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Summary 

The implementation of decentralised collective bargaining 
in secondary education in the Netherlands 

1. Introduction 

Education is about transferring knowledge, capacities and culture to children. Not about 
wages and working hours. Nevertheless, organisations of employees and employers in Dutch 
education meet regularly with the Ministry of Education to talk about these subjects. The 
results of these negotiations can be of utmost importance to teaching in the classroom. 
This research is about collective bargaining in education. More specific, it concentrates on a 
change in the negotiation system in which the three parties meet: the decentralisation of 
collective bargaining. The change involves the shift of subjects of negotiation from the 
national, central level to the sector level of secondary education. This decentralisation is an 
important part of the deregulation program in the Dutch educational administration. 
The objects of this study are twofold. First of all, the study aims at gathering knowledge about 
collective bargaining in governmental sectors. These bargaining processes are seldom subject 
of scientific research. Secondly, another goal of this study is to achieve knowledge about the 
process of decentralisation of collective bargaining in secondary education. This knowledge 
can be relevant in the decision making process about further policy measures regarding 
collective bargaining in education in the Netherlands. 

2. Collective bargaining and educational administration 

This study encompasses two major subjects: collective bargaining and educational administra
tion. To arrive at the problem formulation, there has to be some general understanding about 
the functioning of these two systems in the Netherlands. 

2.1 Collective bargaining 
Collective bargaining is defined as the sum of activities and rules of organisations of employ
ees, employers and Government aimed at the achievement of working conditions. In the 
Netherlands, two systems of collective bargaining can be identified: that of the private and 
that of the public sector. The differences between these two systems are caused by the diffe
rence of contracts between individual employees and employers in both sectors. In the private 
sector all individual parties are equal: both the employee and the employer can negotiate 
about the terms of the contract. In the public sector, it is the employer who appoints the 
employee. The working conditions are imposed and can not be subject to negotiation. 
This fundamental difference has consequences for the systems of collective bargaining. In the 
private sector, trade unions and employers are equal parties, who meet at the negotiation table. 
In the public sector, the Government talks with the trade unions about the forthcoming chang
es in working conditions. After these talks, results and subsequent changes have to be agreed 
by Parliament. 

305 



At the beginning of the eighties the collective bargaining in the private sector was decentrali
sed. As a result, the Government abstains from interference. The organisations of employers 
and trade unions at sector level are the primary actors in the system of collective bargaining in 
the private sector ever since. 
It takes some time before the same tendency of decentralisation appears in the public sector. 
At the beginning of the nineties it is decided that at central level the talks about working 
conditions for public servants are decentralised into talks for each governmental sector 
separately. For example, the Minister of Education consults the trade unions of teachers 
before changes in the working conditions can come into effect. These talks are held separately 
from those of the police and those of public servants in local government. For the Minister of 
Education, this creates the possibility of achieving parts of his Education Policy through 
changing working conditions in the public sector. Deregulation and more autonomy for 
schools are some examples. The decentralisation of collective bargaining in education is a 
substantial part of this program. 

The empirical research into collective bargaining in the Netherlands is often concentrated on 
one exclusive level. Researchers often focus on the level of companies or organisations or on 
the sector level of bargaining. Empirical research into processes at central, national level are 
not recently undertaken. 
The decentralisation process of collective bargaining has not been until now the subject of 
empirical research. Only one analysis on the basis of secondary material is known (Nagel-
kerke, 1992; 1994). Research into how the process actually develops and what factors are 
relevant, is not yet available. 
Research into collective bargaining in the Dutch public sector is virtually non existent. The 
research that has been undertaken, is highly descriptive in nature and is concentrated on 
bargaining at the level of organisational units (Smit & Pelkmans, 1986; Van der Schaaf & 
Dekkers, 1987; Smit & Ciaessen, 1995; Oeij & Stoppelenburg, 1998). Research that aims at 
finding answers on the basis of theoretical concepts and variables is not available. 

2.2 Educational administration 
The phenomenon of policy programs is one of the most important instruments of educational 
administration (Van Wieringen, 1996). A policy program consists of coherent and consistent 
policy instruments. The programs are formed in co-operation with organisations of governing 
bodies, of principals and with trade unions. Through this co-operation these organisations 
establish a substantial influence on the policy programs. 
In this manner networks are formed around certain policy programs, such as the school 
structure, the curriculum, the exams and that of the relations between government, employers 
and trade unions. Lately, as a consequence of the decentralisation of collective bargaining in 
the public sector and of the Minister's deregulation program, these 'industrial relations' in 
education are subject to change. 
The deregulation program changes relations in the field and subsequently influences the 
relations in the network where the working conditions of educational personnel are formed. 
Part of the deregulation program is the further decentralisation of collective bargaining in the 
education sector itself. For example, on 1 August 1996 the sector parties in secondary educati
on achieve through this program the legal instruments to form their own collective agree
ments. This policy measure is seen as important to arrive at more autonomy for schools. The 
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supposition is that through the enhancement of school autonomy, schools will develop their 
own forms of personnel management. 

The program of deregulation in Dutch education has been subject of empirical research (Ax, 
e.a. 1994; Boef-Van der Meulen, 1993; Van Esch, 1988; Hooge, 1994; 1998; Karsten & 
Verbeek, 1995; Schlüssler, 1995; Sleegers, 1991; Vermeulen e.a., 1994; 1995; Vermeulen & 
Wiersma, 1996; Van Wieringen, 1995). One conclusion is that the decentralisation and 
enhancement of school autonomy differs from one field of administration to the other. 
Another conclusion is that schools differ in the way they utilise the new autonomy. Financial 
and organisational factors as well as the interference of other policy measures are relevant to 
the question to what extent the decentralisation has an impact on the schools. 
These conclusions can be explained by organisational theories. On the basis of their structure, 
schools can be regarded as professional bureaucracies, having a lot or almost no internal 
differentiation and specialisation (Mintzberg, 1983; Petri, 1995; Sleegers, 1991). The structure 
of schools can be subject to change in terms of centralisation, formalisation and further 
specialisation (Ax, 1993). A school culture can be described as open or closed, as task or 
person oriented (Koene, 1996). The degree of openness and task orientation are two dimensi
ons of organisational culture that can be used to compare organisations in one and the same 
sector. 

Organisations are dynamic units. Burns and Stalker have stated that due to environmental 
changes and differences, the management system of organisations can change (Burns & 
Stalker, 1961; 1996). Organisations in stable environments are mechanical in nature: hierar
chy is important, as are duties and rights, task descriptions, loyalty and obedience. In a 
changing environment this mechanical management system will no longer function. The 
systems change to more organic systems, in which flexibility, continuous adaptation and 
interaction between management and employees are seen as important. 
Both elements, the structure and culture of schools and the direction in which the management 
system develops, are summarised in the so called ABCD-model (Majoor e.a., 1996; Van 
Wieringen, 1995). This model describes four domains that are relevant for the effective 
functioning of schools. The domains are: adaptation, integration, co-ordination and attainment 
of goals. 
The decentralisation of collective bargaining aims at making changes in schools. The gover
ning bodies will have more autonomy to decide about the working conditions for their em
ployees. This can have an influence on the school structure and its culture, on the management 
system and on the functioning of the school as a whole. The implementation of these changes 
will be dependent on contingent factors, such as the scale of the organisation, the degree of 
competition the school has to cope with, intervening actors and intervening policy measures 
(Kluytmans & Hancké, 1993). 

3. The implementation of decentralised collective bargaining 

3.1 Implementation 
The decentralisation of collective bargaining in secondary education encompasses two sub
jects: industrial relations and educational administration. Moreover, the process involves three 
levels: the national, central level, the sector level of secondary education and the level of 

307 



schools as organisational units. The conceptual scheme used in the analysis of this decentrali
sation has to include the above mentioned subjects as well as the three levels involved. On the 
basis of this criterion this research is conducted with a conceptual scheme that stems from the 
science of public administration. 
The decentralisation of collective bargaining is described as an implementation process. 
Implementation is defined as the part of the policy process that starts with the execution of the 
policy measure and stops after the output influences the behaviour of policy subjects (Arent-
sen & Bressers, 1992). The implementation involves the execution, the realisation of policy 
output and the influence of the output on policy subjects. The execution is divided into the 
introduction and the application of the policy measure. 

The study of an implementation process can be conducted on the basis of the top down appro
ach or on the basis of the multi-actor approach (Klok, 1989). In the first approach the content 
of the policy measure is seen as the central starting point. The research centres around the 
question what factors have a negative or positive influence on the realisation of the stated 
goals. As relevant factors are identified for example the complexity of the policy measure and 
the way the execution is organised (Van de Graaf & Hoppe, 1996). The influence of actors is 
only one of the possible independent variables. 
In the multi-actor approach the actors in the field are seen as central. The research focuses on 
the question what policy is put into effect as a consequence of the continuous interaction 
between actors. The actors that interact - organisations of employers, government and trade 
unions for example - are seen as equal participants (networks). 
In this research we use a combination of elements from both approaches. Network factors 
from the multi-actor approach are embedded in a conceptual scheme from the top down 
approach. 

3.2 Problem formulation 
The decentralisation of collective bargaining in secondary education is a process of functional 
decentralisation. The authority to negotiate working conditions is partly transferred to the 
governing bodies. After the introduction this authority is applied by organisations of employ
ers in secondary education, and results in an output: the collective agreement for secondary 
education. The agreement supposedly influences the behaviour of employers and employees 
in schools - the policy subjects - and consequently leads to certain policy effects. 
The implementation is divided into three stages, each attached to a level of implementation. In 
the first place, there is the stage of introduction, primarily situated at the central, national 
level. During this stage talks are held between the Ministry of Education, trade unions and the 
organisations of educational employers. After these talks Parliament decides whether or not to 
go ahead with the decentralisation. Schools, employers and personnel are instructed how to 
work with the new regime of collective bargaining. The stage of introduction starts in April 
1994 and ends in December 1995. 

In the second place, there is the stage in which the new measure is applied in practice. The 
application takes the form of negotiations at the sector level of secondary education between 
the trade unions of teachers on the one hand and the organisations of educational employers 
on the other. The goal of the negotiations is to arrive at a collective agreement for secondary 
education (CAO VO, the policy output). The stage of application lies between April 1994 and 
May 1996. 
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In the third place, there is the stage in which the policy subjects are influenced by the output at 
sector level. This process is situated at the organisational level of the schools in secondary 
education. The question is whether or not the autonomy of the governing bodies is enhanced 
and whether or not schools develop their own forms of personnel management. The study of 
this stage begins in the spring of 1996 and ends in the spring of 1997. 

The possible influence of a range of variables on processes of territorial decentralisation in 
Dutch public administration was recently investigated by Fleurke and others (Fleurke, 1995; 
Fleurke e.a., 1997). Amongst other factors were identified: the complexity of policy content, 
the financial climate, the controversial nature of the policy and the dissemination of power in 
the network. Because the implementation process under consideration is a process of functio
nal decentralisation, the problem formulation is not completely based on these results of the 
study of Fleurke and others. Therefore, too little is known about (processes of decentralisation 
in) collective bargaining in the Dutch public sectors. The research problem is formulated as 
follows: 

Can the content of the policy measure, the network and the organisation of policy executi
on be used as explanatory factors for the implementation of decentralised collective 
bargaining in secondary education? 

4. Design of this study 

4.1 Independent variables: policy-content, network and organisation 
The three stages of the implementation process are analysed at three respective levels: the 
national and sector level and the level of schools. The independent variables are divided into 
three clusters: policy content, network and the organisation of policy execution. 
For the stage of'introduction, the cluster of policy content contains the following independent 
variables: the correctness, usefulness and legitimacy of the policy. The cluster of network 
defines some characteristics of the network at national level: the strength of horizontal con
nections in the network, the degree in which a division is in effect between governmental 
organisations and other network participants and the dynamic in the network. The cluster of 
the organisation of policy execution consists of the following independent variables: capacity 
and information, the convergence of goals of the executors and the formal versus factual 
executive authority. 

The stage of application at sector level is analysed with generally the same independent 
variables. The content of the policy is studied on its correctness, usefulness and legitimacy. 
After that, the organisation of policy execution at national level is studied on its possible 
effects on the application at sector level. The characteristics of the network functioning at 
sector level is taken into consideration. Finally, the policy execution at sector level is investi
gated. 
For the analysis of the way the policy output affects the schools, again generally the same 
independent variables are used. These variables are supplemented by a cluster of school 
organisational characteristics: external factors, scale, structure en culture and the effectiveness 
of school functioning. 
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4.2 Dependent variables: policy-as-implemented and similarity 
In this research the degree of similarity between the policy-as-implemented and the official 
version of policy content are used as central dependent variables. The supposition is that the 
degree of similarity is caused by the combination of the previously defined independent 
variables. 
The degree of similarity is determined for each stage separately. In the stage of introduction it 
concerns the degree of similarity between the official policy content and the policy-as-intro
duced. In the stage of application it concerns the similarity between the official policy content 
and the policy-as-applied. In the final stage of influencing the policy subjects it concerns the 
similarity between the policy content and the policy-as-put-into-effect at school level. To 
determine the degree of similarity, each stage is investigated to determine whether the imple
mentation encompasses the official policy targets and policy instruments. Also is investigated 
whether the original and official planning of the process is realised. In addition, the stage of 
influencing the policy subjects is investigated to determine whether the school already has a 
form of personnel management and what instruments are used in that context. The personnel 
management of the school is characterised in terms of strategic or operational-tactical. 

4.3 Expectations 
This is an explorative and inductive study. Therefore, hypotheses can not be tested. Nonethe
less, it is possible to formulate some expectations about the results of the investigation on the 
basis of the relevant literature. 
Regarding policy-content, it can be stated that it is likely that a less useful and less correct 
policy with low legitimacy leads to low similarity as defined above (Fleurke e.a., 1997; Van 
de Graaf & Hoppe, 1996; Hoogerwerf & Herweijer, 1998). A sound and legitimate content of 
the policy measure will probably combine with high similarity. In other words, in the case of 
decentralisation of collective bargaining a correct, useful and legitimate policy content corres
ponds to a high degree of similarity between the official policy content and the policy-as-
implemented. 
As the network characteristics are concerned, Fleurke and others have found a relation be
tween these characteristics and processes of decentralisation (1997). In case a decentralisation 
process is combined with the distribution of scarce financial resources, it is important for the 
local actor to have a strong bases of power and policy instruments when compared to other 
network participants. Otherwise the decentralisation will probably be less effective and less 
efficient. In that case the adaptation of decisions to situational factors and the local environ
ment will not be reached. Nevertheless, because of differences in operationalisation of the 
networkconcept in this research and that of Fleurke and others, the expectation will not be 
based on this result. Instead, it will be based on the contradiction of the general notion that 
implementationprocesses benefit by good relations between policymakers, implementors and 
the network they participate in. Therefore, the expectation is formulated that when the imple
mentation of decentralised collective bargaining is confronted with a strong network of 
participants at the three respective levels, the similarity between the official policy content 
and the policy-as-implemented will probably be low. 

From the work of Maarse we learn that an implementation process can be complicated by a 
less effective and efficient organisation of the execution (Maarse, 1993). A good organisation 
can facilitate and stimulate the implementation. In the context of decentralised collective 
bargaining, the same expectation can be formulated: an adequate organisation of the policy 
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execution results in a high degree of similarity between the official policy content and the 
policy-as-implemented. 

4.4 Methods 
The research problem involves different levels and subsequent stages of implementation. 
Therefore, the research design also has to be differentiated between levels and periods. The 
design is based on differentiation, in which quantitative and qualitative methods are combi
ned. Iteration between the research levels and stages is explicitly included in the design. 
To prepare the next phases of the research, the official content of the policy of decentralisation 
is reconstructed on the basis of document analysis. The results of the reconstruction of policy 
content are presented in paragraph 5. Secondly, information is collected by means of a small, 
repetitive survey amongst forty experts on educational policy and collective bargaining. The 
information consists largely of opinions and expectations of these experts regarding the 
decentralisation in secondary education, and is used in the development of conceptual sche
mes to conduct the reconstruction, document analyses and case study. Thirdly, document 
analyses are conducted to study the stages of introduction and policy application. The results 
of these analyses are presented in paragraph 6 and 7. Finally, the influence of the policy 
output on the behaviour of policy subjects at school level is studied by means of a case study 
of six secondary schools. The results are presented in paragraph 8. 

5. Reconstruction of the policy content 

To reconstruct the official content of the decentralisation policy, six documents were analysed 
on their specific chains of instruments and goals (Van de Graaf en Hoppe, 1996). All the 
documents indirectly or directly refer to the decentralisation of collective bargaining in 
secondary education. The chains of instruments and goals were put in six separate schemes 
and subsequently compared. This comparison led to the identification of the most fundamen
tal elements of the official policy content. 
The official content comprises the following. The decentralisation leads to the possibility for 
schools to develop their own systems and forms of personnel management. The Government 
abstains from interference with these systems and forms. By doing so, school autonomy is 
enhanced. Therefore, schools will be able to augment their functioning. At national, central 
level the policy burden is lessened. Government expenditures can be better controlled; this 
probably leads to a decline of governmental spending. All this amounts to a better quality in 
education. 
This reconstructed version of the policy is validated by asking the forty experts for their 
opinion. Almost all members of this panel stated that this version equals the official policy 
content. 

6. Introduction of decentralised collective bargaining 

During the introduction of decentralised collective bargaining, talks are held between the 
Ministry of Education, trade unions and organisations of educational employers. This results 
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in some temporary provisions, such as an agreement on the principle that the decentralised 
regime comes into effect only if and when the trade unions at sector level reach a collective 
agreement with the organisations of educational employers about the working conditions in 
secondary education. In this period the Parliament also speaks and decides about the decentra
lisation. 
At this stage, the official policy content is characterised by a low degree of correctness and 
usefulness, but also by a high degree of legitimacy. The network at national level is highly 
connected. The dynamic is co-operative and a strict division is into place between governmen
tal and network participants. No evidence is found that points at an inadequate organisation of 
policy execution. There is enough capacity and information. The goals of the three parties 
involved do not fully converge, but the process is not substantially hindered by this slight 
divergence. On the whole, the organisation of policy execution is satisfactory. 
The degree of similarity between the official policy content and the policy-as-introduced is of 
a satisfactory level. The adequate organisation of policy execution and the high degree of 
legitimacy are responsible for this relatively high degree of similarity. 

7. The decentralised collective bargaining process 

The application of the policy consists largely of the negotiations at sector level between the 
trade unions and organisations of educational employers, aimed at reaching a collective 
agreement for secondary education. The negotiations are spread over 34 formal gatherings, 
during a period of more than a year and a half. Finally, the collective agreement (CAO VO) is 
reached. In the document parts of the already existing 'RPBO' and 'Raamovereenkomst FBS' 
are put together and combined with parts of the general law of working conditions in the 
Netherlands, the 'Burgerlijk Wetboek'. In other words, parties agree that generally everything 
that already existed, is summarised and put in a new document. During this application stage 
the policy content is again characterised by a low degree of usefulness and correctness. The 
legitimacy has sunken to a rather doubtful level. The network at sector level is again characte
rised by a high degree of connections, both horizontally and vertically. A strict division is in 
effect between the Government and other network participants. The used strategies are mostly 
manipulative. The organisation of policy execution at sector level is fundamentally hindered 
by the temporary provision, agreed by all parties at national level during the introduction 
stage. The provision unequally favours the trade unions: when they do not agree with the 
collective agreement (CAO VO), the decentralised regime will not come into effect. Also, a 
new unevenness in the dissemination of power arises. Formally it is the governing bodies who 
have the new authority to decide about the working conditions in their schools, but in practice 
these conditions are decided by the sector parties. Moreover, the goals of the trade unions and 
the organisations of educational employers do not converge during this application stage. 
The similarity between the official policy content and the policy-as-applied is of a relatively 
low level. Mostly this is caused by the temporary provision, which leads to new forms of 
regulation at sector level and which is completely out of line with the official policy content. 
The relatively low degree of correctness, usefulness and legitimacy, the tightness of the 
network, the divergence of goals and the unevenness of power dissemination are responsible 
for the relatively low degree of similarity in the policy application stage. 
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8. Effects in schools 

A case study of six secondary schools is used to investigate the influence of the policy output 
(CAO VO) at school level. The results are as follows. 
The usefulness of the policy content is low. The legitimacy generally is of a satisfactory level. 
The tightness of the networks at school level varies between schools. The organisation of 
policy execution at the schools is hindered nor stimulated by factors at national or sector level. 
The organisation of policy execution at the schools themselves varies extremely. 
As far as the dependent variables are concerned, the degree of similarity between the official 
policy and the policy-as-implemented at this level also differs between the six schools. 
Similarity is relatively high at one school, but relatively low at three other investigated 
schools. 
In other words: the influence of policy output varies between schools. Some schools incorpo
rate the new authorities and possibilities in their daily affairs. Other schools have to give 
priority to other domains and subjects. Further analysis of these differences points at a possi
ble relation between the degree of similarity and some organisational characteristics. 
The decentralisation influences only those schools that exhibit some degree of organisational 
complexity, and that are forced to change their management system in the mechanical directi
on due to changes in their environment. When the organisational complexity rises to bigger 
proportions and the organisation can no longer adapt to the changing environment, the influ
ence of decentralisation diminishes. 
This relations between similarity, organisational complexity and changes in the management 
system can be summarised as the 'graph of policy similarity in schools'. Because this is a 
theoretical proposition, the graph has to be tested by follow-up research. In this follow-up 
research attention has to be given to the possible influence of management capacities. 

9. Conclusion and discussion 

With regard to the formulated expectations, the following remarks can be made. Firstly, the 
expectation that a better policy content leads to a higher degree of similarity was found in the 
introduction and application stage. Legitimacy seems to have a bigger impact than usefulness 
of the policy content. Secondly, the expectation that a tighter network corresponds with a low 
degree of similarity was found to be correct only for the application stage. Thirdly, the organi
sation of policy execution: the expectation that a good organisation results in a high degree of 
similarity, appeared in all the three implementation stages. 
The research problem was formulated as follows: Can the content of the policy measure, the 
network and the organisation of policy execution be used as explanatory factors for the 
implementation of decentralised collective bargaining in secondary education? The conducted 
research leads to the conclusion that these factors can indeed be used to explain the implemen
tation of decentralised bargaining in secondary education. Nonetheless, the conclusion has to 
be supplemented by some remarks. In the first place, the results point at a highly divers and 
differentiated influence of the mentioned factors. The chains of cause and effect are not 
always found to be in the expected direction. Moreover, the results vary between the subse
quent implementation stages. In the second place, at school level some additional organisatio
nal factors appear to have a relatively high influence. 
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In Dutch education a relatively strong network is in place as far as employer-employee 
relations and working conditions are concerned. Institutional reform can become difficult, 
given these tight relations between organisations. At the same time, the network is not that 
strong that it can keep off everything. The case studies have shown some evidence of the 
effects of intervening policy on the implementation of decentalised collective bargaining. 
Moreover, the network is not tightly knit at school level. The policy developed at national 
level and the policy output achieved by bargaining at sector level, is not always representative 
for the needs and wishes at school level. In this sense there exists a gap between the schools 
on the one side and the organisations and Ministry of Education on the other. 
When deciding about further decentralisation in secondary education, or making a start with 
decentralised collective bargaining in primary education, it is recommended to make some 
changes in the implementation process. In the first place, when talking about temporary 
provisions at national level, their possible negative effects on the application at sector level 
have to be given more explicit consideration. Secondly, more attention has to be given to the 
importance of organisational variables, like organisational complexity and the ability to 
change management systems. Finally, more weight has to be given to the question whether the 
organisations of educational employers and trade unions represent the needs and wishes of the 
governing bodies and their personnel. Only then the process of implementation will not be 
confronted with any major gaps between the subsequent stages. Eventually, this will stimulate 
the realisation of the policy goals. 
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