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CHAPTER 1 

Flexicurity and Beyond - Reflections 
on the Nature and Future of a Political 

Celebrity 

Henning Jorgensen and Per Kongshoj Madsen 

The ambiguous concept of flexicurity 

The fundamental idea behind the concept of flexicurity is that flexibility and 
security are not contradictory to one another, but in many situations can be 
mutually supportive. This idea of virtues circles between flexibility and se-
curity has now moved to the very centre of European policy making. They 
were referred to in the Presidency conclusions from the European Council 
in Brussels in March 2006 and reiterated in numerous publications from the 
Council and the Commission during the following months. Thus the Joint 
Employment Report 2006/2007 stated that: 

'A more comprehensive approach is necessary to combine flexibility and se-
curity in a more integrated approach. Flexicurity policies should attempt at 
going beyond the old trade-off where more flexibility meant less security. 
The aim is for workers to exchange traditional security in the job for secu-
rity in the market, brought about by efficient and cost-effective active labour 
market policies (ALMPs), and adequate levels of social protection to tide 
them over between jobs'. (p. 5) 

The rapid rise in the political interest in the concept of flexicurity is easy to 
understand. Flexicurity as a political strategy promises to make an end to 
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the old conflict between efficiency and equity. Contrary to the old saying, 
you can have your pie and eat it at the same time. 

The most attractive aspect of flexicurity from the point of view of politi-
cal discourse is therefore its ambiguity. There is something in it for every-
body. We will have a world inhabited of wage earners, who feel economi-
cally secure, and of satisfied employers with a high degree of flexibility in 
hiring, firing and allocating their workforce. For society as a whole, growth 
and prosperity will be the expected outcome of a more dynamic and flexible 
labour market. The politician who is able to put forward and implement 
such a win-win-strategy should be up for a guaranteed re-election. 

Such an impressive list of promises calls for scepticism. It is therefore not 
surprising that some political actors and representatives from the social 
partners - especially from the trade unions - have expressed serious doubt 
about the validity of the concept. Is flexicurity in reality a Trojan horse de-
signed to abolish traditional job protection and thus remove some of the vic-
tories won by European workers and their organisations over during the 20th 

century? Especially Southern European labour movement representatives 
have expressed this critical view on several occasions. 

In this introductory chapter we intend to take a critical look at the present 
status and the future of flexicurity - both from a purely scientific and a more 
practical and historical perspective. Instead of a traditional introduction of 
articles we use this chapter to discuss the question of definition and research 
strategy in part one and the question of flexicurity as a European political 
strategy in part two. Can one build a consistent research programme on a 
concept, which is so heavily loaded with political and ideological interests 
and values? A consistent concept and a multi-disciplinary approach will be 
faced with the problem of theorizing and analyzing an object still to be iden-
tified: a system, a regime, national institutional arrangements, or simply a 
European political strategy? And on the other hand: If one conceives 
'flexicurity' as a political programme - what kind of challenges will this 
programme be facing, when it meets the European political reality? 

Before we embark on tackling these challenging issues, we provide the 
reader with a brief introduction to the historical development of the concept 
of flexicurity and to the two European countries, which are most often taken 
as real-life examples of a successful integration of flexibility and security, 
namely Denmark and the Netherlands. 
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A long and winding road to Brussels 

Although the term flexicurity only in recent years has become a buzzword 
among European politicians and researchers, the concept has a relatively 
long and fascinating story dating back to the mid-1990s. 

The phrase flexicurity was first coined in the Netherlands in the mid-
1990s, based on a number of specific conditions. In 1995 a new approach to 
flexibility and security appeared on the political agenda. In his memoran-
dum Flexibility and Security, Ad Melkert, the then Minister of Social Af-
fairs and Employment (the Labour Party), deliberately defined this combi-
nation as the ultimate goal. His intention was to modify employment protec-
tion for employees working on standard contracts and to improve it for tem-
porary workers. It was not until 1999, however, that this intention was laid 
down in legislation. The very point of the legislation was to rectify the im-
balance between the inflexible labour market for core employees and the in-
secure labour market situation of peripheral workers. Job security for ordi-
nary employees was modified, the system of permitting temporary agency 
work was abolished, and employment protection of atypical workers was 
improved. Another important intention was to start a development away 
from job security towards employment security instead, especially through a 
more active labour market policy (for a more detailed account, cf. Wiltha-
gen 1998; Wilthagen and Tros 2004). 

Also when it comes to flexicurity research, the Netherlands has played a 
prominent role. Dutch scholars were active in the international research 
network on Transitional Labour Markets (TLMnet). The first path-breaking 
academic work on flexicurity was published in 1998 by the Dutch professor 
Ton Wilthagen in a paper from the Wissenschaftzentrum Berlin, which was 
a main research centre of TLM (Wilthagen, 1998). Later Ton Wilthagen 
founded his own research programme at the University of Tilburg in the 
Netherlands and became a central figure in developing flexicurity as a 
European strategy. 

In the Danish case, the term flexicurity entered the national scene more or 
less by accident. In 1999 the Danish Ministry of Labour published a report, 
which portrayed the main elements of the Danish labour market as a 
'Golden Triangle' of a flexible workforce, high unemployment benefits and 
active labour market policies (Arbejdsministeriet, 1999). The same elements 
were also underlined in a contemporaneous research paper for the ILO 
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(Madsen, 1999). The term flexicurity was explicitly applied in a subsequent 
study for the ILO, drafted in 2000 and printed in 2002 and 2003 (Madsen, 
2002, 2003). The actual link between the 'Golden Triangle' and the term 
flexicurity was made sometime in 2000 and inspired by a casual comment to 
a lecture by one of the authors of the present article - probably given by a 
Dutch member of the audience. 

Following the two studies from the ILO, the 'Golden Triangle' and the 
term flexicurity as a description of the Danish model caught the attention of 
the OECD. In the Employment Outlook from June 2004, two pages were de-
voted to a detailed and positive description of the 'Danish flexicurity ap-
proach' (OECD, 2004, pp. 96-98). Probably stimulated by the blue stamp 
given by the OECD, the concept within a few months became extremely 
popular among Danish politicians, civil servants and the social partners. In 
June 2005 the Ministry of Employment published a report on 'Flexicurity -
Challenges for the Danish Model' - and Denmark had officially become the 
homeland of flexicurity (Beskaeftigelsesministeriet, 2005). 

Meanwhile flexicurity also gained momentum on the European scene, al-
though the ideas of balancing flexibility and security can be traced some 
years back in European policy documents (Wilthagen & Tros 2004, Keune 
and Jepsen in this volume). The triggering factor was the need to revitalize 
the Lisbon Strategy by adding a new idea that had the potential of overcom-
ing traditional conflicts between and within Member States. Thus, in both 
political and academic circles flexicurity became a topic in the beginning of 
the new century. At the closing section of the 12th IIRA World Congress in 
Tokyo in 2000, the president Manfred Weiss introduced the concept to a 
broad international audience of 1200 people, both practical men and aca-
demics. The ILO in Geneva soon found an interest in exploring the potenti-
alities of the concept. And immediately after arriving as director of the 
ETUI ( European Trade Union Institute) in Brussels in 2003, the other author 
of the present article started a research project on flexicurity (led by Maria 
Jepsen) in order to vitalize and support European Social Dialogue strategy 
and bring more analytical strength to the discussions. Meanwhile, more re-
searchers and practicians had discovered a soon to grow debate on reconcil-
ing flexibility and security. The numbers of conferences, seminars, and pub-
lications have almost exploded during the last three years. We will return to 
the European policy discourse on flexicurity below. But first we shall take a 
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closer look at the two countries, which are most often cited at real-life ex-
amples of flexicurity in Europe. 

Flexicurity for real - The Netherlands and Denmark 

Among those European countries showing by their economic development 
and labour market performance that Europe was not 'sclerotic' and in stark 
contrast to the dynamic American labour market were the Netherlands and 
Denmark. While the unemployment level was reaching around 11 per cent 
of the labour force in the EU in the mid 1990es and only started to fall be-
low 10 per cent at the end of the century, the Netherlands and Denmark 
were successful in reducing open unemployment to about half of this level 
and the end of the 1990s. Together with Ireland and Austria these small 
countries showed positive results, also in relation to economic growth and 
rising employment. No wonder, Peter Auer from the ILO was enthusiastic 
when writing in 2000 on 'Employment revival in Europe' with reference to 
the labour market success of those four countries - without using the 
flexicurity concept (Auer 2000). He, however, emphasised the importance 
of social dialogue, macroeconomic policy, labour market and social policy, 
social protection, and equal opportunity policies in his policy recommenda-
tions for other countries. 

It was precisely because of social and labour market legislation and regu-
lation that the Netherlands and Denmark became famous as 'flexicurity' 
countries, the two principal references ever since to systems in which flexi-
bility and security form a national-specific nexus, worthy of the label 
'flexicurity'. The Netherlands was - as noted in the last section - the first 
country to exploit the possibilities of more flexible employment relation-
ships, while providing people in non-standard jobs with more security at the 
same time. Until the mid-1990es, a strict regulatory system was protecting 
people on ordinary contracts from dismissals. Employers had to have a pub-
lic acceptance of dismissals and they had high social contributions to pay. 
Enterprises reacted to this also by hiring people on short-term contracts, 
creating a situation in which many wage earners were without legislative 
protection. The legislation in 1999 on 'Wet Flexibiliteit en Zekerheid' 
(Dutch for 'Flexibility and Security') regulated conditions for non-core em-
ployees and brought some protection for atypical workers (part-time and 
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agency workers and people on fix-termed contracts). The legislation is to be 
regarded as a path-dependent element in the Dutch political system with 
corporatist roots (Wilthagen 1998, Hermerijck and Visser 1997). Even if 
Dutch flexicurity was born as a political strategy in the 1990es to regulate 
segmentation within the labour market and to bridge interests on both the 
demand and the supply side, it could soon be seen as having systemic traits 
of the Dutch kind. 

However, the Dutch flexicurity system is more systematically addressing 
so-called 'problem groups' within the labour market, even if some security 
elements have been introduced for workers on standard contracts as well, 
but it does not represent a comprehensive regulative system covering the 
whole labour market. It is also highly gender biased, with almost 80 per cent 
of all women in the Netherlands working part-time or having a-typical em-
ployment relationships. The EU average for part-time work is 14 percent, 
while the general Dutch rate is 40. Adding people on fixed-term contracts 
and self-employed, you reach 51 percent of all workers. The legislation in 
1999 did not seem to change the trend of female employment choices or 
possibilities. In this respect the legislation only confirmed the Netherlands 
as having a part-time economy. The Dutch flexicurity regulations specify 
different forms of flexibility and combinations of security, as highlighted in 
the well-known Wilthagen-'matrix' (Wilthagen 2002, 2004). The Nether-
lands is making trade-offs between external-numerical flexibility (especially 
for temporary agency workers) and employment security. And the 1999 law 
together with collective agreements in this sector are illustrative examples 
of this trade-off (Wilthagen and Tros 2004). These traits are in contrast to 
the Danish example of flexicurity, which is much more inclusive, covering 
most people in accordance with universalistic principles and having no 
strong gender-bias. 

The Danish flexicurity system has as its core 'Golden Triangle' of a 
flexible, highly mobile workforce, a strong income support system and ac-
tive labour market and educational policies; but it also has a universal wel-
fare state framing, which is of outmost importance for an understanding of 
the way the system is working. Without strong child-care facilities, women 
would not have the chance to participate on an equal footing in the labour 
market. In Denmark, high manpower turnover and easy structural adjust-
ments can only be explained by the existence of generous income support 
systems for the unemployed and the positive attitudes by the workers and 
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white-colour employees to active labour market measures. Activation and 
vocational training and further education have been strong elements in re-
forms of labour market policy since 1993/1994 and the system is not seen as 
having a predominately paternalistic trait. Unemployed people make per-
sonal 'contracts' with the authorities and activation and educational meas-
ures are chosen that should help bringing people back into the open labour 
market. 'The security of the wings' (Gosta Rehn) is a central catchword for 
the intensive efforts to improve workers' skills and transferable qualifica-
tions in order to have a flexible workforce. Employment security is substi-
tuting job security. But one needs to have a closer look at the flexibility 
elements in Danish flexicurity: actually there are more restrictions as to free 
hiring and firing hidden in the collective agreements - normally the individ-
ual employee have between three and six months notice if he or she has 
been employed several years in the same enterprise, but for people with low 
tenure the picture is different. These people circulate a lot between jobs and 
occupations. More protection comes from legislation as to collective dis-
missals; here you will also find strong regulation in accordance with EU Di-
rective (see the contribution of Barbier in this volume). Even though, nu-
merical flexibility is high in Denmark. 

The decisive element in the Danish flexicurity system is the high level of 
social trust in the system, the atmosphere of cooperation, and the acceptance 
of the responsibility to be adaptive to change. Publicly organized and fi-
nanced education and activation helps the workers to acquire more skills 
and abilities needed for re-entering the labour force. This again supports 
high turnover in firms, a high-mobile labour market and quick structural ad-
justments. The social partners regulate on a collective basis most of the 
conditions and relationships, which they have done for more that 100 years 
(as the first ever general agreement in the world was concluded in Septem-
ber 1899), and corporatism has an equally long history in Denmark 
(Christiansen and Norgaard 2003, Jorgensen 2002). The Scandinavian coun-
tries have strong labour market regimes with political support as to auton-
omy and a common acceptance of interventionist labour market policies. 
The social partners and the politicians have clearly defined roles to play in 
the regimes with the latter having a reduced role compared to the rest of 
Europe. 

Voluntaristic labour market regulation and corporatism form the proce-
dural basis of Danish flexicurity system, while active labour market and 
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educational policies equip employees with necessary skills and abilities; the 
employees appreciate incomes security and welfare state services very 
much. It is more difficult to evaluate the general support of the Dutch 
flexicurity (political) regulations and it is definitely not having a compre-
hensive character and is mostly having stronger security elements as to peo-
ple on fixed-term contracts. Compared to the Dutch system that is focused 
on weaker groups in the labour market, the Danish flexicurity system must 
be considered a labour market regime concept, having its roots in a long his-
tory and with the social partners in influential positions within the system. A 
labour market policy reform in 1994 even strengthened corporation in Den-
mark (also at regional level), and it is not until 2007 this pivotal position of 
the social partners have been challenged, now by a right wing government 
(see Jorgensen 2006/2007). The politicians are not engaged in elaborating 
deliberative flexicurity policies, as has been the case in the Netherlands. In 
Denmark the flexicurity system is a sturdy state of affairs. 

Put cuttingly: the Danish flexicurity system builds on governance without 
much government as to labour law and regulation, while the Dutch one 
builds on governmental regulation of employment and security. However, 
there are big functional problems in both systems. In Denmark, not every-
one seems to be able to be included in the flexicurity system, as several 
groups are not well integrated into the labour market - for example immi-
grants. They still constitute problems caused by segmentation or discrimina-
tion. This is highlighted in articles in this anthology. 

With these empirically generated observations it can, hopefully, be shown 
how different the Dutch and the Danish flexicurity systems are, both in ge-
netic and functional terms. Analyses of the Scandinavian countries and their 
'good' governance structures makes it clear that functional equivalents to 
the Danish way of cultivating labour market regulation by mixing public in-
terventions and collective agreements exist within universalistic welfare 
framing (Magnusson et.al. 2007). But still the decisive point is the relation-
ships between elements and actor-constellations within the system. Flexicu-
rity is more than complementarities or simple political negotiations for allo-
cation of values to both sides of industry. It is more than a policy deal. And 
if the Netherlands and Denmark are used as the only two well-known exam-
ples of flexicurity, then the task of conceptualizing flexicurity and giving re-
search strong and broadly usable pillars for a proper (comparative) method-
ology is really challenging! 
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The challenges for flexicurity research 

As previously noted, the concept of flexicurity was applied by the interna-
tional academic community several years before it gained political momen-
tum. However, there is no doubt that the political interest in the idea has fur-
ther spurred academic interest. As an indication of this, the number of arti-
cles and papers with reference to the concepts has mushroomed during later 
years. As demonstrated in figure 1, the term 'flexicurity' was almost un-
known in 1996. Since 2003 the number of academic references has risen to 
about 100 per year. Also in policy documents, both national and European, 
the term flexicurity has spread rapidly. 

Figure 1. Number of academic references to 'flexicurity' 1998-2006 

Source: www.scholar.google.com, number of publications in which 'flexicurity' occurs 
(quoted from Bredgaard et al, 2007). 

In itself this is of course an encouraging observation. After all, one of the 
main tasks of social sciences is to provide the basis for more informed pol-
icy-making in the form of knowledge about policy alternatives and their 
economic and social consequences. 

However the adventure of intellectual river rafting down a roaring 
stream of political debate and on-going policy-making is not an easy chal-
lenge. Therefore it is important that researchers from time to time get to-
gether at a safe distance from the turmoil of the policy arenas and get the 
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