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Works council elections 2010 – survey results

On 1 February 2011, the Cologne Institute for Economic Research published a study on works council elections at over 1,000 companies across Germany in 2010. On average, 79% of employees vote in such elections; women account for 29% of works council members; and the proportion of works council members who are also union members ranges between 49% and 55%. The share of union members on works councils declines as the proportion of women and high-skilled workers rises.

On 1 February 2011, the Cologne Institute for Economic Research (IW Köln) presented the results (in German, 220Kb PDF) of the latest works council elections held between March and May 2010. There is no public register of works councils, and the results of the works council elections are not officially recorded. Thus, information on, and analyses of, the works council elections held every four years have to be based on company surveys. The Cologne Institute regularly collects information on works council elections by distributing questionnaires to companies belonging to an employer association. Between July and September 2010, more than 1,000 companies, employing roughly 540,000 workers entitled to vote in the works council elections, responded to the survey.

Composition of works councils

More than two-thirds of works council members were reelected in the latest ballot (see table), a proportion rising to three-quarters for those holding the position of chair. The results suggest that employees largely prefer continuity and experience when selecting their representatives. Moreover, three in 10 works council members are women.

	Composition of works councils

	 
	Proportion in %

	Reelected members of the works councils1
	68.4

	Female members1
	29.3

	Share of works council members who are also members of unions affiliated to the Confederation of German Trade Unions (DGB)1,2
	Minimum 49.1 and estimated maximum of 55.1

	Share of works council members who are also members of other unions or federations1,2
	Minimum of 1.8 and estimated maximum of 2.0


Notes: 1 Company-weighted average; 2 Not all responses included details of union affiliation.
Source: IW Köln
In addition, women, on average, account for more than 29% of works council members and roughly 20% of chairpersons. In this respect, the Cologne Institute figures are slightly above the figure of 25% that is based on information supplied by the unions summarised in a July 2010 report (in German, 63Kb PDF). The Works Constitution Act (Betriebsverfassungsgesetz (312Kb PDF)) actually stipulates that the gender that is in the minority in the workforce must be represented on the works council at least in proportion to their numerical share in the workforce. Though three in 10 voters are female, women are still noticeably underrepresented on the works councils in around 13% of the companies surveyed. This is presumably due to a lack of female candidates in the firms concerned.

On average, at least 49% of the representatives are also members of a union belonging to the Confederation of German Trade Unions (DGB). If responses that only indicate the presence but not the number of union members on the works council are also taken into account, this proportion increases to a maximum average of 55.1%. Both figures differ noticeably from that reported by the unions themselves (77%). The difference results mainly from a difference in sample selection.

Further analysis reveals that the share of union members on the works council declines as the proportion of female and high-skilled workers rises. Moreover, it is relatively low in banking, insurance, wholesale and retail as well as in transport, storage and communication. It is, however, significantly higher on works councils where the share of reelected members is above average.

Election procedures

On average, 79% of employees vote in works council elections. Participation is particularly high if a simplified election procedure is used. In addition, in the vast majority of firms candidates are elected directly and individually. Thus the significance of slates (registered lists of candidates who represent specific groups within the workforce and can only be voted for en bloc) is noticeably lower than in previous elections. Further analysis shows that the prevalence of slates increases with the total number of employees eligible to vote.

Commentary

According to the Institute for Employment Research (IAB), only 10% of establishments in Germany have works councils. The Cologne Institute survey clearly indicates that the backing a works council receives from the staff is remarkably strong in those companies where they exist. The high participation rate also ensures that the interests of various groups within the workforce can be properly represented on the works council.

Oliver Stettes, Cologne Institute for Economic Research (IW Köln)
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