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Abstract 
 

This report is a part of the research project PESSIS + - Five country case studies of social dialogue in the social 
services sector 2018.  
 
The aim of this research project is to redress the lack of qualitative and quantitative data on labour and 
social dialogue issues in the social services sector, from the perspective of employers. The key action 
will be a mapping exercise, which aims at a better understanding of how social dialogue is organised 
and structured (or not) in the social sector in Europe. It will also increase the understanding of 
barriers to enhanced cooperation among employers in the sector. The methodology for the 
development of the report builds on both quantitative and qualitative data such as desk research, 
statistics and in-depth interviews with relevant stakeholders in the sector. 

 
The following report contains a study of the social dialogue in the social service sector in Denmark.  
The Danish social service sector is primarily publicly financed and managed locally and partly 
regionally. The sector employs approximately 279,810 employees (privately and publicly) who work 
within the following areas: Long-term care for the elderly, care and rehabilitation for people with 
reduced physical or psychical functionality, childcare, vulnerable children and adolescents as well as 
people without employment. 
  
In Denmark, the right to social services is stated in The Law of Social Services. The requirements of 
the law rest on the mainstreaming principle, which states that the public sector, in providing any given 
service or product, has a responsibility in securing that these are available to people with reduced 
functionality. Therefore, social services in Denmark are dispersed over a wide range of sectors (e.g. 
traffic, labour market, education, and healthcare).  
 
The social dialogue in Denmark builds on a more than 100-year-old tradition for collective bargaining 
between employers and trade unions. The dialogue is an integrated part of the Danish labour market 
model, often referred to as “The Danish model”. The system of social dialogue is based on 
voluntarism and is only encompassed by very little legislation. Furthermore, the social dialogue is an 
on-going process taking place both formally and informally at all levels of government. The interviews 
carried out in this study show that some of the key issues in the Danish social dialogue are: Working 
environment, types of employment, competency development of individual employees and education 
in general, digitisation and new technology as well as ethics and morality.  
 
Furthermore, the study shows that there are no signs that the model of social dialogue should change 
fundamentally in the future. However, the content of the dialogue will be adjusted as the political 
agenda changes. Altogether, the social partners express that they have full confidence in the model, 
indicating that the social dialogue in Denmark is well-established and strong.   
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1. The social services sector 
 
This section describes the social service sector in Denmark. It provides a definition of the social 
service sector, and then presents the size of the sector and number of employees in different subareas.  
 
1.1 Definition  

In Denmark, the right to social services is stated in The Law of Social Services1, which first and 
foremost provides the framework for counselling and support to prevent social problems and to offer 
services to citizens with reduced physical or psychological functionality or specific social problems. In 
general, the requirements of the law rest on the mainstreaming principle, which states that the public 
sector, in providing any given service or product, has a responsibility in securing that these are 
available to people with reduced functionality. Therefore, social services in Denmark are dispersed 
over a wide range of sectors (e.g. traffic, labour market, education, and healthcare). 
 
The above definition of social services is quite broad and covers several sectors. Furthermore, the 
definition is country-specific meaning, that it is evidence of Danish conditions and, therefore, might 
not be comparable to other EU countries. Consequently, and in accordance with the PESSIS 2 study, 
the social services sector in Denmark has been outlined to cover the following areas: 

 
• Long-term care for the elderly 

• Care and rehabilitation for people with reduced physical or psychical functionality 

• Childcare 

• Vulnerable children and adolescents 

• People without employment 

The Danish social service sector is primarily publically financed and managed locally and partly 
regionally. The overall responsibility is given to the 98 municipalities, while the five regions are 
suppliers of a range of offers in the specialised social area. As in many other countries, Denmark has 
made various attempts to drive up performance and improvements in quality and efficiency in the 
public sector. With the major reform of the organisation of the Danish municipalities in 2007, 
initiatives were launched to establish market-like arrangements with the purpose of increasing the 
competition. In the post-reform period, public-private cooperation has been strengthened and as a 
consequence of this the social sector has undergone some changes during the last few decades. A 
recent report from the Danish Ministry for Economic Affairs and the Interior shows how social 
services, among all the tasks the municipalities perform, have been made subject to the most 
competition. In 2017 the municipalities tested one quarter of all the tasks within social services on the 
market2.  
 
The above changes have to some extent transformed the sector and created many new possibilities 
not only for the service users, but also for the municipalities and the new service providers. Due to 

                                                 
1 https://www.retsinformation.dk/Forms/R0710.aspx?id=202239  
2 http://www.stm.dk/multimedia/2018_konkurrenceudsaettelse-den-bedst-mulige-service-for-pengene.pdf  

https://www.retsinformation.dk/Forms/R0710.aspx?id=202239
http://www.stm.dk/multimedia/2018_konkurrenceudsaettelse-den-bedst-mulige-service-for-pengene.pdf
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this, there is also a difference in how many of the tasks the municipalities have chosen to make subject 
to competition. While some municipalities have cooperated with private firms on less than 20% of 
those social services that are suitable for competition, other municipalities have made more than 30% 
of their services subject to competition. A few municipalities stand out since they have made 45-61% 
of their tasks within social services subject to competition3. Looking at the competition within the 
sector from an economic point of view, the numbers from 2017 show how municipalities cooperated 
with private actors in managing social services to the extent of around 34 billion Danish kroner out of 
a total budget of 133 billion Danish kroner4.  
 
Even though the percentage of social services that are being made subject to competition differs 
between municipalities, one area of social services (long-term care for the elderly) has, in particular, 
been made subject to competition in the years that followed the reform. However, many of the private 
firms that handled the care of the elderly have gone bankrupt during the last few years. When the 
municipalities are forced to or choose by themselves to get private firms to take care of the service 
delivery because they can reduce their expenditures, the quality of the services often declines. There 
are several examples of firms that do not live up to terms in the contract with the municipality. To 
avoid the bankruptcies of more firms within elderly care, the government adopted a bill in May 2018 
that, among other things, requires that the municipalities prepare emergency plans, demand bank 
guarantees and that they obtain information on finances and tax matters in firms that make an offer 
on municipal care tasks4. However, the Social Appeals Board documented that only 3% of the nursing 
homes were subject to competition in 20154, which indicates that it is only a minor part of the services 
that has been made subject to competition: The public service providers still dominate the sector.  
 
The amount of private service providers is partly determined by the local political majority’s different 
political affiliations. Municipalities with a majority oriented towards liberal/right-wing affiliations are 
more likely to use private service providers than those municipalities with a more social 
democratic/left-wing political governance.  
 
1.2 Size of the social services sector 

Traditionally Denmark has had a large public sector. Out of the 2.7 million people employed in 
Denmark approximately 824,000 were working within the public sector in 2017: 33.9% of the total 
labour market. 
 
Looking at the social services sector, data gathered from Statistics Denmark (DST) indicates that 
approximately 279,810 (2016) are working within the sector (including both public and private 
employees)5. Of the 279,810 employees in the sector, 50,474 are men and 229,336 are women. In 
Table 1 below, the numbers of people employed in the social services sector are divided between the 
overall fields as defined by Danish Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities 20076. For 
further elaboration of the four categories, please see Table 2 below. 
 
 

                                                 
3 http://di.dk/SiteCollectionDocuments/OPS/Kommunernes%20konkurrenceudsættelse%202018_WEB.pdf 
4 http://www.folketingstidende.dk/samling/20171/lovforslag/L209/index.aspx 
5 https://www.statistikbanken.dk/10312   
6 http://www.dst.dk/Site/Dst/Udgivelser/GetPubFile.aspx?id=11119&sid=helepubl 

http://di.dk/SiteCollectionDocuments/OPS/Kommunernes%20konkurrenceudsættelse%202018_WEB.pdf
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Education Human Health and 
Social Work Activities 

Residential care 
activities 

Social work activities 
without 

accommodation 

9,176 14,702 133,352 122,580 

 
Table 1: The numbers of employed (whole time equivalents) in the social services sector in Denmark, 2016. 
 

Even though healthcare (as a broad category) is not a part of our definition of the social services 
sector in Denmark, we have included two subfields categorised under human healthcare in The 
Danish Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities 2007. These are ‘psychological 
counselling’, which predominately covers psychologists working with children in schools and day care, 
and ‘home healthcare and midwives’, which covers healthcare in schools and home healthcare. For 
more information about these categories, see Table 2 below, where the four categories have been 
elaborated. 
 

NACE 
division 

Name Number of 
employees 

Description 

85 Education 104,248 (in 
total) 

 

85.20.20 Special schools 
for disabled  

9,176 The industry includes special schools for children (with 
physical or mental disabilities) in the educational age 
group. For example, schools for the deaf, blind, and 
mentally handicapped, observation schools, etc. The 
industry also includes teaching for young people and 
adults with disabilities to a certain extent. 

86 Human Health 
and Social 
Work Activities 

14,702 (in 
total) 

 

86.90.10 Human 
healthcare, home 
healthcare and 
midwives  

8,533 Activities for human health not performed by hospitals 
or by medical doctors or dentists. 
The branch includes human healthcare, municipal 
nursing homes and practising midwives incl. auxiliaries 
for dentists and nurses associated with school dental 
care. 

86.90.30 Psychological 
counselling’ 

6,169 Activities for human health not performed by hospitals 
or by medical doctors or dentists. 
The branch includes practising psychologists and 
psychological counselling incl. school psychologists, 
music or psychotherapists (with and without 
psychology education). 

87 Residential care 
activities 

133,352 (in 
total) 
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87.10.10 Nursing homes 
etc. 

68,154 The branch includes institutional stays combined with 
care (e.g. nursing homes, elderly and nursing homes 
and home help) as part of an integrated care plan for 
nursing homes and housing. 

87.10.20 Residential stays 
combined with 
care 

1,124 The branch includes hospices, rehabilitation centres, 
nursing facilities and nursing homes with nursing care. 

87.20.10 24-hour care 
centres for 
people with 
mental 
disabilities 

28,170 The branch includes stays combined with nursing, 
supervision or other care for children, adolescents and 
adults with mental disabilities. 

87.20.20 Treatment 
homes for drug 
addicts and 
people dealing 
with alcohol 
damage 

2,080 The branch includes stays combined with nursing, 
supervision or other forms of care at youth centres, day 
and night centres for the treatment of drug addicts and 
treatment homes for alcoholics (without medical 
treatment).  

87.30.10 24-hour care 
centres for 
people with 
physical 
disabilities 

13,685 The branch includes stays combined with nursing, 
supervision or other forms of care for people with 
physical disabilities due to physical limitations. 

87.30.20 Council flats for 
the elderly and 
disabled  

553 The branch includes sheltered homes and institutions 
with especially designed apartments (primarily aimed at 
the elderly) with associated staff. 

87.90.10 24-hour centres 
for children and 
adolescents 

9,134 The branch includes day care institutions for children 
and young people, such as infant and children's 
schools, youth homes and pensions, and maternity 
homes 

87.90.20 Foster care 6,086 The branch includes the care of children and 
adolescents with physical or mental disabilities, in 
private homes (24 hours) after contract with public 
authorities. 

87.90.90 Other types of 
residential stays 

4,366 The branch includes, for example, shelters, hostels for 
homeless people, sheltered pensions and care homes, 
as well as Kofoedeskole. 

88 Social work 
activities 
without 
accommodation 

122,580 (in 
total) 

 

88.10.10 Home care 43,684 The branch includes practical assistance and other care 
work in the homes of elderly, disabled or sick 
individuals. Disabled with self-employed help are 
excluded. There is no distinction between home help 
offered by public or private companies. 

88.10.20 Day centres 4,545 The branch includes activity centres, open day centres 
for retirees and day centres for the elderly and disabled 
with admission-based treatment needs. 
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88.91.10 Child minders 11,449 The branch includes care of children in private homes 
distributed by the municipality and private day care of 
children without public support. 

88.91.20 Nursery  5,123 The branch covers day care institutions predominantly 
for children aged 0-2 years. 

88.91.30 Day care 21,668 The branch covers day care institutions predominantly 
for children aged 3-6 years. 

88.91.40 After-school care 13,670 The branch includes after-school care and other care 
programmes aimed at children aged 7-14. 

88.91.60 Youth clubs 3,306 The branch includes offers aimed at older children and 
youths, but not sports clubs. 

88.99.20 Refugee and 
asylum centres 

2,133 The branch includes temporary or long-term 
accommodation of e.g. refugees, disaster victims and 
immigrants. 

88.99.90 Other social 
work activities 
without 
accommodation 

17,002 The branch includes social work activities within 
support and counselling, including auxiliary centres. 

 
Table 2: The numbers of employed (whole time equivalents) in the social services sector in Denmark divided into different NACE 
divisions, 2016. 
 

It is important to keep in mind that the numbers appearing in the two tables above might not be 
100% reliable. This is due to the fact that the data are from 2016 and, therefore, might have changed 
somewhat since then. However, these data are considered the best available data. 
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2. Collective bargaining agreements and other agreements 
 
This section presents an overview of employer and employee representation in the social service 
sector. 
  
Since the social sector is mainly covered by the public sector, almost all of the social service sector is 
covered by collective agreements. Everyone working in the public sector in Denmark is covered by a 
collective agreement. The law is the foundation and assures a minimum of rights to all employees, 
whereas the collective agreements build further upon this (determining the salary, working hours, 
pensions and so on). The collective agreements are negotiated by trade unions who represent the 
employees on the one hand, and by employer organisations, who represent the employers, on the 
other. If the two parties cannot come to an agreement, the Public Conciliator has a right to intervene 
on behalf of the state to prevent a strike or lockout. This is called ‘The Danish Model’7 and is 
elaborated in the section below (section 3). 
 
2.1 Trade Unions in the social services sector 

In the social services sector the following trade unions represent employees who work within the 
sector: 
 

• Børne-og Ungdomspædagogernes Landsorganisation (BUPL) 

• Dansk Socialrådgiverforening 

• FOA – Fag og Arbejde 

• Socialpædagogerne 

• Dansk Sygeplejeråd 

In total, these trade unions represent 313,056 members (20178), of these, approximately 42,631 are 
men and 270,425 are women. FOA is by far the biggest trade union measured by membership. This 
trade union counts 155,871 members and is the third largest union in Denmark. FOA represents 
members working within different social areas, e.g. childcare, long-term care for the elderly and care 
and rehabilitation for people with reduced physical functionality. 
 
The second largest union within the sector is Dansk Sygeplejeråd, representing 56,057 members 
(primarily nurses), most of the members work in the health sector but approximately 7.000 are 
employed in the social sector. . Next comes Børne- og Ungdomspædagogernes Landsorganisation 
(BUPL) representing 51,682 members working as pedagogues with children and adolescents. 
Socialpædagogerne represents 36,538 social workers working with social problems, e.g. homeless 
people, people with reduced physical functionality and vulnerable children and adolescents. The 
smallest of the above unions is Dansk Socialrådgiverforening, which covers approximately 12,898 
members working as social workers (mostly within the social services sector but some also work 
within the employment sector). 

                                                 
7 https://www.hk.dk/raadogstoette/overenskomst 
8http://www.statistikbanken.dk/statbank5a/selectvarval/define.asp?PLanguage=0&subword=tabsel&MainTable=LONM
ED1&PXSId=188586&tablestyle=&ST=SD&buttons=0 
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However, the exact numbers of union members are not available. This is due to the fact that some 
people working in the social services sector might be members of a trade union that embraces a 
diversity of members across professions (e.g. Krifa) or because they might be members of trade 
unions in which the majority work in other sectors rather than the social services sector. Since it is not 
possible to separate these things, we have decided not to include these numbers. 
Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that these data are based on input from the employees’ 
trade unions: Not all of the trade unions leave out those members that do not have any relation to the 
labour market, e.g. students, self-employed or early retirees, when they estimate the numbers. 
Therefore, the data are not entirely reliable. However, it is the best available data. 
 
When negotiating the collective agreement framework for the social service sector, the trade unions 
form an alliance called Forhandlingsfællesskabet (the negotiation alliance) and negotiate with the 
Municipalities and the Danish Regions.  
 
2.2 Employer organisations in the social services sector 

In the public sector in Denmark, employer organisations cover collective bargaining in the state, local 
government and regional government. However, in the social services sector there is no employer 
organisation at the national level because the responsibility for the social services has been fully 
decentralised to the 98 municipalities and five regions. At the local level, Kommunernes 
Landsforening (KL – Local Government Denmark) represents the municipalities, whereas the regions 
are represented by Danske Regioner.  
 
Every 3 years the municipalities (through KL – Local Government Denmark) and the Danish regions 
negotiate a collective agreement with the trade unions. Together, they negotiate with the trade unions 
negotiation alliance.  
 
Furthermore, some of the employees working in the social sector might be privately employed by the 
thousands of NGOs or self-government institutions. This means that these institutions, instead of KL 
and Danske Regioner, are the employer organisations. However, this is generally the case within the 
field of NGOs, where social organisations like Børns Vilkår and Mødrehjælpen are examples of this.  
 
Looking at self-government institutions, approximately 2,400 of these institutions work within the 
social sector (generally within day care). The majority of these are covered by collective agreements 
under KL or Danske Regioner, but a few negotiate their employment terms directly with their 
employees’ trade unions. An example of this is OK-fonden, which is a Danish business fund that 
employs around 2,000 staff working with socially marginalised people and long-term care for the 
elderly.  
 
The increase in the number of employers at the local level has not had any impact on the quality of 
the social dialogue. This is due to the fact that, as mentioned above, only a minor part of these 
negotiate directly with their employees’ trade unions. Most are covered by collective agreements under 
KL and Danske Regioner, which is in line with what has been stated in this report about the social 
dialogue.  
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3. Social dialogue in the social services sector 
 
This section describes the extent and the content of the social dialogue in the sector. From sector level 
to workplace level. Firstly, it gives a brief overview of the social dialogue in Denmark within three 
levels of organization: Local, sectoral and national level. Secondly, it determines which issues are dealt 
with through formalized social dialogue, and which are dealt with through informal dialogue. Then, it 
determines the key issues in the social dialogue and investigates which issues that have been left out of 
the dialogue. These are issues which either the trade unions or the employer organisations find 
important but, even so, do not appear on the agenda. Lastly, the section describes the developments 
in the social dialogue. 
 
The social sector is primarily owned and driven by the public sector. This, of course, has a large 
impact on how the social dialogue is organised. First of all, it means that the social dialogue is 
structured in almost the same way throughout the whole sector. Secondly, it means that some issues in 
the social dialogue can become highly politicized, and the social partners can try to reach out to 
political actors and the public audience to try to affect the social dialogue. The employers are, on the 
one hand, politicians, and, on the other, employers, and that can put them in dilemmas from time to 
time.   
 
The social dialogue in Denmark builds on a more than 100-year-old tradition for collective bargaining 
between employers and trade unions. The social dialogue is an integrated part of the Danish labour 
market model, often referred to as the Danish model. Although the model is developed historically in 
Denmark, it has a high degree of similarity to the Swedish and Norwegian labour market model and is 
also referred to as the Nordic model. 9  
 
There is a mutual recognition between the social partner organisations on almost all parts of the 
labour market. The system of social dialogue is based on voluntarism and is only encompassed by very 
little legislation. Recognition is, in principle, established the moment two organisations conclude a 
collective agreement. Within the organisations the leaders are chosen by the members. There is no 
legislation connected to the concept of representativeness. 
 
The trade union density in Denmark is 67%, which is high compared to other EU member states. 
There has been a steady decline since 1996 when the density was 75%.  
 
The employer’s organisation density is 74%, which is also high. For public employers, which covers 
most of the social sector, the density is 100%.  

3.1 Tripartite dialogue 

 
The social dialogue is an on-going process and it also takes the form of a tripartite dialogue on a 
national level. There are several tripartite bodies with representation in the government and social 
partners from both the private and the public sector. The bodies handle different issues related to the 
labour market. Among the bodies are the Working Environment Council, the Employment Council 

                                                 
9 https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/country/denmark#actors-and-institutions 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/country/denmark#actors-and-institutions
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and the Council for Adult- and Further Training. In other words, the social partners are involved in all 
major policy reforms concerning the labour market. That, of course, does not mean that the Social 
Partners agree fully with the content of all the policy initiatives.  

3.2 Social dialogue on a national level 

 
Social dialogue on a national level is also an on-going process. There are different standing 
committees for social dialogue. Among these are the National Cooperation Council with 
representation from FH, Danish Trade Union Confederation (Until 2019; LO) and DA, the 
Association of Danish Employers, as the central ones. The council is used for discussions of labour-
market-related issues between the social partners.  

3.3 Social dialogue on a sectoral level 

 
The social partners in each sector bargain every second, third or fourth year. All important issues 
linked to the relation between employer and employee are regulated through the bargaining process. 
These include wages, working time, pensions, education, etc. This is all written into a collective 
agreement between the social partners. The agreement often also includes smaller projects involving 
the social partners. These projects ensure the on-going social dialogue between the collective 
bargaining processes. The projects have different purposes. They can, for example, be collaborative 
projects, projects on occupational health and safety or projects focusing on how to increase quality 
and productivity at the workplaces.  
 
Employees in Denmark are bound by peace duty and it is illegal to go on strike for the duration of the 
collective agreement. All disputes under the collective agreement are solved by either negotiation or at 
the Labour Court. If industrial action is nonetheless initiated doing peace time and it reaches the 
Labour Court stage, the party taking action can receive a fine.    

3.4 Social dialogue on a local level 

 
There is no legislation on social dialogue. The local social dialogue is regulated by the cooperation 
agreement between LO (now FH) and DA. The first agreement was made in 1947 and the current 
agreement is from 200610. The agreement gives a framework for local cooperation and social dialogue 
on workplaces. The agreement also implements EU directive 2002/14/EF of March 11, 2002. The 
Agreement can be recalled with a 6-month warning from either side. One year ahead of the official 
cancellation the Social Partners must meet to try to reach a new agreement. Changes can be made by 
mutual agreement from the Social Partners either directly in the agreement, or more likely as 
amendments. In the latest version there are amendments on equal pay, managers’ participation in 
workplace committees and use of ICT. 
 
The agreements state that all workplaces must have some degree of social dialogue. For smaller 
workplaces it can be structured informally and for larger workplaces there are more formalised rules to 
be followed. Among the rules is that a workplace with more than 35 employees must set down a local 

                                                 
10 Samarbejdsaftalen 2006: http://di.dk/Shop/Publikationer/Produktside/Pages/Produktside.aspx?productId=5427 
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cooperation council with representation from employees and the employer. The rules are decided 
through bipartite dialogue directly between the Social Partners.  
 
In the public sector there is a structure for cooperation that deals with both cooperation and working 
environment while in the private sector the social dialogue is through two different committees. In 
contrast to social dialogue, there is legislation on cooperation on working environment issues. The 
structure in the public sector is described in detail in the sub-sections below. 
 
Along with the formalised system for social dialogue, there is a long-standing tradition for an informal 
on-going dialogue on problem solution and work quality on the workplaces. Issues can go in and out 
of the formalised fora for dialogue or can exist in both the formalised fora and as an informal 
dialogue. The issues treated through informal dialogue are most likely issues that are not subject to 
discussion in the formal social dialogue.   

3.5 Extent of the formal social dialogue 

 
The social dialogue in the public sector which covers most of the social sector runs in two formalised 
structures: the bargaining system and the so-called MED system1112.  
 
The only important levels of collective bargaining regarding wage and working time are the sectoral 
and the company levels interlinked in a centralised decentralisation system. The collective agreements 
are binding and cover all organised workplaces. They do, however, often leave some questions open 
for local bargaining. The local bargaining will be handled by the employer – in the social sector 
frequently the municipality – and the local representation of the trade union.  
 
The MED system is a structure for cooperation and employee involvement. MED stands for 
Medindflydelse which can be translated as co-decision or involvement in decisions. The MED system is 
both the system for local cooperation on the workplaces in general (following an agreement between 
the social partners) and the system for local cooperation on occupational health and safety (following 
the Working Environment Act). The figure below illustrates an example of the MED structure from a 
municipality. A municipality will typically have 50 to 100 MED and OSH committees.    

                                                 
11 https://www.kora.dk/media/278189/Analyse_af_MED-systemet_20101215.pdf 
12 https://www.regioner.dk/media/1193/med-haandbog-2013.pdf 
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Figure 1: MED committee structure in Municipality of Rødovre 

 
The MED system is structured with a committee at employer level (municipality, region or state) and a 
number of local committees structured by geography, sector or branch. The structure varies a great 
deal from municipality to municipality, since the structure is decided locally. The only rule for 
structuring the local MED system is that all employees must have a chance to be involved in issues 
concerning their work life.  
 
From 2015 to 2017 the social partners on the municipal area performed a common study of the MED 
system. The study was concluded with a report in 2017 with conclusions agreed upon by the social 
partners. The report summarises that the social dialogue on the whole works well. The framework for 
cooperation and social dialogue is concluded to support the social dialogue rather than being a barrier 
for local cooperation. The report also concludes that there is a positive development taking place, and 
the classic situation with A-side vs. B-side is toned down.13 Particularly, the day-to-day dialogue between 
management and employees has developed to be more constructive and conflicting.  
 
The report points to different factors that contribute to a good social dialogue. Local flexibility in the 
organisation of the social dialogue is one important factor while pragmatism from both sides is 
another factor. Trust is also mentioned as an important factor.  
 
Members of MED committees must take a 2-day course. The course gives an introduction to the 
MED system and some guidelines for good cooperation within the system. The content of the course 
is decided by the Social Partners through the Social Partners’ training and education committee 

                                                 
13 https://www.kl.dk/media/8432/f-lles_billeder_og_perspektiver.pdf (Oxford Research’s translation) 

https://www.kl.dk/media/8432/f-lles_billeder_og_perspektiver.pdf
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(PUF)14. Members of an Occupational Health and Safety Committee must take a mandatory 3-day 
course. The course gives a basic introduction to the field. After the basic 3-day course, the employer 
must offer members of the Occupational Health and Safety one-and-a-half days’ training each year.15  
 
Among the barriers to a good dialogue is too much formalisation of the dialogue, the long distance 
between the central MED committees and the employees on the floor and lack of communication 
from one level to another in the organisation hierarchies.  

3.6 Extent of the informal social dialogue 

 
The informal social dialogue takes place parallel to the formal social dialogue. On both a national, 
sectoral and workplace level, there is a tradition for informal dialogue.  
 
On the national level the informal social dialogue involves the political actors, both the ministries and 
directories and the parties in the Danish Parliament. Both sides of the social partners have informal 
dialogues with the political actors on national level. There is also a dialogue between the political level 
in regions and municipalities and the social actors. This construction is, of course, specific to the 
public sector, where the politicians acts as both politicians and employers.  

3.7 The key issues in the social dialogue 

 
Both the trade unions and the employer organisations agree that all issues can be brought up for 
dialogue. If there is no formalised dialogue, the trade unions facilitate the dialogue themselves through 
debates, workshops, etc. However, regarding the possibility of bringing all issues up for dialogue, this 
might not always be the case in practice due to the fact that some issues take a great deal of time to 
discuss and might, therefore, prevent other issues from getting attention.   
 
Looking at the employers’ perspective it becomes clear that one of the key issues in the social 
dialogue, (on the sectoral but also on the local level), is the working environment. A specific subject 
under this theme has been violence and threats. In the past few years, the media has also reported on this 
subject due to the fact that there have been some incidents where employees working at social 
institutions have been injured, or, in the worst case, killed, by a resident living at the institution. This 
has further contributed to the necessity of both parties having a social dialogue about the topic. 
Danske Regioner has, as an example of the importance of the topic, initiated several projects looking 
into violence and threats as part of the working environment. For example, they have had some 
projects with Forhandlingsfællesskabet16 where the organisations representing the social sector also 
participate. One of the projects looked into whether there was a connection between violence and 
threats against the employee and sick leave. 
 

                                                 
14 https://www.puf.dk/om-puf 
15 The Working Environment Act, http://engelsk.arbejdstilsynet.dk/en/regulations/acts/working-environment-
act/arbejdsmiljoeloven1 
16 Forhandlingsfællesskabet is a network of organisations representing the employees that, among other things, works 
within the social sector. Forhandlingsfællesskabet has 51-member organisations.  
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Another key issue seems to be types of employment: How do you attract employees to the social 
sector? In Denmark, a great deal of the employees working within the social sector are temporary 
workers, leaving their working life somewhat insecure: It is difficult for the employees to maintain a 
stable salary because their working hours might change every month. This is also the case within some 
industries in the private sector – especially within industries such as construction, agriculture and 
fishing, where these types of employment also exist. From the employers’ point of view, it might be 
difficult to attract new employees due to the uncertainty of such types of employment. The issue is 
being investigated by Danske Regioner, where they are looking at why the social sector has more of 
these forms of employment in comparison to other sectors in Denmark. One of the trade unions, 
FOA, is also looking into this issue. They acknowledge that these types of employment are rising and 
have, therefore, had a dialogue about what measures can be taken to turn the tide. 
 
Another issue mentioned by the employer organisations are ways to organise the common interests of 
the trade unions and the employer organisations. Here, the content, in particular, revolves around 
common interests regarding the political landscape. 
 
Another key issue in the social dialogue seems to be that of competency development of individual 
employees and education in general, which all of the trade unions we have spoken to highlighted 
during the interviews. The great focus on education and competency development might be due to 
the fact that social work has become more complex over the years. This is particularly true in relation 
to the work carried out by nurses within rehabilitation, where they have gained more responsibility 
and have been faced with difficult working tasks due to an increased work pressure. Several of the 
trade unions mention that they have an on-going dialogue with the employer organisations (Danske 
Regioner, KL) regarding this issue. Therefore, this issue takes up a great deal of room on the agenda 
and it has even managed to gain national, political attention. 
 
The issue of education also comes up in the ongoing dialogue on quality and effectivity in the 
sector. Where education and vocational training is handled in formal sector-level organs (see Section 
3.1), the day-to-day dialogue on skills development takes place on a decentralised level and on 
workplace level. It is part of the formalised dialogue in the MED system (see sub-section 3.7). In the 
MED system, which courses a municipality should offer their employees can be discussed, along with 
what formal skills the employees in, for example, a day care centre should have. On a workplace level 
the dialogue on quality can also be less formalised and be part of the ongoing dialogue between 
employees and management on a workplace. Everything from the best solution to specific problems 
to the organisation of the workplace can (and most likely will) be discussed between management and 
employees.   
 
During the past 5 years a new issue has emerged and gained attention in the social dialogue – both at a 
local and a national level. The issue concerns digitisation and new technology. This is a rapidly 
developing area and, therefore, the dialogue particularly revolves around the limitations of digitisation 
and the new technology and its disadvantages compared to the welfare perspective. The dialogue is 
often facilitated at a local level due to the fact that the workplaces implement the technology 
themselves. As a consequence of the emergence of this issue in the dialogue another issue has been 
brought up in the dialogue: Ethics and morality. For example, FOA and KL have initiated different 
projects looking into this perspective: What is the downside of new welfare technology, what works  
 



«Country-Case Study: Denmark » 
Project PESSIS + “Promoting Employers’ Social Services Organisations in Social Dialogue” 

Agreement number: VS/2017/0379 

 

17 

 

and what does not and how much human contact do the users of the public sector need? Due to the 
Budget Law from 2012 (among other things), the municipalities have had to reduce their expenditures 
in this area. This has been heavily discussed in the media, especially within the last year, because 
political calculations have shown that municipalities could save money by giving the elderly one bath 
every 14th day and then the rest of the days using wipes to wash them. Similarly, the food-giving to the 
elderly has been put up for debate because it was made a few days before they receive it – altogether, 
this indicates that ethics and morality are also issues affecting the public debate and the national level, 
forcing the employer organisations to act and take part in the dialogue about the issue.  
 
In the formalised social dialogue, the trade unions are pushing for equal pay for both genders. Since 
all wages in Denmark are decided by collective agreements and there are no statutory minimum wages, 
the social dialogue is the right place to have the discussion on equal pay. Equal pay for equal work is a 
legal principle in Denmark, and the collective agreements do not discriminate between genders.17 
There is, however, still a wage gap between men and women, especially looking across sectors. The 
trade unions in the social service sector have pushed for higher wages pointing to the pay gap between 
genders. Since the social service sector is dominated by female employees, the trade unions argue that 
higher wages will help reduce the pay gap between genders. The Social Workers Union 
(Socialpædagogerne) used equal pay as the headline for their campaign in the 2018 collective 
bargaining round.  
 
Furthermore, issues such as social business (rules regulating employment for disabled people) and 
working time rules have also been mentioned by the employer organisations as issues of importance 
in the dialogue.  
 

3.8 Issues left out 

 
Issues left out of the social dialogue are issues which either the trade unions or the employer 
organisations find important but, even so, do not appear on the agenda. Regarding these issues, there 
seems to be a mismatch between the opinion of the trade unions and the employer organisations.  
Furthermore, an internal inconsistency exists between the unions: While several point to co-
determination as an issue that have been left out/has not gained the desired attention, one of the 
unions (Socialpædagogerne), has the impression that a dialogue about co-determination, on the other 
hand, does exist. 
 
Two of the unions specifically point to the lack of co-determination and the lack of dialogue when 
political decisions are to be made regarding the professions, they represent. An example of this was 
when the new digital platform within healthcare ‘Sundshedsportalen’18 launched. Here, the Danish 
Nurses Organisation was not included in the negotiations and did not, therefore, have any say in the 
decision. The reason for their dissatisfaction was that normally the Social Partners will be heard when 
the government plans new policies in their field. For example, the Social Partners are represented in 

                                                 
17 Act on Prohibition on Discrimination at the Labour Market (Consolidation Act no 1349 of 16 December 2008 – 
Forskelsbehandlingsloven). https://www.retsinformation.dk/forms/r0710.aspx?id=137042 
18 https://www.sundhed.dk/borger/service/om-sundheddk/ehealth-in-denmark/ 
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the Employment Council and the Council for Adult- and Further Training. These two tripartite bodies 
lay the foundation for the development of the Danish workforce.  
 
Some of the unions also point to the issue of digitisation. In the latest national, collective bargaining 
(OK-18), there was only a weak dialogue about this issue. However, it might not have been because 
the parties did not want to have a dialogue about it, but simply because the bargaining process ended 
up focusing on other things such as paid lunch breaks and unity between the unions. 

3.9 Developments in the social dialogue 

 
When describing the development in the social dialogue, our informants point to three overall causes 
of the development: The local government reform in 2007, the Budget law from 2012 and lastly, the 
view on humanity versus tight budgets. Furthermore, the technological development has also proven 
to have an impact on the development of the social dialogue. 
 
Looking at the development from the employer organisations’ point of view, the dialogue at the 
central level has expanded; from once focusing on deadlocked negotiated issues to now paying more 
attention to issues that the parties in fellowship want to move on. This development is partly due to 
the fact that it has been made clear politically that using the social dialogue is the way forward: Both 
parties need to recognise the usage of the social dialogue as an advantage and not a disadvantage.19 
Looking at the local level, according to the employer organisations, this dialogue has also experienced 
a development. At the local level, the social dialogue has developed to be more present than before. 
The development of the social dialogue at the local level is, according to the Social Partners, primarily 
due to the fact that the culture within the MED system has changed: While it was previously 
characterised by two different sides (employer vs. employee) having sharply divided interests, the 
culture has now changed so that it focuses on working together on collectively creating the best 
opportunities for the workplaces. 
 
Regarding the last point above, one of the unions does not agree with this claim. According to them, 
the social dialogue is less natural today than it was a few decades ago. They believe they do not really 
get invited to negotiations, nor are they involved in the process between collective agreements. 
Furthermore, they experience the dialogue as being harsher today because the economy, and not the 
welfare of the citizen, is so heavily prioritised. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
19 Arbejdsmarkedets parter på det kommunale område (2017): ”Fokus på den danske model i kommunerne”.   
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4. Future prospects of social dialogue in the social services sector 
 
The Danish Labour Market model for social dialogue is still alive and kicking after 100 years. The 
Social Partners have full confidence in the model. There are no signs that the model should change 
fundamentally in the years to come. That said, the content of the dialogue will be adjusted as the 
political agenda changes.  
 
Looking at the dialogue in the future and its development, the employers’ organisations express that 
issues such as welfare vs. money, rules of documentation and ethical issues will be of greater 
importance. In particular, the last issue is in regard to tasks that have been put up for competition. 
According to the employer organisations, there is a paradox between welfare and the exposure to 
competition, and in the rules that apply now, there is no description of the limits regarding the 
competition aspect. 
 
In relation to the above, it seems like the future social dialogue will continue to revolve around 
digitisation. This area is probably one of the fastest growing, which makes it necessary for both 
parties to have a dialogue on its use and limitations. Because of this ever-changing environment the 
future dialogue might also revolve around how to handle these changes that happen all the time in 
order that it does not affect the social dialogue and put it under pressure. Other issues of interest 
might be active senior policy due to the fact that our life expectancy rises and, therefore, so does our 
retirement age.  
 
As mentioned briefly in the above section, the latest collective bargaining process (OK-18) revolved, 
among other things, around unity across unions. The argument was that if the unions stood up for 
each other’s wishes they would gain the most. Because of this step being taken, the future, national 
dialogue might, therefore, be influenced by more cooperation between the unions, which seems to put 
them in a stronger position when negotiating with the employer organisations.   
 
From January 2019 the two largest trade union confederations in Denmark, the Danish Confederation 
of Trade Unions (LO) and the Confederation of Professionals in Denmark (FTF) merged into FH – 
the Danish Trade Union Confederation. For the members, this means that 1.5 million blue-collar and 
white-collar workers now will be under the same umbrella confederation, FH. The new organisation, 
awaited with a certain amount of excitement, started its activities on January 1, 2019 – and it will 
certainly be followed closely by its joint members and, of course, by the media. It can possibly change 
the game of social dialogue in the social sector, even though none of social partners interviewed for 
this study expects the merge to bring systematic changes to the social dialogue. 
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5. Conclusion and recommendations 
 
As a part of the research project PESSIS + - Five country case studies of social dialogue in the social services 
sector 2018, this report has redressed data on labour and social dialogue issues in the social services 
sector in Denmark. 
 
The report has shown how the social dialogue in Denmark is well-established and strong. This is, 
among other things, caused by a more than 100-year-old tradition for collective bargaining between 
employers and trade unions. The dialogue is, therefore, an integrated part of the Danish labour market 
model, often referred to as “The Danish model”. In Denmark, the system of social dialogue is based 
on voluntarism and is an on-going process between the social partners. Furthermore, the dialogue is 
only encompassed by very little legislation and is taking place both formally and informally at all levels 
of government. 
 
Based on interviews with the social partners, we found that the key issues in the social dialogue, 
concerning both the trade unions and the employer organizations, are:  
 

• Working environment 

• Types of employment 

• Competency development of individual employees and education in general 

• Quality and effectivity 

• Digitisation and new technology 

• Ethics and morality 

• Equal pay for both genders 

• Social business and working time rules 
 
The above issues have gained attention partly due to a historical and political development in 
Denmark, and, partly because of global trends. The study also shows how some issues have been left 
out of the social dialogue. Altogether, this leads us to conclude that, in general, all issues can be 
brought up for dialogue, but in practice some issues might be undermined due to the social partners 
weighting of the different issues.   
 
Finally, the study has shown that there are no signs that the Danish Model should change 
fundamentally in the future. The Danish Model builds on a very high union density and employers’ 
organisation density. In the public sector the employers’ organisation density is 100 %.  Over the years 
the social partners have build up a high level of trust, which is a positive factor for the ongoing social 
dialogue. That is not about to change. However, the content of the dialogue will be adjusted as the 
political agenda changes. Altogether, the social partners express that they have full confidence in the 
Danish Model. This strengthens the argument made above regarding a well-established and strong 
model of social dialogue in the Danish social services sector. 
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6. Methodology and references 
 
This section describes the methodology used in the study to gather and process the data.  

6.1 Desk research 

 
The first phase of the study was desk research. We have gathered information on the social partner 
representation in the social sector. The information is gathered through the Social Partners’ websites 
and from Statistics Denmark.  
 
On the webpage, Statistics Denmark, we have found the representation numbers by firstly choosing 
the statistics “arbejde, indkomst og formue”. Hereafter, we chose “beskæftigelse” then 
“registerbaseret arbejdsstyrke, beskæftigelse” and lastly “beskæftigelse efter branche og køn”. Here, we 
ended up with a table and three columns to be filled out20. In the column “branche” we chose the 
ones listed in Table 2 (see sub-section 1.2 ‘size of the social services sector’). These were chosen 
because they cover our definition of the social services sector in Denmark. In the column “år” we 
chose the year of 2016 to get the latest numbers. Finally, the last column was gender (“køn”) where 
we could either get the total representation or the representation on women or men only.  
 
To collect data on the organisation and content of the social dialogue, we have looked into collective 
agreements, research reports and grey literature on the formalised social dialogue, and press releases 
from the social partners.  
 
The data sources are listed in Section 7, references.  

6.2 Interviews 

 
The data from this study have been gathered using a qualitative method. This has been chosen due to 
the fact that the topic is somewhat complex: By using interviews instead of, for example, a survey, we 
can explain to the informant what we mean by the question. Furthermore, this allows us to explore 
topics that we did not think of when preparing the interviews. Altogether this contributes to a higher 
level of reliability.  
 
The interviews have been conducted physically and follow a semi-structured interview guide. The 
informants have been sampled using an intentionally sampling strategy. This means that they have 
been chosen because they are relevant for our research questions – and not because they are 
representative of a larger group. In total, we have interviewed 11 informants representing four trade 
unions and three employer organisations (see Table 3 below). This means, that in some interviews, 
two informants participated representing the same organisation.  
 

                                                 
20 https://www.statistikbanken.dk/10312 
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During the interviews one of us asked the questions, while the other wrote down a summary. The 
interviews were also recorded, if the informants allowed us to do so. Afterwards, the summaries have 
been qualified by the consultant, who did the interviews, to secure the reliability of the data.  
 
Table 3: Overview of informants interviewed and the organisation they are representing. 
 

Organisation 
 

Name 

Trade Unions 

FOA Nanna Mørch and Ole Jensen 

Dansk Sygeplejeråd Anni Pilgaard and Helle Varming 

LFS Helle Haslund and Lisbeth Waidtløw 

Socialpædagogerne Lone Amstrup 

Employer organisations 

Danske Regioner Ole Lund Jensen 

Selveje Danmark Jon Krog 

KL Jakob Reinholt 
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