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At the heart of the Nordic occupational welfare model: occupational welfare trajectories in Sweden 

and Denmark  

Bent Greve 

 

Abstract 

 

Sweden and Denmark are countries with a strong tradition of labour market partner’s involvement in 

welfare policies and this begs the question if this influences the development of occupational welfare. 

This article will depict reasons for and the development of occupational welfare, especially in relation 

to pension, sickness benefit and parental leave. The interaction between a in principle universal tax-

financed welfare state and use of occupational welfare, often supported using fiscal welfare, implies 

a deviation from the Nordic model as universality is no longer guaranteed. The article further raises 

the issue of whether this will increase inequality because of the dualization on the labour market and 

whether Sweden and Denmark are similar or dissimilar in relation to the development in the use of 

and impact of occupational welfare. Finally, that occupational welfare might mitigate the 

consequence of retrenchment, by in this way passing on expenditures to the employers. Thus, arguing 

that increase in occupational welfare is due to the gradual reduction in welfare state benefits and that 

trade unions strength has influenced the level. The article concludes that what social partners thought 

of as a supplement now has moved the Nordic welfare states away from its universal approach. 

 

Key-words: Nordic welfare model, dualization, occupational welfare, universalism 
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Introduction 

 

Nordic welfare states are often considered as universal welfare states with a high degree of equality 

(economical and gender), but also active labour market policy and involvement of the social partners 

in the development (Kvist and Kangas, 2018), and has been under change in recent years raising 

question about whether it is still, as often depicted in comparative welfare state analysis, universal 

and generous (Kvist and Greve, 2011, Greve, 2016), and also different from in countries in other 

welfare regimes (see several chapters in Greve, 2018 ed.).. 

 

Part of the reason for the debate on change in the understanding of the welfare system in the Nordic 

countries has been that universality, despite this naturally is with a possibility for even relative strict 

criteria for receiving benefits, might be reduced. Thus, the implication of using occupational welfare 

can be understood as a challenge for an encompassing welfare state approach. Historically, it is the 

work of Titmuss (Titmuss, 1958, Titmuss 1987) who has been the main inspiration to the analysis of 

what in a seminal paper was described as the division of welfare (Sinfield, 1978). 

 

This article will probe into how and to what extent development within the area of occupational 

welfare has transformed the prime examples of the Nordic welfare states (Sweden and Denmark). 

This as it has been argued that when including occupational welfare, the Nordic welfare states looks 

less distinct (Haynes, 2011). 

 

The starting point is, one could argue naturally, Titmuss’ conceptualization of occupational welfare. 

In this he included “pensions for employees, wives and dependants; child allowances; death benefits; 

health and welfare services; personal expenses for travel, entertainment, residential accommodation; 

children’s school fees; cheap meals, unemployment benefits; medical bills and an incalculable variety 

of benefits in kind” (Titmuss, 1987, p. 51). Although this description of occupational welfare is not 

very precise it gives an indication of the content, however without being very precise about whether 

this is a supplement or a substitute for public welfare (Greve, 2007). The boundaries and varieties is 

large ranging from pensions to minor fringe benefits such as company clothes and cheaper company 

goods. Here the issue of fringe benefits and other border issues will not be pursued further, see instead 

the introductory article in this special issue.  
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That there is a possibility of including a wide variety of elements in the definition of occupational 

welfare and, that even some might be taxable income or be deducted within the tax system further 

complicates the issue. Still, it seems that “occupational welfare tends to be treated as ‘non-wage 

labour costs’ by employers and this is not disaggregated in a manner that enables researchers to find 

out precisely who gets what’ (Mann, 2008 p. 13). These problems with the complexity and difficulty 

in getting data inevitably get in the way of comparative analysis, and, therefore one way forward is 

to use national studies and based upon this do some comparison (see for example, Natali and Pavolini, 

2014), although national studies and data are rare. 

 

Thus, the focus here is on three different social security benefits in two Nordic countries. Focus is on 

pension, sickness benefit and parental leave. These areas are chosen as they are all income benefits, 

and they represent areas where there has, as part of the collective bargaining over a longer time spell, 

been interaction with the public welfare benefits.  One hypothesis to be analyzed is that the central 

reason for the development has been an ambition by the social partners to keep high level of benefits. 

At the same time the partners has presumably not been aware of how this could increase inequality 

because of dualization and a weakening of the universality, however this being in line with classical 

insider outsider theory(for classical presentation see Doeringer and Piore (1971),Lindbeck and 

Snower (1986), and recently related to welfare states Greve, 2017a). Occupational welfare have 

mainly been complementary to public welfare (Greve, 2007), and, whether occupational welfare will 

substitute or compliment will therefore thus not be central part of the analysis. 

Substitution/complementarity can also be understood as either crowding in (Oorschot and Arts, 

2005), e.g. generous welfare policies also give rise to generous occupational based welfare, or 

crowding out (Etzioni, 1995) that welfare state provision reduces the civil society and markets role 

in social policy. This will, further not be included. Interaction with the fiscal welfare is also outside 

the scope of the analysis. Instead, part of the analysis will be related to the possible consequence of 

the growing dualisation on the labour market on the growth of occupational welfare. This also as 

corporate welfare seems to exist along a continuum (Farnsworth, 2013). Redundancy pay could have 

been included, however this would imply a more detailed analysis also of the interplay between 

redundancy pay and unemployment protection, see instead Ozkan, 2014. The impact of dualization 

is presumably stronger in liberal and continental welfare states, see Seeleib-Kaiser, Saunders and 

Naczy, 2012. Despite this, as will be looked into later, this has not reduced the development or scope 

of occupational welfare in the two countries. 
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One could also have analyzed welfare service in the analysis (health care and family policy for 

example). This has not been chosen as the possible impact in these fields on being or not being on the 

labour market in the Nordic welfare states is less strong, albeit working time, length of leave and 

flexibility at the workplace influence these options. Health care is at the same time universal and thus 

the possible impact on equality in access to service is less clear cut than in other areas. This, also due 

to that the need of health care (perhaps beside physiotherapy and psychological support) is often more 

prevalent after having left the labour market. Although as a way to come faster and having a quicker 

pathway back to the labour market occupational health programs might have an impact (Pedersen and 

Arendt, 2014). The issue of training and life-long learning is also outside the scope, despite this in 

both countries has been increasing issue on the labour market (see Eurofound working life country 

profiles for Sweden and Denmark). 

 

Drivers for changes in both level of and direction of occupational welfare seem highly related to 

strength of labour market partners, but also the economic pressure on the welfare states. The link 

between reduction in benefits and occupational welfare will be analysed later. It seems, see analysis 

below, that one could argue that recent years have not seen any strong increase in areas for 

occupational welfare, with pension as a possible exception, which however also was started a long 

time ago. However, it might be that occupational welfare is traded instead of wage increase (Natali 

and Pavolini, 2014). How, strong this last argument is can be questioned given that employers cost 

to occupational welfare might have the same impact on competitiveness as increase in direct wage 

costs. Both skills and political power is important elements in explaining development, and, 

therefore it is possible to have variety between sectors (Wiss, 2015). The more theoretical issues on 

how to understand occupational welfare and reasons for change will not be pursued further here as 

they are covered in the introductory article to this special issue. 

In the following will, after first a short depiction of the overall level of occupational welfare, be a 

presentation and discussion of the three separate welfare areas, followed by a discussion of the 

possible impact of dualisation on the labour market. There will due to the centrality of pension as an 

instrument in occupational welfare be a stronger focus hereupon than the two other issuses. 

Methodologically, the article uses existing analysis in the field and combines this with data 

(national and from international organisations) in order to depict trends and impact of the use of 

occupational welfare. A relatively long-time perspective is included also to show that direct 
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decisions in recent years seems to be less pronounced than earlier changes, especially in the central 

field of pension, whereas the indirect impact is growing. It is at the same time a most likely 

comparison, as Denmark and Sweden compare well to each other (Haynes, 2011), albeit as an 

option that development in occupational welfare implies that the two countries tends to be more 

dissimilar. 

Overall level occupational welfare 

 

As already mentioned it might be difficult to get information on the size of occupational welfare, 

however in Table 1 is, based upon OECD data, shown the possible development. There is no overall 

data available neither for Sweden nor from Denmark from national sources. 

Table 1 is by using private social spending, which can be seen as equivalent to at least partially 

occupational welfare (Farnsworth, 2018), showing an indication of the importance hereof and 

development until 2013. 

 

 

Table 1 Private voluntary social spending total and for old age pension as a percentage of GDP 

since 1980 

 
1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2009 2011 2013 

Denmark total 

(old) 1.4 1.3 1.6 1.9 2.1 2.4 4.6 4.9 

.. 

Sweden total 1.1 1.2 1.2 2.1 1.9 2.3 2.7 2.9 3.1 

DK total New 5.0 4.5 4.7 5.1 3.9 3.9 3.9 2.4 2.2 

Denmark – old 

age 1.3 1.3 1.5 1.8 2.0 2.3 4.4 4.7 

 

DK old age new 1.2 1.5 1.6 2.1 2.4 2.5 1.3 1.1 1.0 

Sweden – old 

age 1.1 1.1 1.2 2.0 1.6 1.8 2.3 2.6 

2.9 

OECD - Total  1.1 1.2. 1.6. 1.7. 1.8 1.9 1.9 1.9 1.8 

OECD old age 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.1 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.3 
0.9 

Source: OECD, Social Expenditure Database, accessed the 13th of October, 2016 and 19th January, 

2017. 

http://localhost/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bDNK%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://localhost/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bSWE%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://localhost/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bOECD%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
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Note:  This is a reply kindly from Willem Adema at OECD on the 2nd of December, 2016: “First, 
there has been a large reorganisation of schemes of the Danish Eurostat Social Protection statistics 
computed by Statistics Denmark (where our SOCX data come from) from 2007 onwards which has 
resulted in a break in series. In contrast to the previous statistics, expenditure items are now 
recorded more precisely in their reporting system. The new statistics only contain expenditure 
items which the National Accounts regards as transfer of income to households or as elements of 
the individual government expenditure. Also, in certain cases, an audit of the government's and 
local governments' accounts has sometimes led to a revision of the social function (health, family, 
survivors, etc.) in which the expenditure item is classified. However, this has resulted in a break in 
series, data before and after 2007 are not fully comparable.   
 In addition to this, there has been a re-categorisation of public and private sector spending items 
in the Danish national accounts and we have changed the categorisation in SOCX in line with this. 
In particular, it concerned the reclassification of unemployment benefits from public to voluntary 
private social expenditure and civil servant pensions from private to public expenditure. 
We discussed the classification of the occupational pensions with Statistics Denmark, and since 
they now put these payments in in the public sector of the national accounts we do the same (in 
line with practice for other countries).” 
 

I disagree with these changes, as occupational pension clearly is occupational welfare  - thus also 

the reason for in the analysis using the “old” data in the analysis of the development in Denmark. 

As noted in the note to Table 1 there has been dramatic changes in the way occupational welfare is 

measured in Denmark. This once again reminds us, that measuring occupational welfare is often 

very difficult and might not always be very precise as it also depends on national categorization of 

data. 

There has been a gradual expansion of the voluntary social spending in both countries, with the 

largest increase in Denmark. Denmark is clearly above the OECD level, whereas Sweden is only 

slightly above that level. For both countries, an important information is that the main part of the 

private voluntary occupational welfare seems to be within old age as is also the case for the OECD 

area, albeit with a setback in 2013. This, see also next section, reflects that being on the labour 

market and in connection with collective or individual agreement saving for pension purpose has 

become a central part of the occupational welfare in both countries and thus that trade unions has 

seen it as important. This can be depicted by that collective agreements are strongly influencing 

wage and working conditions in both countries. 

However, at the same time this shows a methodological weakness by the material, as will be shown 

later in the article, that changes require that there is strong support from social partners with regard 
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to the level of the replacement rate in case of sickness and leave for those on the labour market 

financed and part of total labour cost, but not reflected in the OECD statistics. Neither do the 

statistic include the possible loss in tax due to the impact of fiscal welfare and thereby who by the 

end of day pays for this way of delivering welfare.  

The increase in Denmark in 2009 is due to increase in pension contribution after collective 

agreements (and they have not been increased later1). 

In Table 2 is illustrated how the voluntary private spending has developed compared to the overall 

spending in the area of old age and total social security spending.  

 

 

Table 2 Voluntary private as proportion of total spending 

        
Year 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2013 

Total         
Denmark 24,6% 23,5% 21,2% 20,0% 16,2% 15,6% 7,9% 7,1% 
Sweden 4,3% 4,0% 4,2% 6,9% 7,1% 8,2% 9,8% 11,3% 
OECD - Total 7,5% 7,3% 9,0% 9,0% 9,8% 9,6% 8,6% 8,0% 

         
Year 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2013 

Old age         
Denmark 15,4% 19,7% 19,1% 22,9% 30,3% 30,5% 11,9% 8,9% 
Sweden 14,8% 13,9% 14,3% 21,1% 19,0% 20,8% 25,3% 30,1% 
OECD - Total 13,3% 14,3% 15,5% 16,3% 19,2% 18,6% 17,3% 10,8% 
Denmark old version 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2011 
Old age 18,4% 18,6% 21,0% 21,9% 27,7% 53,9% 53,1% 55,1% 
Total 5,6% 5,8% 6,6% 6,7% 8,0% 16,4% 15,4% 16,3% 

 

Source: OECD (see Table 1), and own calculation, downloaded 13th of October, 2016 and 19th 

January, 2017. 

The data do reveal a substantial change in both countries, and especially in the field of old age 

pension occupational welfare are by now in Denmark even higher than the state pension, and 

considerable higher than in Sweden. Since then the occupational based pension has increased even 

                                                      
1 Based upon note from Faos (www.faos.dk) from the 28th of January, 2014 the development in labour market 
pensions in the private sectror from 1993 to 2009. 

http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bDNK%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bSWE%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bOECD%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bDNK%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bSWE%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=SOCX_AGG&Coords=%5bCOUNTRY%5d.%5bOECD%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://www.faos.dk/
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further, so implying an even stronger role than in the 2011 if OECD has continued to use the 

approach where occupational based pension where seen as voluntary private. This development is a 

further good reason to look into the development in the field of pension, cf. the next section. Both 

Denmark (using old definition) and Sweden has even higher levels than in OECD indicating a 

movement away from egalitarian universalistic approach in welfare delivery, as this strengthen 

welfare benefits for the core of the labour force. 

Pensions 

 

Pension policy is often seen as an area with strong path-dependency, although also due to the 

demographic changes and economic pressure an area for reforms in many welfare states (Baek, Ryu 

and Lee, 2016). 

 

In Denmark, it has been following path-dependency, but at the same time with a long development 

towards a multi-pillar pension system so a gradual transformation has taken place (Thelen and 

Mahoney, 2010).. In part of the public sector there has been occupational pension for a long time 

starting in the collective agreements in the 1960’s and 1970’s, and is now covering 100 % in the 

public sector and around 90 % in the private sector (Trampusch, 2013). For the main part of the 

private sector, it was as part of tri-partite negotiations and collective bargaining agreement in 1989 

that the main part of the occupational based funded pension system at the private labour market was 

established (Scheuer, 2016). The bargain in the late eighties was that wage-earners could get saving 

for pension purpose, not increase in wage to spend now due to pressure related to the balance of 

payment deficit. The reform was thereby part of the ability to ensure fiscal sustainability and 

reducing poverty among the elderly (Hansen and Jensen, 2012). Although the actors mainly at the 

time of decision thought of the system as a supplement to the state system (Goul-Andersen, 2012), 

and thereby also a typically layering of a system which albeit ends in a complete restructuring of the 

pension system.  

 

Since the late eighties there has been a gradual increase in the level of payment to saving for 

pension purposes, for example, from 1997 the level was increased in a collective agreement for 

state employees to 12 %, and in the industrial sector the increase was in 1998 to 5.7 % for workers 

and 4.8 % for blue-collar workers (Statistisk-10 års oversigt, 2005). In 1993, a change in the public 

pension system implied that those with high level of supplementary pension or other income would 
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have reduced the pension supplement (not the basic pension). This decision, which, at that time did 

not really have an impact on or reduction for many in their level of pension, was passed through 

parliament without a big debate. Today this is one of the reasons why that the overall Danish 

pension system with the combination of PAYG and a funded system are in a good economic 

balance, and with only a more limited pressure on public sector expenditures in the years to come as 

the development has reduced and will continue to reduce the size of public sector spending on 

pension to several people as mentioned above.  Furthermore, there has been a gradual increase from 

that 29 % in 1995 having pensions from supplementary pension’s savings to 51 % in 20142. 

Thereby this is in line with incremental change within the path, but also an example of change 

where there were no veto-players as the impact could first be witnessed after a long time (Thelen 

and Mahoney, 2010, Farnsworth and Irving, 2011). These changes have although in the long run 

implied dramatic changes in the overall pension system, here by that only the basic pension will be 

universal, whereas the state supplementary pensions mainly be for those with very low income 

during working life or having had no or a more limited attachment to the labour market. Still, the 

public pension is central, which can be witnessed by the fact that 21 % of all pensioners aged 68 in 

2015 got the ældrecheck (pension supplement for people without any supplementary income 

besides the state pension) (ATP, 2017). 

 

The social partners play a central role with regard to the administration of the system. The ATP has 

a board with equal participation from the labour market partners and with a neutral chairman. The 

pension funds are managed with a board elected by the members and therefore often with a strong 

connection to the trade unions – although there has been a concentration. Thus in 2003 there was 70 

pension funds, which has diminished to 30 in 2015 (www.forsikringogpension.dk, accessed the 15th 

of April 2017.) Pensions funds are further important for the overall stability of the public finance, 

and, are expected to grow considerably from having a size of 139.3 % of GDP in 2010, through 

172.1 %in 2020 to 200.8  % in 2040 (Regeringen, 2017). Therefore, they can via investment and 

demand to companies influence societal development. 

 

                                                      
2 http://www.forsikringogpension.dk/presse/nyheder/2017/Sider/Over-halvdelen-af-de-nye-pensionister-f%C3%A5r-
nu-penge-fra-en-pensionsordning.aspx, accessed the 7th of February, 2017. 

http://www.forsikringogpension.dk/
http://www.forsikringogpension.dk/presse/nyheder/2017/Sider/Over-halvdelen-af-de-nye-pensionister-f%C3%A5r-nu-penge-fra-en-pensionsordning.aspx
http://www.forsikringogpension.dk/presse/nyheder/2017/Sider/Over-halvdelen-af-de-nye-pensionister-f%C3%A5r-nu-penge-fra-en-pensionsordning.aspx
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The Swedish system builds upon that part of the pension is paid by employers, but with a high 

coverage rate, and, is one of the central areas of occupational welfare in Sweden, cf. also Table 1 

and 2.  

 

There is in the field of occupational based pension a relatively high degree of centralization, and 

around 90 % on the Swedish labour market are covered by collective agreement this has impact on 

the coverage with occupational welfare within the pension system. It is especially so, that the 

increase has been within the old age system, e.g. pension. The reduction in membership coverage 

also in Sweden might in the longer run have an impact. People in Sweden lacking occupational 

pension are either self-employed, employed without a collective agreement or have not entered the 

labour market, and finally, occupational pension more important for individuals with higher income 

(Jansson et. Al., 2016).  Sweden can be seen as a case of supplementary occupational welfare with 

near universal coverage. 

 

There has thus overall over the last 25 years been a slow and gradual transformation where 

occupational welfare now to a large extent for many play a very central role regarding the overall 

level of pensions, and thereby availability of buying power for elderly in Denmark and Sweden, 

while at the same time this has reduced the overall pressure on the financing of the welfare state, 

especially when also taking demographic changes and voters possible expectation for higher level 

of pension into consideration. 

 

However, there has also been tendencies to include saving for pension purposes within the public 

social benefit system in Denmark as mentioned above with the supplementary pension, and also the 

“ældrecheck” is an example hereof.  In Sweden, the picture is to a large degree the same, and, so 

that by now around 30 % of all pension benefit is from occupational based pension system, and with 

an up-side down effect (Jansson, et.al. 2016), as also the case in Denmark.  

Sickness Benefit 

Sickness Benefits have developed over a long-time span in both countries. Thus, for example, it was 

first in 1972 in Denmark an increase in coverage, abolishment of waiting times in cases of sickness, 

and, that employers should pay the first 5 weeks of sickness were decided (Statistisk 10 årsoversigt, 

1982, p. 168). Thus, also being an example of an occupational benefit where the state have had an 
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impact on the size and construction of when the employers should pay, although they have also 

through collective agreement further expanded the time with full wage replacement during sickness. 

Sickness Benefit is thereby a good example of the combination of public and occupational welfare, 

and, this is in fact the case in all Nordic welfare states (Järvi and Kuivalainen, 2013). They show 

that for Norway, Finland and Denmark for one-month sickness the combined replacement rate is 

100 %, and around 85 % in Sweden. They also by the data indicate that there is differences among 

various groups of the size of the public sickness benefit (around 30 % for IT-Engineers in Denmark 

and around 70 % for a cleaner), whereas for both groups it is 100 % when including the 

occupational benefit. This, as most collective agreements in Denmark ensures full wage 

compensation up until the first 26 weeks of sickness. This is still the case. Given the gradual 

reduction in the real and relative value of state benefits (due to the way indexation of benefits is 

done) this implies that there has been a slight increase in the value of the occupational benefits, 

although not as mentioned before, registered in any statistics as it is part of wage cost for the 

companies. 

In Sweden, economic support due to sickness also imply a high replaement rate, with the terms 

decided as part of the collective agreements (Johansson, 2016).  In Sweden, it is slightly lower than 

in Denmark, and, here the replacement rate is calculated together with the public benefit (see 

http://www.ersattningskollen.se/, accessed the 22nd of September, 2016). 

It still seems to be so, that “their significance is particularly important in Denmark” whereas in 

Sweden “occupational benefits are not that important when it comes to occupation with lower 

incomes” (Järvi and Kuivalainen, 2013, p. 351). Given, the in Denmark gradual and slowly 

retrenchment of replacement rates, it is still very important. This, inasmuch as when it is paid out by 

the employer, it will in the tax-system be seen as an income and thereby qualify for in work tax-

benefit and also qualify as work counting towards eligibility for unemployment benefits. 

Some employers support health insurance in order to get people faster back to the labour market – 

and this can also be understood as a kind of occupational welfare, although this will not further be 

pursued here. 

Parental leave 

 

http://www.ersattningskollen.se/
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Parental leave is an interesting case of a combination of state and occupational involvement, and, 

also an issue related to new social risks, as, it also has implication for the work-family relation. This 

is further an area where path-dependency seems to prevail (Moss and Deven, 2015) and also an area 

where there is divergence among the Nordic welfare states. This as Denmark has abolished the 

father quota, and with no formal changes in Denmark since 2002 (abolishing father quota) whereas 

an extension of four weeks has taken place in Sweden (Eydal et.al., 2015). 

Despite the abolishing of the father quota, there is still for all public employees and in part of the 

private sector  the right to six months’ ear-marked leave with full pay (Eydal et. Al., 2015).  In 

Sweden, there are also extra parental leave benefits in most collective agreement to top-up the state 

benefit (Johansson, 2016). 

Since the financial crisis, the area of leave is also an example of, like in family policy in general 

(Adema and Ali, 2015), that support is less generous than before the crisis, often as argued within 

the field of sickness benefit that this is a kind of  gradual decay. This whereas the countries (DK and 

S) resembles each other regarding pensions and sickness benefit, this is less so in relation to 

parental leave. 

Dualisation 

 

A possible consequence of increasing occupational welfare could also be increased dualisastion in 

access to social and welfare benefits (Seeleib-Kaiser, 2013). This since it has been argued that 

occupational welfare in principle could be a way of compensating for welfare retrenchment 

(Trampusch, 2009). Or that the labour divisions of occupational welfare also imply that “social 

provision against labour market risks came to stratify rather than reduce social inequalities (Nijhuis, 

2016, p. 66). 

 

One could argue that the strength of the labour market partners would influence the size of 

occupational welfare. Sweden is a country with strong organised corporatism (Natali and Pavolini, 

2014) and the same is the case in Denmark. For recent overview of membership and coverage of 

collective agreements, see Eurofound working profile for both Sweden and Denmark. The 

increasing focus on training and life-long learning in both countries, also by the social partners, 

implies an increase in the risk of strong dualization, and, by this making occupational welfare  an 

even stronger measure of stratification. Overall, Sweden and Denmark might thus be prime 
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examples of a possible development away from universality towards mainly of support for  those 

with a permanent position on the labour market, in accordance with the classical insider/outsider 

theory.  

 

However, recent year’s development does not really indicate that this, at least within the areas 

analysed in this article, has been of central concern, albeit the development in the field of pension 

points towards dualisatino. Further, Johansson argues for an increased role in Sweden, and if 

looking at the relative size of voluntary occupational welfare this is the case in both countries. In 

relative terms the increase in Sweden was from 3.9 to 8.5 of total spending from 1990 to 2009 

(Natali and Pavolini, 2014). 

 

In Denmark, the possible increase is more due to the gradual retrenchment of the level of benefits, 

e.g. a form of retrenchment by decay (Saxonborg and Sirovátka, 2009), or a kind of drift in social 

policy (Beland, Rocco and Waddan, 2016, Beland and Powell, 2016), although also that for the 

partners the development of at least part of the occupational welfare was seen as complimentary to 

the state system. The losers of the development have been those with a more rudimentary access to 

the labour market and self-employed3 with low level of income not being able to save for pension 

purposes, something which can be increased in the years to come given the possible changes on the 

labour market (Greve, 2017).. 

 

At the same time, it looks like that the strong areas of occupational welfare sometimes complement, 

while at the same time reduces retrenchment by increased emphasis on employer’s role in financing 

welfare benefits, see Figure 1. Furthermore, that it is possible (as with ATP in Denmark) that a 

solution which firstly was only for those on the labour market are extended to groups outside the 

labour market, e.g. in the Danish case to unemployed and people on early retirement pension. 

 

Figure 1 Reasons for increase in occupational welfare and consequences hereof in Nordic welfare 

states 

 

                                                      
3 A recent information on pension savings in Denmark showed that there is many on social benefits and self-employed 
among those 750.000 persons saving least for pension-purspose (www.atp.dk – Nyhedsbrevet Faktum, Faktum 162). 

http://www.atp.dk/
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 Retrenchment  Voluntary by labour market 

partners 

Sickness Yes, as this has increased 

employers spending 

Some support to trying get 

people quickly back to the 

labour market, while also 

being a coercive measure from 

the state on employers 

Pension Yes, by reducing state 

supplementary pension – still 

keeping the basic pension a 

universal system 

Yes, combined with lack of 

state resource to increase 

spending 

Leave Yes, as this has increased 

employers spending 

Intention to help in solving 

work-family balance 

Source: Own depiction 

 

The Figure 1 is an indication of the possible presumably intended as well as unintended 

consequences of the development in occupational welfare. It also highlights that the interaction 

between state and occupational welfare is not simple and linear, but interwoven, and, that the 

original intention can have been different than what has later been the outcome of decisions in the 

areas. 

 

In all three areas the occupational welfare has directly or indirectly reduced the pressure both 

directly and indirectly on the welfare states expenditures. Direct by lowering expenditures, 

indirectly by reducing pressure for increases in state welfare. 

 

In the field of pensions, the original deal was to ensure an increase in saving, while it was the 

possible option at the collective agreement, including also an indirect accepts of, that it might be 

difficult to increase spending on pensions in the future. However, it was not part of the agreement 

that the second tier of the pension system should reduce spending (and this was first decided a few 

years later) with a reduction in the supplementary pensions for people with high income. Despite 
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this it has an upside-down effect as those in the highest decile, at least in Denmark, also in the 

occupational based pension fund, has the highest proportion paid into4. 

 

In the field of sickness and leave benefit the impact is even more indirectly by that the gradual 

reduction in the real level of state benefits, has implied an increase in the payment for the employers 

as they pay full wage income (for most of the time) for those who are sick or on leave. 

 

The development and increase of occupational welfare due to retrenchment is strong in the Swedish 

case despite it has mainly been thought of as supplementary. This as the partners “have offset some 

of this decline” (Jansson, et. Al., 2016, p. 47) with occupational based and especially since the 

pension reform at the beginning of this millennium. 

 

The increase in the importance of occupational welfare also implies a stronger economic impact and 

division between those on and those outside the labour market, which might increase in the years to 

come also outside the Nordic countries (Greve, 2017a). 

 

Conclusion 

 

Occupational welfare is an important component even in the universal Nordic welfare states. It 

seems highly to be complimentary to the state welfare system – e.g. topping up income during 

sickness and leave, and, ensuring by saving for pension purposes that there is a higher income 

replacement when retiring from the labour market than without the occupational welfare, especially 

for those with a stable labour market attachment. The development to a large degree in the countries 

has moved in the same direction, and with the implication that the universality of the systems are 

becoming less strong than it used to be. 

There has, by now, for a relatively long-time not in the areas covered in the article been any real 

decided direct increase in the spending related to occupational welfare, albeit they as a consequence 

of the systems relatively has been increasing.. Speculatively, one could argue that this has been due 

to the financial crisis gradual more weak position of especially the trade unions. However, it could 

                                                      
4 Data from Forsikring og Pension webpage, accessed the 13th of October, 2016. 
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reflect that saving for pension purposes has reached a level people would prefer, and, that 

employers has been reluctant to increase payment during sickness for an even longer time spell than 

it is today. At the same time, the development points towards an impact through increase due to 

indirect consequence of other decisions. 

The analysis further shows that the dualisation on the labour market strengthen the divide in society 

as a consequence of the use of occupational welfare. Thus, use of occupational welfare even if 

intended to be supplementary will as a side effect have a negative impact on the distribution. 

Therefore, dualisation on the labour market implies gradually more inequal societies and less 

universality in prime examples of universal welfare states.  
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