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Quality work and the moral economy of European employment policy 

 

Abstract 

Following a decade of radical economic and workplace restructuring, it is important 

to understand how state employment policies support or deny human flourishing. This paper 

utilises a realist document analysis approach and reviews European employment policy 

through a moral economy lens. It fuses different moral economy approaches, drawing 

together Karl Polanyi (1957) and Andrew Sayer (2009; 2011), offering a multi-layered 

conceptual lens that explores the tensions between a commodification of labour and human 

needs. A dominant market ideology is revealed, highlighting how quality work has been 

subsumed by the flexicurity agenda in the EU.  

 

Introduction 

At the heart of many philosophical and sociological approaches to defining quality 

work is an understanding of meaningful and dignified work as a source for human flourishing 

and well-being, connecting people to each other and the social values and norms of a given 

society (Bolton, 2007; Breen, 2007; Hodson, 2000; Karlsson, 2004; Sayer, 2009). Arguably, 

the creation of Europe as a community was based on such a social justice model (Hettne, 

1991). The last two decades have witnessed attempts by the European Commission to 

articulate a model of quality work, evidence of which can be found in the social chapter in the 

emphasis on the link between opportunities for decent work and social cohesion (EC, 2001). 

Nevertheless, relatively quickly, the notion of quality work and its various dimensions have 

been subsumed within developments in European employment policy (EC, 2012).  

The objective of this article is to explore the changing meaning of work in the 

European Commission’s approach to employment. It reviews the narrative of the European 



Employment Strategy (ESS) and, specifically, the annual Employment in Europe Reports 

(EER) from 1998 to 2013. Ideas on moral economy are introduced from influential thinkers, 

Karl Polanyi (1957) and Andrew Sayer (2007; 2009) and underpin a realist document 

analysis. Moral economy conceptualises markets as strongly or lightly ‘enmeshed in 

institutions, economic and non-economic’ (Polanyi 1957, p. 250), placing people and their 

capacity to flourish and suffer within the material realities of market society (Sayer, 2000). 

The paper offers an important contribution in the way it reveals, as an inherent part of the 

EES, a ‘dominant ideology’ (Marx and Engels, 2005) fuelling state policies and creating 

room for exploitative practices and poor work, while narrowing the space for meaningful 

work and human flourishing. Our argument is that Europe has witnessed a change in a 

normative understanding of what work and employment policies should offer. Thus, at the 

heart of the shift of European employment policy towards flexibility, modest social 

protection and job growth is a radical transformation of the normative framing of work and 

employment that alters the moral universe of the European Union. It is suggested that both 

the quantity and quality of work are worthy of close examination, and the paper demonstrates 

how, with continuing pressures for fiscal austerity and structural reform, the prospect for 

growth in investment in the creation of ‘good jobs’ has become undermined in Europe 

(Heyes, 2013).  

The paper explores the analytical framework of moral economy and sets out the 

methodological approach to document analysis. It then reviews key European Commission 

communications. By drawing on additional rich and varied sources of secondary data, a 

nuanced empirical view of the impact of European employment policy through the 

conceptual lens of moral economy is offered.  

 

 



Towards a moral economy 

Moral economy has a rich history of analysing the relationship between people, 

communities and economic practices in pre-industrial and capitalist societies. Approaches to 

moral economy can be broadly differentiated according to their interpretation of the social 

and moral dimensions of economic practices under capitalism (Booth, 1994; Sayer, 2000). 

The most familiar moral economy accounts are rooted in philosophical, anthropological and 

sociological approaches to pre-market societies in which ‘economic’ practices are understood 

as intermeshed and guided by human needs, customs and mentalities of a ‘gemeinschaft’ 

(Toennis, 2001). Here, norms, customs and conventions of kinship and small-scale 

communities are shaped by peoples’ implicit conceptions of the ‘good’ that governs 

economic life via notions of mutual reciprocity (Polanyi, 1957; Scott 1976; E.P. Thompson 

1991). The strength of these pre-industrial moral economy approaches lie in the portrayal of 

the economy as serving human needs whilst work is represented as a source for self-

actualisation (MacIntyre, 2007; Murphy, 1993; Sayer, 2009). Dominant approaches in the 

social sciences, however, ranging from Marx (1975) and Weber (1978) to Durkheim (1997), 

argue that the organising principle of capitalist markets push for a disconnection between the 

economy and the human and social substance of society through the commodification of 

labour, land and money.  

Karl Polanyi’s seminal ‘great transformation thesis’ (1957) offers an illustration of the 

‘push’ and ‘pull’ logic between the capitalist class on the one hand. and the state and 

institutions on the other. Polanyi argues that the political economy is characterised by a 

‘double movement’ between the capitalist class who push for self-regulated markets and the 

state that aims to shield society and people from the tentacles of self-regulating markets by 

re-embedding markets in society through social protection and market regulation. Polanyi 

reveals that sustainable economic practices ought to be embedded in society as labour, land 



and money are ‘fictitious commodities’ that are vulnerable and cannot be subject to market 

forces as they rely on exchange mechanisms that belong to the social sphere (Dale, 2010).   

There has long been concern expressed that a dominant market ideology imposes a 

normative acceptance of the market so that community, state and market can barely be 

differentiated (Marx and Engels, 2005). The strength of the moral economy framework is that 

it highlights the economic logic of a system that moves beyond individuals, their community 

and state apparatus (Thompson, 2003). It shows that the market is a form of ‘social order’; 

linking individuals, communities and institutions (Streeck, 2010). The central insight Polanyi 

offers is that more often than not, the market is (however gently) mediated by institutions, 

individuals and communities. Of course, how economic and social relations work together 

differs depending on the contexts that also shape social and institutional structures and 

establish how employment is organised. 

Andrew Sayer’s moral economy approach (2000; 2007) adds nuance to Polanyi’s 

thesis through his focus on human flourishment. Sayers’ thesis is grounded in a Neo-

Aristotelian moral philosophy that characterises people as vulnerable beings, as economically 

and socially dependent on others, and who have the ability to flourish and suffer depending 

upon whether their needs are met (Sayer, 2011). Emphasising the human implications of the 

nature of work and employment under capitalism, Sayer illustrates that labour market 

participants have ‘thick’ needs that not only include economic and physical necessities, but 

also more complex social and psychological needs. Hence the importance of decent work that 

provides people with sufficient economic means and also offers them recognition and esteem 

by involvement in meaningful tasks, the ability to create social bonds at work, and 

opportunities to learn and excel (Breen, 2007; Sayer, 2007). However, Sayer (2009) argues 

that when employment is driven primarily by short-term economic gain, it limits the 

availability of meaningful work and opportunities for people to develop their own abilities 



and gain respect and self-esteem; which, in turn, triggers a disconnection between people, 

communities and organisations (Sayer, 2009). 

Combining Karl Polanyi’s and Andrew Sayer’s moral economy offers an exploration 

of how economic practices are intermeshed with, but may also override, moral norms and 

values. In this spirit, our contention is that from the very early inception of the European 

Union and, later, the European Employment Strategy, an inherent understanding existed of 

Europe as a moral economy, with strong support for a dynamic ‘double movement’ that 

engaged with the market in creating opportunities for labour mobility and global trade but 

also tempered its excesses. More recently, this double movement is over-ridden by the 

dominant ideology of the market so that support for decent work and, by association, a 

cohesive society is gradually withdrawn. Moral economy is based on a political economy 

approach to employment studies in its focus on the relationship between market mechanisms, 

policy making and the changing dynamics of employment conditions but, it in its grounding 

in moral philosophy, adds a normative dimension that considers the moral and social 

implications of changes for individuals and society.  

 

Analysis of documents: a realist methodological approach  

European employment policy is a significant factor in supporting the social order of 

markets; that is, a moral economy.  The paper therefore documents the changing narrative of 

the EES, quality work and flexicurity agendas and situates the analysis within a moral 

economy framework using a broadly realist approach that acts as a theoretical underlay 

throughout the review. The term realism is used differently in contexts as widely as art to 

politics, and to be realist is to assert that entities can exist independently of us, and our 

understandings of them (Ackroyd and Fleetwood, 2001, p. 6). However, to consider the 

changing narrative of the European Commission in a realist vein it is vital to question what 



causes it to change, ‘to ask what ‘makes it happen’, what ‘produces’, ‘generates’, ‘creates’ or 

‘determines’ it, or more weakly, what ‘enables’ or ‘leads to it’ (Sayer, 1992, p.104).  

Concepts like quality work and flexicurity only become interesting from such a 

perspective when they possess emergent properties, moving objects of analysis beyond 

aggregates of individual behaviour (Bakewell, 2010). Objects, amongst other things, can be 

organisations, people, relationships, attitudes and resources; they form the basic theoretical 

building blocks for realist explanation (Easton, 2010, p.120). The object guiding the review is 

a moral economy of employment policy, with a special focus on themes of quality work and 

flexicurity. Among a wealth of different employment publications from the EC, the decision 

was made to focus on different iterations of the European Employment Strategy (EES), with 

a detailed perspective on employment as a ‘matter of common concern’ (EC, 1997) gained 

from examination of the annual European Employment Report (EER) from 1998 (the year 

following the Amsterdam Treaty which launched the ES). Other Commission documents, 

particularly those focused on the development of a quality work framework for Europe, are 

also drawn upon.   

Documents are open to manipulation, but they act as important receptacles forming 

the basis of resources for action and mobilization as they have ‘effects’ (Prior, 2004, p.91). In 

this case, a visible effect of our analysis of European Commission documents is the argument 

and realisation that the balancing of flexibility and security - once felt to be essential - has 

weakened throughout time. A co-existing effect is the foregrounding of more jobs against a 

diminishing prevalence on better jobs and attempts to define quality work. Indeed, 

communications regarding orchestrated efforts to carefully define and promote quality work 

are elusive and difficult to trace. Following a review of the documentation we draw together 

key effects, creating a review of prominent themes; including, quality work, (in)security, 

individual (rather than collective) action, exclusion, and employment rates. The paper then 



situates the changing narrative within a moral economy frame, drawing on additional 

secondary data sources to highlight the impact of these effects upon people’s capacity to 

flourish. 

 

Quality work and European Employment policy – a review 

Concerns regarding the creation of opportunities for decent work are central to the 

European Commissions’ aims. They are expressed in the social chapter of the Maastricht 

Treaty (EC, 1992) and more recently in the Amsterdam Treaty (EC, 1997c), as attempt are 

made to universalise across the European Union rights to collective voice, fair pay, 

opportunities for learning and development, equal opportunities and protection for vulnerable 

workers. Hence the social chapter represents the original core values of a social justice model 

which views full employment and quality work as a basis for a successful and progressive 

European Community (EC, 1997c). Thus, the notion of ‘more and better jobs’ rests at the 

heart of EC employment policy, though, as the following review suggests, both the career and 

the concept of quality work has been a chequered one.  

Early EERs talk of employment in terms of ‘high road, high skill, high trust, high 

quality’ (EC, 1998: 8). Between 1998 and 2001 there is an air of optimism throughout the 

reports concerning employment growth with job quality as a key focus. The ‘four pillars’ of 

the employment strategy (EC, 1998), ‘employability, entrepreneurship, adaptability and equal 

opportunities’ are viewed as key drivers with a particular emphasis on social partnership and 

collective endeavour as the route to the successful enactment of strategic goals (EC, 1998).  

From 1999, however, job quality is placed under particular scrutiny, though at that time there 

is little attempt to carefully define what a good job may look like (EC, 1999). ‘More and 

Better’ jobs enters the narrative for the first time (EC, 1999) and is endorsed in the Lisbon 

Strategy (EC, 2000). Yet during the same period, concern is expressed about the spectre of 



underemployment through the growth in insecure work, and the EERs hold warnings of tiered 

labour markets as substantial gender gaps and regional differences remain part of the 

employment growth picture (EC, 2000, 2001). The same period witnesses the initiation of the 

flexibility versus security debates that will continue for some time to come (EC, 2000), 

though the spotlight on the need for institutions to be flexible, rather than individuals, 

remains strong (EC, 1999, 2000, 2001a).  

In this setting, as part of a growing optimism that the Lisbon Strategy employment 

target of 70% can be reached, quality work is a significant feature of EC communications in 

2001 (EC, 2001a, b), when a special European task force set out to create a means of 

statistically defining and measuring quality work. What has become known as the ‘Laeken 

framework’ defines the quality of work along two central axes: characteristics of jobs and 

work and wider labour market context (EC, 2001b:10), which addresses the Social Policy 

Agenda ‘triangle’; linking broad economic, employment and social policies that will lead to 

social cohesion (EC, 2001). This phase reveals a growing divergence in narrative between 

concern for the third of employed people who are in low quality jobs (EC, 2000, 2001) where 

security is a key component of job quality, while simultaneously offering statements like 

greater labour market flexibility is required where concerns regarding ‘bad jobs spreading in 

Europe can be dispelled’ (EC, 2001: 10). The competing discourse is demonstrated by the 

Employment in Europe report (2000) expressing concern over the instability of jobs and 

associated insecurities on one hand, but articulating on the other hand that, ‘the majority of 

people working part-time and in temporary jobs do so out of choice’ (p 29).  

The contradictory threads of narrative around security, flexibility and job quality 

remain a feature of the 2002 Employment in Europe Report, though in the context of a 

slowing of growth in employment and new concerns regarding increasing workplace ‘stress 

and alienation’ (EC, 2001). Nevertheless, commitment to quality work remains strong 



demonstrated by the claim that ‘quality work is not a fair weather policy’ (EC, 2002: 106). 

Hence there is clear message for EU policy makers: that ‘job quality can improve 

employment persistence and job creation and reduce risk of job loss, unemployment, or social 

exclusion’ (pg 98). However, there is also new emphasis placed on ‘low quality work as a 

transition to better quality work’ (pg 12) with the report arguing for the value of promoting 

transitions into jobs of higher quality, through training, with the aim of strengthening 

integration into the labour market.  

The new EES introduced in 2003 has three objectives: full employment, quality and 

productivity at work, social cohesion and inclusion (EC, 2003: 10). While sharing similarities 

with its predecessor, the 1998 EES, there are differences in emphasis. For example, quality 

work is directly associated with productivity and in discussion of ‘adaptability’ there is a 

stronger emphasis on the adaptability of individuals as opposed to institutions (EC 2004, 

2005, 2006). During this phase the effects of economic slowdown become apparent and in the 

2005 EER, Europe is described as being ‘mired in economic difficulty’ (EC 2005: 4). There 

is also a consistent expression of concern regarding a two tier labour market, some 

disappointment in the low transition rates for people moving from poor to better quality 

work, and continued effort to promote flexibility while also calling for effective social 

support mechanisms (EC, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005). Despite only the Nordic countries 

reporting any major success in people transitioning from poor quality work to ‘better jobs’, 

the narrative around part-time and fixed-term contracts emerges as a positive inclusion 

mechanism (EC, 2004). This is couched by being beneficial to companies rather than the 

previous focus on insecurity of employment (EC, 2005: 104).   

The EES is reviewed in 2005 and the Lisbon strategy re-launched with a stronger 

emphasis on ‘jobs and growth’ (EC, 2005a). As ambitions to reach Lisbon employment 

targets become ‘increasingly challenging’, rising numbers of part-time and fixed-term 



contracts are positively reported as a ‘notable development’ (EC, 2006: 21), and there are 

calls to ease ‘stringent employment protection’ (pg 103) in order to support flexible labour 

markets. During this period the narrative around quality work changes significantly. In the 

2004 and 2005 EER quality work is mentioned in terms of feeding into increased 

productivity, and in the 2006 and 2007 reports it is barely mentioned, failing to appear as a 

distinctive feature. The 2007 report, in particular, demonstrates a change in tone: it articulates 

how quality workplaces are integral to the flexicurity strategy (pg 125), but only deals with a 

few specific themes like upskilling and part-time and fixed-term jobs, failing in large to deal 

with the quality of jobs.  

Communication in 2007 is dominated by the introduction of the ‘common principles 

of flexicurity’ (EC, 2007b). The European Commission defines flexicurity as ‘an integrated 

strategy to enhance flexibility and security in the labour market’ (EC, 2007b). Modelling 

European employment relationships after Danish and Dutch labour market models, 

flexicurity represents an attempt to heighten external employment flexibility by loosening 

employment protection laws while establishing active labour market policies that offer 

adequate unemployment benefits in-between jobs (EC, 2006, 2007). An emergent feature 

during this period is the emphasis on ‘quality workplaces’ (EC, 2007: 125), with High 

Performance Workplaces (HPWPs) appearing to overtake quality work as a key focus. 

Nevertheless, there is some critical reflection as empirical data illustrates ‘evidence of HPWP 

showing mixed results’ as reports of work intensification rise (EC, 2007: 145). 

The 2008 EER contains the first full feature on quality work since 2003 in its 

statement that ‘flexicurity needs to be seen in the broader and complimentary context of job 

quality’ (EC, 2008: 19). The report confesses that ‘no clear cut conclusions can be drawn 

regarding job quality developments’ (pg 147), and suggests that the focus on quality work has 

‘waned in recent years’ (pg 147).  A new ‘enriched framework of job quality’ is proposed and 



‘good jobs’ are once again identified as a key element of a renewed European social model 

(pg 148). This proposal reflects repeated efforts to attempt to define quality work and 

continued difficulties due to the lack of any ‘standard or agreed definition of quality in work 

in the academic and expert literature’ (EC, 2001b:7; 2002; 2003; 2007d). However, despite 

the previous commitment to reinvigorating the search for a model of quality work it once 

again disappears from view in subsequent EERs.  

By 2009 and 2010 the focus of the reports is the impact of the crisis and growing 

numbers of unemployed. The EC places an emphasis on short-term action stating that 

‘workers and companies must be given the necessary means to successfully adjust to these 

changing realities’ (EC, 2009: 25). From these discussions, it is clear flexicurity remains at 

the heart of Europe 2020 (EC 2010a). There is little doubt that the onus is on the individual to 

become more flexible; or to be ‘given the tools to adjust’ (EC, 2010) in the face of restricted 

employment opportunities and increased business freedom. This divergence is supported by 

statements like, ‘people made redundant by their employer may see it as an opportunity to set 

up their own business’ (EC, 2009: 40), for example. Moreover, short-time temporary work 

arrangements (STWAs) are proposed as a means to stem the ‘flow of job closures’ (pg 41), 

allowing companies to reduce working hours and/ or wages below contractual agreements. 

This is perhaps unsurprising given the context, whereby temporary and fixed-term contracts 

are also a feature in offering ‘multiple opportunities’ to employers (rather than employees). 

Moving forward, the 2010 EER offers a pessimistic view as the economic crisis 

intensifies; neither does it focus on quality of work (EC, 2010). Nevertheless, a new attempt 

to define quality work is made by the UNECE taskforce in 2010 (EC, 2010b). It suggests 

simplifying the original Laeken framework from two dimensions and ten criteria into seven 

dimensions, one of which contains a new focus on income. However, the 2010 report 

removes the term framework to ‘avoid any possible implication for defining quality of 



employment’ and the discussion centres on ‘potential indicators for measurement of quality 

of employment’ and new indicators are ‘primarily designed to measure quality of 

employment from the perspective of the individual or worker’ (EC, 2010b: iii). This indicates 

a shift in how quality of work is related to socio-economic policies and trends and a wider 

distancing from the more holistic concept of ‘decent work’. There are also fewer normative 

statements concerning aspirations for quality employment and a sharpened focus on how to 

provide accurate measurement. In the early reports, there is an emphasis on inspirational 

narratives and visions for a social Europe. In the 2007 report, however, the tone is one of 

modernisation and adjusting to new difficult realities. Nevertheless, the report makes a 

special effort at criticising the entrapment of workers in temporary work – important because 

the discussion highlights the flaws in overarching policy strategy that fosters employment 

growth primarily through the development of temporary and atypical employment.  

Importantly, the newly invigorated focus on quality work appears to go unnoticed in 

subsequent Employment and Social Developments (ESD) reports (that from 2011 replace the 

EER report). Though job quality is listed as part of a long-term strategy for social inclusion 

and the fight against poverty, it is not a defined feature and by 2013 is not mentioned at all. 

Rather, there is a growing significance given to health and safety at work as a key measure of 

job quality that grows in emphasis through to the 2013 ESD. The linking of the former 

employment report with a report that includes social developments brings a new emphasis in 

the reports from 2011, 2012, and 2013 on the social outcomes of weaker labour market 

performance. This is significant because there is growing concern for ‘in work poverty’ (EC, 

2011); people trapped in temporary contracts (EC, 2011 and 2012); underemployment (EC, 

2011 and 2013); the gender pay gap (EC, 2012); and the divergence in life chances between 

people in northern and southern European countries (EC, 2012). A 2012 report found that 

14% of jobs in Europe were high pay, good jobs; 37% were well-balanced good jobs; 29% 



were poorly balanced jobs, leaving 20% of jobs that were of poor quality (Eurofound, 2012). 

Nonetheless, a defensive stance remains as temporary contracts are claimed as a major 

‘adjustment variable’ for companies during the economic crisis. Importantly, there is also a 

continued call for increased labour market deregulation and the suggested ‘active labour 

market polices’ focus on entrants into the labour market rather than either the welfare of the 

unemployed or the quality of the proposed work (EC, 2012). Overall, the demise of pressure 

for collective action by the state, business or social partners and the growing emphasis on 

individuals to weather the storm of unemployment or precarious work becomes more 

apparent in the recent 2011, 2012 and 2013 reports. However, there is some reflection on the 

European Employment Strategy as a failed project in the statement that ‘the EU does not 

fulfil its fundamental objective to benefit all members states’ (EC, 2013: 23).   

 

European employment policy through the lens of a moral economy 

The realisation of a standard for quality work can be understood as a collective 

achievement rather than an individual attribute of different types of jobs or individual 

workplaces. Indeed, the precarious relationship between economic considerations, intensified 

market and profit competition, social and moral norms, and the visible and invisible double 

movements they generate, are inherent in the history of employment policies and enshrined in 

international constitutions (Standing, 2009). For instance, while establishing the International 

Labour Organisation (ILO), Albert Thomas stressed in a Polanyian tone that, ‘(t)he social 

factor must take precedence over the economic factor; it must regulate and guide it in the 

highest cause of justice’ (Thomas, 1931:12). In this sense, the ILO is a crucial agent in 

maintaining a double movement that challenges market mechanisms to establish dignified 

work as a basic human right (ILO, 2005: 10; 2013).  



A moral economy lens suggests recent developments in European employment policy 

rely primarily on economic arguments rather than on those built on a social justice model 

(Block, 1990); acting against a quality of life approach that relies on social as well as 

economic indicators (Burchell, et al, 2014).  

As this article argues, periods in which markets dominate the social sphere are not the 

result of a disembeddness of markets. Rather, markets are always embedded, but in different 

ways, during different eras. For example, in times of economic austerity a market approach 

establishes a ‘light’ form of employment regulation, perhaps because previously established 

counter-movements that aimed to protect the social are either not strong enough or do not 

function as they used to (Dale, 2010). Hence why the dominance of flexicurity in European 

employment policy can be understood as a result of the changing position of the state and 

supranational policy making institutions. Though these institutions are, for Polanyi, pivotal 

agents in constraining the market, the last two decades provide ample evidence that the state 

and supranational institutions play a crucial role in deregulating markets and decreasing 

social welfare provision (Crouch and Keune, 2012; Standing, 2009). As this process unfolds 

during the review of 14 years of the European Employment reports, labour has become 

increasingly objectified, individualised, quantified and couched in terms of maximising 

behaviour and efficiency (Keune and Serrano, 2014; Petijean, 2012; Pochet et al., 2009).  

This is explicated in temporary or distanced contractual relationships as proposed by 

the policy on flexicurity and labour market transition. As the above review of European 

employment policy suggests, there has been a shift of focus in the EU from job quality to job 

creation, with the emphasis on labour market reforms aiming to make them more efficient 

and adaptable to change. Concerns about excessive labour market rigidity, which is 

detrimental to employment creation, has led a number of Member States to undertake, since 

the late 1990s, reforms aimed at tackling employment protection rules. In most cases, the 



reforms contribute to an underscoring of the inherent inequalities of a core/ periphery model 

in the way they substantially lessen regulation on the use of temporary and other non-

standard jobs, while maintaining existing provisions on permanent employment contracts 

(Bosch et al, 2007; Schmidt, 2014). Initially contributing to significant reductions in 

unemployment, this could not be maintained as austerity measures in the context of the 

financial crisis bite hard into job creation initiatives at both state and employer level (Hyman, 

2011). At the same time, the failure to unravel the continued reliance on a core/ periphery 

model has led to segmented labour markets with increasing numbers of workers ‘trapped’ in 

temporary contracts with little chance of moving to more secure jobs or gaining access to 

training (Heyes and Lewis, 2013), shifting ‘risks to individuals or small enterprises without, 

yet, persuasive compensations of security (…)’ (Schmidt, 2014:109). Thus resulting in a 

widespread perception of higher job insecurity and precariousness (Boeri, 2008; Standing, 

2011) for ‘outsiders’, most especially low-skilled workers in contingent jobs (Vliet and 

Nijoer, 2012). High educational attainment and/ or long-term employment arrangements also 

no longer constitute a guarantee of income security, meaningful work and career progression, 

as work intensification and wage inequality has significantly increased among highly 

educated and older workers, together with a rising incidence of long-term unemployment 

(Pochet et al., 2009). 

 Under the Flexicurity rubric, the idea that work has become riskier and unstable has 

become normalised and the ‘risk shift’ (Hacker, 2006) from employer and state to individual 

is accepted as a necessary move towards a more dynamic labour market. As a result, 

employees’ face higher risks and may be forced to accept substantial wage cuts and/ or 

deteriorating working conditions in order that gaps between employment are not prolonged. 

There is, likewise, evidence to suggest that worker autonomy is decreasing (Green, 2006; 

Burchell, 2009); opportunities for training and development are diminished (Erhel and 



Guergoat-Larivière, 2010); mental health at work is deteriorating (EUROFOUND, 2010a); 

and Trade Unions, once seen as a pillar of the social charter, side lined (Hyman, 2011; Pochet 

et al., 2009). This conveys the idea that having more jobs implies that many of them are of 

‘bad’ quality. Indeed, though knowledge intensive, higher quality jobs have been created, 

there is a widening gap between high and low road labour markets (Andor, 2011; 

EUROFOUND, 2013) and the number of ‘working poor’ is on the rise (EUROFOUND, 

2010b). Overall, the emphasis on quality work has waned (EUROFOUND, 2012), defying 

the notion that a singular emphasis of ‘more jobs’ is the path to a vibrant European 

community.  

These developments are taxing to policy-makers who rely on the balance between 

employer and state support to make the flexicurity concept work (EC, 2009, 2010, 2011). 

Indeed, flexicurity strategies should produce superior outcomes for both employers and 

workers (Burroni and Keune, 2011: 48). However, to rely on employers’ enlightened self-

interest to provide decent work could always have been described as naïve. As observers of a 

‘machinery of social injustice’ observe, if there have been improvements in living and 

working conditions in Europe it is not because of philanthropy but because of state 

intervention (Barry, 2005: 25; Polanyi, 1957); often expedited at the level of member states 

with strong social partner networks and in contradiction to the European Commission’s 

liberal bias (Klindt, 2011; Wagner and Lillie, 2014).  

Hence, we see the dynamic nature of a market system rooted in a moral economy as 

institutions such as trade unions and NGOs, jostle with private enterprise and the state to 

mediate the excesses of an often exploitative system where incremental improvements are 

introduced (i.e. new protective legislation for older workers, attempts to equalise employment 

rights across standard and non-standard work arrangements, and the promotion of gender 

equality). Nevertheless, flexicurity represents a systemic failure to address the need for ‘more 



and better jobs’. It assumes a rational model of utility seeking humanity based on a system 

that relies on equal investment, and trust that both employers and state will keep their side of 

the bargain between allowing an increase in job insecurity without undermining the income 

security of individuals (Dewan and Peek, 2007; Erhel and Guergoat-Larivière, 2010).  Europe 

2020 and its central pillar, flexicurity, is not without its critics, including EUROFOUND’s 

2012 research report that highlights the potential human and broader social costs of an over-

emphasis on individual flexibility in the flexicurity narrative of the EC (EUROFOUND, 

2012).  

From a moral economy perspective, flexicurity neglects the importance of work as an 

end in itself and is based upon an instrumental understanding of work as a means to an end 

(Sayer, 2009). Indeed, flexicurity represents a novel, more sophisticated form of 

commodifying labour, rendering people as objects to be moved as the market demands, 

without the corresponding mechanisms that support people’s capacity to deploy their 

capabilities in a meaningful way (Orton, 2011). Here, a thin and market driven distributive 

logic shines through as policies push for an increasing inclusion of people in the labour 

market and place them in flexible, and thus, contingent jobs without being concerned about 

the content, security and quality of jobs (Booth, 1994; Polanyi, 1957). In its reliance on 

people’s endeavours to remain employable, flexicurity places all the emphasis on the 

individual to adapt in a continual process of upskilling, with the assumption that moving from 

job-to-job, workplace-to-workplace, and community-to-community, is acceptable to the 

human condition. Meanwhile, there is no recognition of how insecurity renders people 

vulnerable beings and disembeds them from a community of workers and work as a source of 

flourishment (Fineman, 2004; Sayer, 2009). Nor are there acknowledgements that successful 

employment relies on an ‘ethical surplus’ (Sayer, 2007) created through the formation of 

bonds and mutual obligations. Indeed, it has long been recognised that distance and 



anonymity destroy human connections that are featured in the web of commitments and 

obligations that make up the moral economy and that economic relations rely upon (Bolton, 

et al, 2012; Sennett, 1998). In effect, the destruction of the ‘thick’, and the dominance of a 

‘thin’ and conditional, employment relationship model is not only damaging to a moral 

economy but also to a market one. Little wonder that flexicurity is described as a ‘moral 

hazard’ (Bingley et al, 2012) underpinned by the EU’s social deficit. We argue here that, 

within this system, people become fictitious commodities in a manner that even Polanyi 

could not have imagined. For many, this represents a ‘distressing fatalism’ about the 

implications of precarious, poor, and no work at all (Hyman, 2011: 9). 

While there are various interpretations about the current employment situation across 

European labour markets, further consideration needs to be given to the unemployed and 

underemployed. In what has been described as a ‘transformational crisis’ the structure of 

unemployment is changing, with the young and low-skilled being affected the most (Andor, 

2011; EUROSTAT, 2014). For the ‘lost generation’ of the millions of young people currently 

unemployed across Europe (Bell and Blanchflower, 2010), even a bad job appears unlikely to 

come their way. Moreover, what about those people who are often not afforded the benefits of 

citizenship (Longhi, 2013) fighting for survival outside of formal employment and in 

precarious arrangements? Though flexicurity is meant to create movement in the labour 

market so that more people are given opportunities for employment, its orientation is based 

on principles of a meritocracy that arguably fails to recognise the structured nature of the 

low-skills cycle for those at the bottom of the social spectrum (Barry, 2005). Once again, the 

foundation of a moral economy is undermined as people lose their rightful space, place and 

status in work and social communities, so that the notion of a European Community becomes 

‘a landscape without figures’ (Charlesworth, 2004).  

 



The embeddedness of European employment policies 

Our argument is that Europe is currently witnessing a paradigm shift in a normative 

understanding of what work and employment policies should offer, which is underpinned by 

the emergence of a dominant ideology that fuels state policies and creates room for the ready 

acceptance of exploitative practices and poor work. There are several important parts to this 

picture, but notably, European economic policy exacerbates inequalities of opportunity for 

decent work across European states while profit considerations are prioritised over social and 

human matters; i.e., the dismantling of social protection (Barnard, 2014). Recent changes in 

the emphasis of the European Employment Strategy also reflect developments in the neo-

liberal agenda of advanced economies that establish a division of labour endorsing labour 

market participants as rational actors and as means to an end (Sayer, 2009).  

Looking through the lens of moral economy offers the opportunity to see beyond this 

dominant ideology and to ask ‘to what ultimate end?’ European social and employment 

policies are characterised by a dilemma that rests on two conflicting paradigms. While the 

Social Policy Agenda of Europe rhetorically endorses a view of people as ends in themselves 

(Somavia, 2004), a series of European ‘strategies’ culminating in the EURO 2020 (EC, 

2010a) emphasise the need for flexibility, adaptability and competitiveness above security, 

autonomy and well-being. From a policy perspective, what is critical is whether the economic 

and social investment roles are in balance. In practice, more flexibility is demanded of 

workers, but little security is offered in return. Though flexicurity was advanced at EU level 

as a more balanced approach than purely deregulatory (Viebrock and Clasen, 2009), for many 

the political subtext is that it is a ‘Trojan horse for neo-liberal policies’ (Begg et al., 2010) 

representing an advanced disembedding processes (Hyman, 2011). 

In contrast, a moral economy approach suggests that the European Union has 

undergone fundamental changes as it grows and develops into a ‘community’. Nevertheless, 



whatever shape its economic policies take, Europe has always been and remains (though in 

different shapes and forms) moral; that is, embedded in the non-economic realm of webs of 

norms and values of humanity (Booth, 1994; Sayer, 2000). This moral embeddedness is 

reflected in responses to the Employment Strategy where a range of critical voices - member 

states, trade unions, academic commentary (Salais, 2014; Schmid, 2014) and the European 

Commission itself - express concern that the social justice dimension is being sacrificed to 

the economic (EC, 2007: 9/19; 2012; Pochet, 2010); highlighting an ongoing ‘double 

movement’ (Polanyi, 1957) where policies fuelled by neo-liberalism create the need for state 

and institutional support. Most especially, concern is expressed about the concept of 

flexicurity creating flexibility without the necessary security safety nets being in place and 

that the development of more jobs does not necessarily imply better jobs (EC, 2007: 44/ 63; 

2013). Indeed, some believe social policy has always been the poor relation to the EU’s 

economic dimension (Bernard, 2014: 204).  

There is little doubt that the logic of accumulation in a market society distorts the 

moral economy and undermines its possibilities, but recent European commission narrative 

around the detrimental consequences of flexible labour market policies reveals how this logic 

is already controlled in some ways through state legislation and human values. In other 

words, there are countervailing tendencies that may not halt the logic of accumulation but do 

serve to brake and disrupt it (Sayer, 2005). After all, capitalism relies upon non-market 

institutions – such as the family and gendered divisions of labour, as well as prevailing 

economic organisation. Our analysis suggests that the global love affair with market 

mechanisms remains substantially, but not entirely, unchallenged. It reveals that the 

community dimension of the European Union adds a normative understanding and 

expectation across Europe that the market will not be left unfettered by moral constraint. 

What this highlights are tensions and contradictions as the logic of capitalism pulls in one 



direction and the values and norms of a moral economy pull in another. What appears the 

right thing to do may be, and often is, compromised by the need to rationalise and maximise 

output to match the demands of a competitive market. Hence, within an analysis of the moral 

economy, the management of European Employment Policy is complex and will present 

many dilemmas. A central dilemma rests with the questions of whether job creation 

combined with job quality, a policy of full employment and fulfilling jobs (Spencer, 2012), is 

simply too much to ask for and it becomes accepted that any job (good or bad) is better than 

no job at all. After all, without paid employment there is little prospect for decent work and a 

decent life. This dilemma is infused with a moral character, not just an economic one as 

economy and society are densely intertwined (Streeck, 2010).  

What the moral economists give us is a powerful way of thinking about European 

Commission policies, their institutional and normative dimensions and the relationships that 

are created, supported or destroyed within them (Booth, 1994: 664; Streeck, 2010). As moral 

economists suggest, the European community is not only made up of different political 

regimes, employment systems and institutional structures (a political economy) but also a 

range of moral universes that work to resist, change and mediate how policy is imposed and 

enacted.  
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