concluded in many state institutions and municipalities, and 
studies indicate the parties perceive the new type of committees as more significant than the 
previous co-operration committees (Navrbjerg 2005; Mathiesen & Hvenegaard 1999). Still, it is 
characteristic that management does not want to concede clear co-determination rights to employee 
representatives. Progressive managers are interested in co-determination in order to ensure the 
committment of employees and a smooth implementation of decisions, but they prefer this to take 
place in an informal way so that they are not obliged by formal, written rights (Navrbjerg 2005). 
 
Workplace representation and modernisation 
 
With globalisation and increased competition modernisation and change processes play an 
increasing role in enterprises. The EPOC studies found not only Denmark to be a country with a 
high incidence of direct participation through forms such as semi-autonomous groups, delegation of 
responsibility, etc., but also, together with Sweden, the country in which such forms of  
participation most frequently were based on decisons taken jointly by management and employee 
representatives (EPOC 1998). Such agreements are typically concluded either between management 
and shop stewards or by the co-operation committee.  
 
There is a strong consensus between employers and unions concerning the necessity of continously 
adapting to the changing environments in order to ensure the survival of companies and 
employment in them. The consensus also includes a common understanding of employee 
involvement and participation as instruments that can play an important role in change processes. 
Managers are interested in committed and motivated employees, and unions see an interest in 
empowering their members individually as well as collectively. The LO program on ’developing 
work’ testifies to the unions’ interest in individual empowerment at work (Hvid & Møller 1999). A 
more general indication that both parties support a participatory strategy can be found in these 
formulations in the private sector co-operation agreement: 
 
”…a persistent improvement of the competitiveness of enterprises and the work satisfaction of 
employees are prerequisites for the continous development of enterprises and for greater well-being 
and security for employees. 
Development and effectivisation of enterprises are common interests for management and 
employees. Application and development of new technology are decisive for the competitiveness of 
enterprises, employment, work environment and work satisfaction.” (Samarbejdsaftalen 2005, 
Article 1). 
 
And further: 
 
”Motivating management forms and an active involvement of employees and their elected shop 
stewards are necessary conditions for the development of the co-operation in the enterprise. 
Therefore, management, co-operation and information forms must be applied which stimulate as 
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many employees as possible to be involved in the arrangement and organisation of daily work. In 
this way, it is ensured that the participation of the employees by their knowledge, insight and 
experience contributes to the development of the enterprise…. 
A decentralisation and delegation to the individual employee or group of employees shall therefore 
form part of these endeavours. This means that viewpoints, ideas and proposals must appear so 
early that they can enter into the basis of decision making” (Samarbejdsaftalen 2005, Article 1). 
 
Many studies indicate the accelerating rate of change increases the strategic importance of the 
diverse forms of employee participation, including the representative institutions in the form of 
shop stewards and co-operation committees (Kristensen 2003; Nielsen 2004). Even if there is 
tendency for managers to prefer informal forms of participation, a survey from 2004 among 
managers showed that 90 percent of them found the shop steward institution to be advantageous to 
enterprises (Ugebrevet A4 2004). 
 
In a survey studying in particular the behaviour of innovative firms (’knowledge organisations’) 
Peter Nielsen (2004) found a whole range of participatory forms applied to processes of 
organisational change, cf. Table 5. 
 
Table 5: Participatory instruments applied in relation to organisational change (percent) (n ranges 
from 1232 to 1262) 
 
Form of participation    Yes     No Don’t 

know  
Not 
relevant 

Emp. reps participate in management meetings     18     66     1     16 
Joint management-employee project groups     47     40     1     12 
The permanent co-operation committee     30     44     1     25 
Employee reps on the board     14     59     1     26 
Joint meetings with the employees concerned     83     12     1       4 
Joint meetings with all employees     65     28     2       5 
Ad hoc consultation with individual employees     89       7     1       2 
Source: Nielsen (2004., 185) 
 
It is evident from Table 5 that direct as well as representative forms of participation are being 
applied frequently in organisational change processes. The study by Nielsen also examined the 
timing of participation by distinguishing between an idea, decision and implementation phase 
respectively. Specifically for the co-operation committee, it was found to be involved already in the 
idea phase in 25 percent of the cases, in the decision phase in 28 percent of them, while 
involvement only in the implementation phase took place in 47 percent of the cases. The highest 
frequency of participation already in the idea phase was found for the form: employee 
representatives participating in management meetings (38 percent) (Nielsen 2004).  
 
Union based representation versus the EU Directive’s demand for universal representation 
 
The fact that shop stewards as well as co-operation committees derive their powers from collective 
agreements means that not every employee is covered by these representation institutions. 
Therefore, the principles guiding Danish workplace representation came under attack when the 
European Union adopted the Directive on Information and Consultation with its intentions of 
universal coverage. 
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The problematic of limited coverage was especially relevant for the private sector where about half 
of employment is in companies which are not members of an employer organisation, and where 
only a part of these companies have concluded company based collective agreements with the 
unions. In companies with no collective agreement, or with an agreement that does not just copy the 
sector level agreement and the co-operation agreement, there is no regulatory basis for neither shop 
stewards nor co-operation committees. 
 
This was one hole in the system. Another hole stemmed from the fact that the private sector 
agreement (as well as the one for the food industry) only embraced those categories of employees 
that are affiliated to unions under the LO. As a rule, FTF and AC unions, ’discount’ unions as well 
non-unionised employees were  without representation, both because they were not part of the co-
operation agreement and because they are not covered by collective agreement entitling them to 
elect a shop steward. Their exclusion was not totally water-proof, however, as can be seen from 
these passages from the version of the co-operation agreement in use before the EU Directive 
entered into force: 
 
”Representatives to the B-side are elected by and among the remaining employees (not including 
managing staff, author’s comment), however in a way in which shop stewards elected in 
accordance with collective agreement are born members of the committee…. 
The co-operation committee can be extended by representatives for groups…who are not members 
of a union under the LO. If appointment of one or more representatives from these groups is 
wished, contact about this must be taken to the Co-operation Board (Samarbejdsnævnet). If the 
board supports the wish in agreement, it will help the enterprise with the practical organisation of 
elections” (Samarbejdsaftale 1986). 
 
The Co-operation Board is a joint board set up by the LO and the DA to advice and assist co-
operation committees. In reality, the provision quoted above has meant only very few co-operation 
committees have had representation from outside the LO unions. Not because the Co-operation 
Board was outright hostile to such initiatives, but rather because only a few initiatives were taken 
given the institutional set-up. 
 
With the EU Directive which entered into force in 2005 it became mandatory for all employees to 
be covered by some kind of information and consultation arrangement, and employees in 
enterprises with at least 35 employees were given a right to elect representatives for information 
and consultation purposes. This meant that the Danish institutions with their limited coverage could 
no longer stand alone. The LO and DA recognised this very early in the process, and together with 
the Danish government they strongly criticised the EU initiative (Lind and Knudsen 2001). The 
directive was felt to threathen not just existing structures, but also the underlying principle behind 
them, namely that the regulation of workplace representation should exclusively be in the hands of 
employer organisations and unions. To their satisfaction the provisions of the draft directive were 
watered down and made quite flexible during the years in which the proposal was discussed before 
its final approval in 2002. As a result, already existing institutions based on collective agreements 
could be upheld. However, one problem remained: what to do with the groups that had hitherto not 
been covered by agreements? 
 
The solution was an implementation of the directive primarily through minor revisions of the 
already existing co-operation agreements, and only secondarily through legislation. The legislation 
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was of the erga omnes type, saying that enterprises not bound by any of the co-operation 
agreements should be obliged by the law on information and consultation. The legislation did not 
ensure equal conditions for groups outside the LO unions, but accepted the solutions found by the 
industrial relations parties. This was much to the regret of the IDA, the union of the engineers, 
which, in vain, had fought to convince the DA that a revised co-operation agreement for the private 
sector should also include the AC and FTF unions as signatories. 
 
However, in order to adapt to the requirements of the directive the DA and the LO had to do some 
revisions. Instead of the formulations quoted above, the corresponding revised formulations read 
like this: 
 
”Representatives to the B-side are elected by and among the remaining employees (not including  
managing staff, author’s comment), however in a way in which shop stewards elected in 
accordance with collective agreement are born members of the committee…. 
If so demanded before elections to the co-operation committee, the B-side of the co-operation 
committee can be supplemented with representatives from groups that are not represented through 
the ordinary committee members or shop stewards. With groups is understood special occupational 
groups or groups with a special education…… 
By elections of supplementary representatives, among other things the size of the enterprise, the 
number of members of the co-operation committee, the organisations covered by the agreement, the 
number of non-representatives in groups in relation to the total number of employees in the 
enterprise must be taken into consideration” (Samarbejdsaftalen 2005, Article 4). 
 
These formulations demonstrate that the LO-DA agreement has opened the door a little bit more to 
the ’outsiders’, but certainly without guaranteeing them equality with the ’insiders’. In this way the 
DA and the LO adapted to the directive without giving up their hegemony.  
 
However, in a wider perspective the directive, and the Danish legislation transposing it, have 
broken the monopoly of unions and employer organisations concerning the regulation of workplace 
representation. Yet, it is doubtful whether the directive will lead to any signifant increase in the 
coverage of co-operation committees in particular or collective workplace representation in general. 
Perhaps the revised provisions concerning access in the private sector agreement, and the whole 
discussion about the issue triggered by the transposition of the directive, will stimulate ’outsider’ 
groups to seek representation in a few more cases. Such a trend is also supported by the underlying 
relative decline of the LO unions at the expense of especially the AC and FTF unions. In companies 
that are ouside collective agreements, initiatives to establish a co-operation committee, or just to 
elect employee representatives, are unlikely, unless they come from a fairly strong union 
organisation. However, a moderate increase in this area is also to be expected. Finally, there may be 
a few workplaces where members of ’discount unions’ are so numerous that their organisations will 
use the opportunity to initiate the establishment of a co-operation committee or at least the election 
of representatives according to the transposition legislation. This could be one way to attempt to 
disprove the accusations from the mainstream unions: that the ’discount’ unions are not able to 
’deliver the goods’! 
 
It must be remembered that workplace representation is not just a question of formal rights. The 
formal rights are only activated if initiatives to exploit them are taken at each individual workplace. 
Even in Germany, with its long established works council tradition based on strong legal rights, less 
than 60 percent of employees actually enjoy representation (Müller-Jentsch 2003). The level in 
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Denmark is probably similar, perhaps a little higher regarding shop steward representation and a 
little lower regarding representation through co-operation committees (no accurate figures for the 
whole labour market are available). It will not change radically as a consequence of the EU 
Directive and its aims of giving all employees in workplaces with more than 35 employees a 
collective voice. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Danish system of workplace representation has its own specific features. It has grown out of a 
tradition in which union representation and collective bargaining are essential institutions. The key 
roles in the Danish system are played by the local union representatives, the shop stewards, who are 
active in the collective bargaining arena as well as the ’co-operation’ arena. The central institution 
in the latter is the co-operation committee which in recent decades has gained in importance due to 
union pressure for more influence on management decisions as well as due to an increased 
employer interest in creating acceptance and support among employees for company strategies and 
change projects. The co-operation committee functions alongside a number of other, formal or 
informal, participation channels. Compared to for instance the German works council its role is less 
central, partly because shop stewards rather than the co-operation committee are seen as the strong 
representation channel, and partly because more informal ways of representation also play 
important roles. 
 
The EU Directive on Information and Consultation constituted a challenge to the Danish traditions, 
and the draft proposal was met by opposition from a united front of actors in Denmark. However, as 
its provisions became watered down and loosened before the final adoption, the employer and union 
organisations and the Danish parliament have been able to implement the directive in a way that 
allows the traditional structures to live on almost unaffected. The directive has obviously 
strengthened representation rights for employees outside the mainstream union structure, but it 
remains to be seen to what extent these rights will actually be exploited. The expectation is that the 
regulatory changes contained in the transposition of the directive will only lead to relatively 
marginal increases in the coverage of workplace representation and will only slightly affect the 
composition of representation. 
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