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Conventional theoretical accounts in industrial relations (most prominently, Ferner and Hyman 1998; 

Ebbinghaus and Visser 2000; Traxler et al. 2001, Traxler 2003; Traxler et al. 2008) have focused to 

explain any convergence or persistence of national industrial relations institutions in the wake of 

market internationalisation and Economic and Monetary Union. In contrast, processes and 

institutions of horizontal Europeanisation and cross country interactions of trade unions have 

received far less theoretical attention, not to speak of trade unions’ efforts to contribute to the 

creation of institutions at European level (with the notable exception of Marginson and Sisson 2006). 

We argue that this gap is largely due to a lack in adequate theories. By employing sociological neo-

institutionalism (Meyer and Rowan 1977, DiMaggio and Powell 1983, Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; 

Lawrence et al. 2009) with its conceptions of organisational field and institutional work, our paper 

focuses on the (emergence of a) European field of industrial relations in the metalworking sector1 as 

an extreme case. The paper discusses trade unions’ contributions to the emergence of the selected 

field and explores existing industrial relations institutions at European level (i.e. regulations, norms 

and beliefs) that might support or impede trade union strategies against the background of the 

current Euro crisis (as field-external shock) and European governance initiatives (as institutional 

strategies of a field-internal actor). 

 

                                                        
1 Marginson and Sisson (2006: 296) point to ‘multi-speed Europeanization’ arising from varying pace at which 
developments in industrial relations are taking place between and within sectors as well as between and within 
countries. Having this in mind, we are well aware of the fact that organizational fields of industrial relations at 
the European level, if they existed at all, largely vary, can interact with or even influence each other by 
processes of social learning (pattern bargaining is an example). For analytical reasons we differentiate between 
distinct sectors and investigiate metalworking for its most extreme position in terms of economic integration, 
union membership strength, high union density rates, the existence of MNCs and hence, European works 
councils, etc.            
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