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The challenge for the advanced countries is to stay wealthy in a rapidly evolving
and ever more competitive global economy. As a new digital era emerges and the
mechanisms of value creation – i.e. the engines of productivity and growth – change in
volatile marketplaces, wealthy nations have to find new ways to adapt. Particularly in
Europe, successful adjustment has often been posed as a choice between social protection
and market flexibility. In this paper, we recast this all too common framing and
emphasize instead that competitive advantage for the advanced countries may be built
through appropriate social policy. Upon clarifying the character of competition in the
emerging digital era, we argue that the long-standing strong social protection systems
particularly in many European countries could be leveraged to these countries’ unique
advantage in the emerging digital era. With such benefits as promoting social peace and
assisting people in meeting new labour market demands, social protection systems have
an important role to play in helping societies reorganize existing economic structures in
support of successful adaptation to new competitive conditions.1
The first section situates the current dynamics and choices of the digital era by
briefly tracing the evolution of historical production paradigms, highlighting for each the
relationships between technology, business problems, and the resulting domestic and
international politics. The second section then delineates a newly emerging digital
production paradigm and elaborates the accompanying theory of value creation. Driven
by the application of distinctive digital tools, firms’ internal functions increasingly
become products to be bought in the market, products that generated premium prices are
turned into commodities, and the sources of differentiation for products, services and
their production processes evolve.
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The third section moves from a focus on corporate adaptation to a discussion of
the state’s role in the digital economy. Against conventional arguments that market
flexibility requires the reduction of social protections, we argue that properly organized
social protections facilitate market adjustment. Rather than conceiving of a trade-off
between social protections and economic growth, we probe the purposes and operations
of those protections. We make use of the Danish case as a proof point to demonstrate
how European traditions of social protection can be consistent with the social and labour
market flexibility required for successful adaptation to the new market environment. In
Denmark, the configuration of social protection encourages the population to be open to
change, promotes individual skill enhancement and collective social learning, and makes
possible innovations in social organization. A final section reflects on the lessons of the
Danish experience for other European countries’ attempts to meet the challenges of the
digital era. Lessons about social protection are relevant not only for the ‘coordinated’
economies of Continental Europe, but they apply more widely, even to distinctly ‘liberal’
countries. Appropriate social protections can (and have) become important parts of
negotiated economic reform packages in a great variety of institutional settings.2

Section 1: Evolving Models of Production and Competition3
Every historical era of value creation involves distinct business problems, a
changing role of the ‘international’ in the dynamics of the national economy, and new
patterns of state involvement in the economy. The next section will describe these
shifting variables in the phases leading up to the digital era. During this discussion, keep
in mind that the three variables above are not independent, but actively move and shape
each other in an ongoing process. The second issue, the relationship between technology
2

and the production and distribution of goods and services, will complement this
chronology, serving as a guide to shifts between periods.
1.1 American dominance: Fordism and mass manufacture
Fordism, as it came to be called, was capitalism in one country. In the United
States, it combined mass production with Keynesian demand management. Mass
production, epitomized by Henry Ford and the Model T, was the first twentieth century
production revolution, though its roots lie earlier in the 19th century. In this system, largescale manufacture implied rigidity. Fixed costs in the production line and design were
high; consequently changes in products or reductions in volume were difficult and
expensive. Important features include a) the separation of conception from execution –
managers design systems, which are operated by workers in rigidly defined roles that
match them to machine function; b) the ‘push’ of products through these systems and into
the market; c) large-scale integrated corporations, whose size and market dominance
reflect mass manufactures’ economies of scale.4 While the scale of mass production
created scale efficiency advantages, the rigidity of the production system created
political, not just technical, problems.
Drops in demand were difficult to absorb for companies structured according to
Fordist principles, leaving the national economy rigid as well. An initial downturn in
demand could cumulate into sharper economic downturns. Booms and busts implied
worker dislocations, and the national economic policy counterpart of the corporate
business cycle management task became the political debate about how to use public
policy to cushion not only the economic dislocations but also the political dislocations
associated with mass unemployment. Domestic demand management policies, associated

3

with the label of Keynesianism, were born. They were expanded in the Bretton Woods
era, when an international fixed exchange-rate regime and economic growth rates in
excess of long-term interest rates made them highly efficacious.
1.2 Challenges from lean production and flexible specialization
Challenges to American manufacturing came from two directions. The more
important challenge was the interconnected set of Japanese production innovations,
loosely called flexible volume production or lean production.5 The Japanese lean
production system seemed to allow for rapid market response by providing both the
flexibility to adjust output in existing lines as well as introducing new products.6 If the
political story of Fordism highlights national strategies for demand management, the
Japanese story of lean production highlights the role of a ‘developmental’ state and the
interaction among the markets and producers of the advanced countries in international
competition.7 The Japanese state actively promoted domestic development with closed
markets at home, while ‘free-riding’ on the international system to use exports for
stabilizing the domestic economy. The combination of an open international system with
intense but controlled competition behind managed trade borders proved decisive in the
emergence of the innovative and distinctive Japanese system of lean flexible volume
production.8
The second challenge to the classical American mass production model came
from Europe under such labels as diversified quality production and flexible
specialization at about the same time.9 Typified by the ‘Third Italy’ and Germany’s
Baden-Württemberg, these versions of craft production survived and prospered in the late
twentieth century. The particular political economy of the two countries gave rise to
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distinctive patterns of company and community strategies. Deploying flexible machinery
and relying on skilled workforces rather than on paying low wages, firms in these
countries often competed in global markets on the basis of quality rather than price and
on their ability to produce short runs of semi-custom goods. Flexible regional networks
and within-firm structures allowed them to more effectively adapt to the radical
uncertainties and discontinuities of global market competition than larger, more rigidly
organized companies. The emphases in these European production models are the
horizontal connections, the connections within the community or region of peers, as
distinct from the vertical or hierarchical connections of the dominant Japanese
companies. The flexible specialization model hinges on local institutions, such as
chambers of commerce, vocational training systems and public research facilities, which
permit the continuous combination and recombination of local activities. Thus, the two
innovative challenges to American production dominance each featured distinct roles for
policy and the state.
1.3 The transition to a digital age and the American comeback: Wintelism and Cross
National Production Networks
The first chapter of the digital era can be best characterized by the emergence of
Wintelism and Cross-National Production Networks (CNPNs).10 The term Wintelism
reflects the sudden rise in importance of constituent elements and components in defining
the terms of competition in the markets for the final products. This translated into a
consequent strategic shift in competition away from the vertical control of production by
final assemblers. Cross-National Production Networks was the label first applied to the
consequent disintegration of the industry’s value chain into constituent functions that can

5

be contracted out to independent producers wherever those companies are located in the
global economy, further accelerating the global division of labour. The networks permit
firms to weave together the constituent elements of the value-chain into new production
systems that facilitate diverse points of innovation. They also turned large segments of
complex manufacturing into a commodity available in the market.
Wintelism emerged as a strategic response by American producers to the Japanese
production challenge during the 1980s and involved both new terms of competition and a
new model of production. For the first time, producers from different nodes in the value
chains competed over control of the evolution of technology and final markets. Even
component companies succeeded in shaping market segments. Most importantly,
Wintelist competition tends to be a struggle over the setting and evolution of de facto
product market standards. Components and subsystems are built to generally agreed
standards that emerged in the marketplace, and open – but owned – standards create de
facto intellectual property (IP)-based monopolies or dominant positions. Additionally, as
portions of the value chain can be broken into modules, the production/manufacturing of
any system with clearly defined components and subsystems can be outsourced.
Politically, the Wintelist era was marked by domestic deregulation, especially in
the United States, and American-led international agreements that created an ever more
open international trade system. In addition to deregulation, American markets also
shifted competition and market leverage toward component makers. These initially
domestic phenomena eventually reshaped the electronics industries worldwide. Ever
more extensive and dispersed networks of investment, trade, and production were the first
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step in an evolution of complex global production networks and supply chain
management.
1.4 ‘Globalisation with borders’ and era of digital services
The classic version of the globalisation story stresses how the internationalisation
of business – enabled by lower ‘transaction costs’ associated with technological change –
has severely constrained active government policy. In contrast, the evolution of
production paradigms sketched out above suggests a different take on globalisation. Each
production model’s power in international competition rested on its national basis and/or
explicit government action. From this alternate vantage, globalisation is a story of
national innovations played out on a larger stage. A sequence of new competitors, new
and often unexpected loci of innovation and production, bring new processes, products
and business models to the international marketplace. It is a ‘globalisation with
borders’.11
Between the historical periods described above, there has been a constant
reshuffling among products, commodities, and differentiated assets, which in turn has
changed business models, domestic, and international politics. Globalisation only
accelerates the reshuffling, and digital tools often are the means of accomplishing the
reshuffle. In the Wintelist era, production increasingly became a commodity.
Manufacturing firms went offshore for cost reasons or to have access to local markets,
but discovered abroad a widely distributed capacity for technical and management
innovation. Outsourcing led to cross-national production networks and eventually skills
of supply chain management, each step making the next phase of outsourcing, i.e. the
commodification of production, easier.
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This brings us to the beginning of the digital era. As was true in earlier periods,
dramatic marketplace developments are cooking inside of firms and in (inter)national
systems of innovation and competition, largely unobserved by the outside. If Microsoft’s
Windows product was a champion of Wintelism, Google’s online services may be an
early champion of the digital era.
What is new about the digital era is the range of activities eligible for such a
reshuffling, as the digital era expands modularization beyond physical processes. This
opens up new challenges, in particular because services are deeply rooted in social
processes. Moving service task might run into stronger social constraints than was the
case with many manufacturing processes. In either case, it may be technically easier for
services to move offshore today than it was for manufacturers to do so twenty years ago.
The required tool set of computers, software, and communications is available in the
market and easily transported. How far will this geographic dispersion go? Can all
activities be placed just anywhere? Is there any geographic stickiness to production or
services?
In developing frameworks for answers to these questions, we will acknowledge
the digital tools at the root of this unbundling and expand on what this decomposition of
tasks means for business models, the provision of services and internal corporate
organization. More importantly, we will define the key components of value creation in
the new digital era and thus lay the foundation for the subsequent discussion of how
policymakers can promote competitiveness in a digital global environment.
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Section 2: Value Creation in a Digital Era12
The current phase of the digital era is associated with a new set of distinctive
tools, tools for thought. These tools amplify brainpower by manipulating, organizing,
transmitting, and storing information in the way the technologies of the Industrial
Revolution amplified muscle power.13 The tool set rests on a conception of information
as something that can be expressed in binary form, open to subsequent manipulation.14 It
consists of the hardware that executes the processing instructions and the software, i.e.
the written programmes defining the procedures and rules, that guide how the hardware
equipment’s information processing. In addition, it includes the data networks that
interlink the processing nodes, and the network of networks, which together create a
digital community and society.
These tools facilitate two interlinked significant economic transformations that
are changing the logic of value creation in the global economy: the modularization and
unbundling of corporate activity and the algorithmic revolution of services. Combined
with the increasing knowledge requirements of the digital era, these shifts demand new
corporate strategies, new organizations, and ultimately, new policies.
2.1 Modularization and unbundling: products, commodities, and differentiated assets
To understand the changing logic of value creation we begin by pondering three
familiar notions: products, commodities, and differentiated assets. A product, whether
object or service, is an item that can be bought and sold in the market. A commodity is a
good or service that is exchanged in competitive markets with little advantage to any
particular buyer or seller. A product becomes a commodity when it is generally available
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from a number of suppliers on common terms in the market. Finally, a differentiated
asset creates the basis for premium price, distinctive sales advantage, or cost advantage in
production or distribution.
Consider some of the implications of modularization. Production becomes a
product to be purchased in the marketplace through contract manufacturers or
outsourcers. Even R & D, development and innovation, and internal competitive
differentiators become commodities. With the explosion in total knowledge, firms cannot
be at the cutting edge in all technology developments that affect them, and must become
technology integrators who look outside the firm for portions of production.15 Firms are
buying R & D from universities and start-ups, or they are sourcing from joint product
development projects and technology development outposts.16 Richard Baldwin sees in
the rise of modularization a new paradigm for globalisation, stressing how a ‘great
‘unbundling’ geographically pulls apart activities and locations in a powerful way.17
Extreme versions of the unbundling are found in radically new production
systems, such as open source software development. The collaborative work
arrangements it points to are both about production of software and made possible by the
digital networks.18 Open source as a principle of organization hinges on distinct
approaches to mobilization and coordination of work, not a vague voluntarism but
replicable rules of participation and gain. It rests on foundations that turn notions of
property from ones of control of the use of an object, or an objectified body of code or
knowledge, into control of the processes of distribution.
Firms have to decide, and continuously reassess, questions such as what elements
of production and development are effectively high-end commodities, which technologies
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are strategic assets best acquired, procured on an exclusive basis or developed in-house,
and how to move to capture distinctive technological assets.19
Moreover, modularization of product and unbundling of activities create an array
of product markets. Each subsystem, module, task, or component suddenly becomes a
potential product in inter-firm and international trade.20 Each modularized component of
a product or unbundled function is a point of entry, and each point of entry creates an
opportunity to mobilize resources, create market advantage, and generate retainable
positions. As new competitors from diverse places enter the markets, competition in
product markets intensifies, and more goods and services become commodities. The pace
of change of change and innovation accelerates. This produces a constant reshuffling of
what is produced within the corporation, what is outsourced, and what is located where.
A dominant feature of the digital era is the commodification of the whole array of
products and components. This squeezes profits in many domains, generates market
uncertainty and constantly changes the character and terms of business competition. The
result is an urgent and constant drive by firms to find the ‘sweet spot’ in the value chain
and in the market – the (at least momentarily) defensible point to capture distinctive
advantage and profit.
It was long conventional to consider market competition within sectors – defined
market segments with understandable sets of competitors, terms of market entry and
competition. Now one hears talk of ‘value domains’. The notion of ‘value domain’ points
to the array of digital functions that can be embedded in a small chunk. For example, in
one sense Canon’s worst competitor is Nokia.21 And Nokia, which can provide music on
its cell phones, in turn faces competition from Apple’s iPod. The bloc of electronics
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encased in plastic can be a PDA, a phone, a camera, a music device, or a television, all
‘value domains’ in which the products, and their functionality and design, can be defined.
Value domains are where companies must now seek to create differentiated assets. But
how does one capture a value domain? Which functions will retain value and which will
become commodities?
Digital tools and information products change the task of creating unique or
differentiated goods with premium prices, or generating products for which consumers
will pay a premium. Digital tools give firms new ways to identify who will pay how
much for what, allowing them to better match offerings to the demand functions of ever
smaller groups of consumers and then create products or give functionality to commodity
products that people are willing to pay for. Analytic tools and database management
permit new segmentation strategies that create value by targeting markets smaller and
more unique than ever before. Firms can segment consumers into sub-components, each
with distinct needs and wishes. Firms attack these specific segments with distinctively
branded, products; classical strategies of activities such as branding and design will
remain critical for differentiation. Collecting detailed information about customers as
groups or individuals in a variety of forms, credit cards or grocery store purchases
through loyalty cards are obviously very important to companies having chosen this
particular strategy.22
Think for a minute about how digitally rooted online sales/marketing and supply
chain management alter the links between a firm and its customers as well as suppliers.
The Dell story tells how innovative uses of the net that tie customers from sales through
production can create dramatic advantage.23 Furthermore, as development and production
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processes are woven together to speed up the time to market and improve design choices,
the lines between production, design, and development blur even further. Again, this
happens not only in products, but in traditional service industries as well. For example,
retail trade, an industry that has changed little over the centuries, has been dramatically
transformed as digital tools allow firms to offer new services in a way never before
possible, both through in firm restructuring and interactions with the customer. Over the
past ten years, a new model of ‘lean-retailing’ has begun to loom over its global
competitors. The industry leader, Wal-Mart, has built a global empire by efficiently
applying digital tools throughout its organization to connect suppliers to customers in
unheard of ways. Through Wal-Mart’s Retail Link system, suppliers now know what
customers are purchasing in near real-time, allowing considerable advantages for firms
with the flexibility to respond to changes in consumer demand.
Once the market segments are defined, digital tools may then also help firms
create functional variety in products. Early on, the insurance industry moved from using
computers exclusively for back office operations to using them to create customized
products for particular consumers.24 Standard products can be given diverse functionality.
The coffee maker that automatically turns on at a particular time in the morning depends
on simple digital functionality. The difference between many higher speed, higher price,
printers and their slower, lower price, brethren is in the software that tells the printer how
to operate.25 Firms have new ways to identify who will pay how much for what, and then
create products or give functionality to commodity products that people are willing to pay
for.
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2.2 Services: The fourth algorithmic revolution
Modularization is just the beginning of the story, a story that includes the services
transformation. Firms began to outsource and offshore not only manufacturing activities,
but also internal services tasks, ranging from low-level accounting, to high-level R&D.
The commodification of particular goods and service activities accelerates the increasing
pressure to innovation in products, processes, and firm-level organization. Consequently,
the competitive struggle increasingly becomes a search for distinctive advantages in the
shifting ‘sweet spot’. Repositioning around services becomes part of that search for both
this defensible position in the value chain and the capabilities to sustain this position
through innovation.26
The services story, the algorithmic transformation, has several dimensions. The
relevant aspect for our discussion is that when transformed digitally, services become
central to strategy as an antidote for or a response to commodified production, whether
those products are manufactured goods or software. Product companies, such as IBM,
that had embedded services in their product offerings begin offering services with
hardware embedded. The IBM story points to the blurring of the distinction between
services and products in a digital era, a distinction that has never been very clear.
However, now the blurred line between product and service becomes a matter of strategic
importance. Consider accounting: Accounting is a personal service provided by
accountants utilizing tools from the original double-entry bookkeeping system to
computers. But if you create a digital accounting program and put it on a CD, put it in a
box, call it Quicken, and allow its unlimited use by the purchaser, then you have a
product. If you put the program on the Web for access with support for use on a fee basis,
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then you likely offer a service.27 There is a strategic significance well beyond the blurring
itself. Apple’s iPod sells a music service not just a device; Finland’s elevator/crane
company (Kone) repositions itself as providing ‘elevation’ services rather than merely
producing elevators and cranes, or a Chilean mining company offers IT-enabled remote
mining services.28
Looking more generally, service activities are changed when they can be
converted into formalizable, codifiable, computable processes – processes often with
clearly defined rules, algorithms – for their execution. Services, thus unbundled into
modules and activities, become tradable and footloose. As a result of this algorithmic
services transformation, services, once considered an economic sinkhole, are seen as a
source of growth and productivity. What we call the services transformation is not about
the growth in quantity or value of activities we label services. Rather, it is the
transformation of service activities, resulting from the application of rule-based
Information Technology, which alters how these activities are conducted and value is
created.
The consequences are pervasive. At the firm and industry level, business
processes, from finance and accounting through customer support and CRM, are altered
when they can be treated as matters of information and data management. Routine and
manual functions are automated, enabling a fundamental reorganization of activities.
Likewise, sensors and sensor-based networks change many personal services – such as
home care becoming a monitored distance activity – requiring a corresponding shift in
skills.
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Returning to modularization, we find that the algorithmic transformation of
services permits the unbundling of service activities, facilitating outsourcing and the easy
relocation of activities. Firms acquire capabilities outside the firm, or seek cost, speed, or
process advantage through outsourcing. This reorganization of service provision
represents a new division of labour within the firm; old tasks become automated, usually
requiring workers to take on new tasks and develop new skills.
2.3 Knowledge and organization in the digital economy
Finally, the shifting character of value creation in a digital era is captured by
considering the problem of knowledge and information. Knowledge, particularly
theoretical knowledge, has been recognized as an essential element of the contemporary
economy. Beyond being valuable as an expression of information, the digitization of
knowledge opens boundless possibilities for the application of digital tools for thought. In
a digital form information can be formalized, stored, searched, transmitted, and used to
control the operations of physical processes.29 We can put the catalogue of the Library of
Congress onto a single digital memory stick and transmit it around the globe. The
complex relationships on which engines operate or planes fly can be stated as algorithms,
represented in digital form. The flood of data made possible by these tools can drown the
recipient. How do we know in an avalanche of facts and stated relationships which ones
we care about? Oddly, the same ‘tools for thought’ make easier the creation of
meaningful information and the generation of knowledge from the flood of digital data.
Codified knowledge, whether stored digitally or embedded in equipment, requires
context in order to be useful. In a digital era, this necessitates experiments with
knowledge management to force open the very fundamental question of what knowledge
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is. According to Nielsen and Nielsen, knowledge unfolds in the iterative processes
between tacit and codified forms, and optimizing knowledge in organizations is
essentially an issue of optimizing these iterative processes.30
There is an organizational implication of this consideration of the nature of
knowledge. Internally, the company organizations required for most efficient
manufacturing might not be the same as those required for effective exploitation of
knowledge. In the 1980s, the Japanese innovations of flexible volume production using
lean, just-in-time techniques created a distinctive production advantage and rocked
market competition. Is there a similar revolution afoot now? Lorenz and Valeyre claim to
have identified a new ‘learning’ model of corporate organization that significantly
departs from traditional craft organization, taylorist organization and lean production
systems; particularly, they see this distinctive organizational form emerging in Northern
Europe, principally the Nordic countries.31 In the case study on Denmark, we will both
explore this new organization form and the political-social environment that supports it.
2.4 Implications
Every era contains a certain level of uncertainty and risk. What is distinctive
about the digital era is the pervasive and continuous uncertainty, as new and established
players use evolving technological tools to create and rapidly obliterate opportunities for
unique value. This shifting sweet spot creates an ongoing and urgent need for companies’
flexibility and adaptability. In general, we need to fundamentally rethink how firms
organize their activities, how international markets work, and what governments can do
to promote growth and create sustainable advantage.32
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The question is then why do some companies, and more importantly societies,
make better bets or more effectively conduct the process of experimentation and
evaluation that must carry them into the future? What are the social and political rules
that might facilitate this process and create a resource base conducive for success? In the
next section, we will argue that the ability to effectively read the market, quickly develop
new strategies, and turn these strategies into deliverable products rests in national
economic environments. In short, nations can build firm competencies in innovation,
flexibility, and planning.
The tasks for states are not easy ones. To manoeuvre successfully in an
environment of constantly shifting advantages and under pressure to rapidly create
differentiated assets, they need to be able to both sustain individual and collective
learning processes and implement the business, social and technological innovations
generated by these processes.33 So what resources should the state furnish to encourage
workers and firms alike to push the boundaries of their economic offerings?34 Traditional
offerings will need to continue from the industrial era, such as providing a skilled
workforce, centres of technology development, or the state’s conventional role in
providing economic infrastructure and the institutions of the marketplace35. In a digital
world, however, what may be most important is a balance of both flexibility and social
protection, two concepts that many observers mistakenly view as at odds. With that in
mind, not only can states help show companies where to place their bets, they can give
society the nerves to let them do so.
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Section 3: Leveraging Social Protection for National Adjustment
But what about places? The ever-evolving marketplace of the digital era requires
companies to frequently re-cast themselves: what they produce, which markets they
address, how they produce and deliver the good or service, how they are organized, and
indeed, with more difficulty, whom they employ and where they employ them. The
flexibility to move and to move quickly is key, but that puts great pressure on
communities and polities. There is no doubt that flexibility will be essential for future
success. However, the question remains how best to achieve it.
The liberal position assumes that social protections act as rigidities that hinder the
efficient functioning of market-led adaptation. Indeed, by virtue of posing a choice
between protection and adaptation, liberal reasoning has to come out against protection.
According to the liberal position, cutting welfare state programs and reducing the
perceived monopoly power of trade unions is the way to increase nations’ social and
labour market flexibility in preparation for new challenges.36 In our view, such simplicity
is wrong. We consciously reject this framing, a view which became very popular after the
end of the Cold War and seemed supported by both the tenor of ‘expert’ opinion (such as
the 1994 OECD Jobs Study) and – not least – the apparent success of Margaret
Thatcher’s success in ‘getting Britain back to work’.
The current evidence convinces us that there is another way, one that is not only
more equitable but – importantly – also seems to deliver benefits for societies and
companies, which promise to constitute comparative advantages in the digital era. In the
digital era, social policy provides a necessary counterpart to corporate adaptation. Why?
Let us start with a broad definition of how a community, country, or region can succeed
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in global competition. The competitiveness of a location is the degree to which it can,
under free and fair market conditions, produce goods and services that meet the test of
international markets while simultaneously expanding the real incomes of its citizens.37
In this section, we argue that national social protection systems can underwrite
this competitiveness, facilitating both corporate experimentation and frequent reorganization. We will present our argument of how social policy can support adaptation
to the emerging digital era in three steps. We start by reviewing the essential role that
social protections have historically played for the efficient functioning of labour markets,
facilitating structural change und supporting production strategies. Subsequently, we turn
our focus to the record of Danish adjustment over the last two decades. We present the
Danish case as a proof point of how social protections can be consistent with – and better
still facilitate – the social and labour market flexibility required in the digital era. In a
final step, we acknowledge that national social protection systems are not created equal,
and many will need to be reformed to facilitate economic changes as well as the Danish
arrangements have done.
3.1 Social protection and market performance
A long lineage of political economy research, an important complement to
analyses in mainstream economics, has emphasized that real-world markets are always
socially and political embedded. Indeed, according to political economy scholars,
efficient market functioning crucially depends on appropriate institutional
intermediation.38 In turn, these scholars have included institutions and social forces in
their analyses. We follow this tradition. In turn, rather than calling for removing the
rigidities of social protections as the liberals do, we intend to focus on the real policy
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challenge: to find the most ‘flexible rigidities’ that can supply the right balance between
flexibility and protection.39
The political economy approach is particularly relevant for understanding the
performance of labour markets. Given labour’s social, personal and physical
embeddedness, there exists no ‘perfect’, non-intermediated labour market. Labour’s
unique features include 1) a perverse backward-bending supply function, 2) the highly
‘differentiated’ nature of the commodity based on people’s different skill endowments,
and 3) the active collaboration required of the seller of labour.40 These properties reduce
the scope for using simple, parsimonious and institution-free economic models to help us
understand labour market adjustment.41
So how should we go about analyzing labour markets with social and institutional
factors in mind? Let us briefly review how non-market elements such as social protection
and collective action by workers increase both the efficiency of labour markets and
ultimately provide them with their necessary legitimacy. First, as for all markets, labour
allocation needs rules and limits to sustain continued competition as unfettered
competition may destroy the market. Moreover, workers have no incentive to invest in
skills that are specific to firms or particular economic sectors without unemployment
insurance protection reducing the risks associated with such skill investments.42
The legitimacy dimension is just as – if not more – important. Polanyi famously
argued that the establishment of a viable labour market required more than merely
commodifying labour; in what he referred to as a ‘second movement’, he called for
creating mechanisms to shelter workers from the social dislocations associated with
market rule, so that workers would accept market rule itself.43 Social protections
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legitimize the deployment of market mechanisms, facilitate resource transfers and thus
increased the flexibility of business in the economy. At the same time, they support
market adjustment through securing social peace – by compensating the losers of
economic change – and encouraging broad sections of the population to adapt to
changing environments.
History has amply demonstrated the importance of social protections in reducing
the conflict between the effects of market rule and the social and physical needs of
workers. During industrialization, in the ‘satanic mills’, the early capitalists were still
able to ensure workers’ active collaboration through promoting ruinous Hobbesian
competition between workers.44 However, the limits of such strategies became clear in
the social upheavals that ensued.
The welfare state is not the only mechanism of social compensation that can be
used to provide market adaptation. Consider the system of agricultural protections – the
‘Common Agricultural Policy’ (CAP) – that the European Union maintains to this day.
This policy might be expensive to the consumer, but it also performed an important role
in facilitating sectoral changes throughout much of Europe and, particularly, in France, a
country in which agriculture was still the economy’s largest sector after the Second
World War. Since then, Europe’s once agriculture-based economies became industrial
powerhouses and are now increasingly dominated by services. Each phase of
development and modernization has been associated with social transformations, which –
in turn – have been supported by social protections. In many cases, economic
development is facilitated by a mix of compensations that ease market processes.
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As briefly surveyed in this article’s first section on the ‘evolving models of
production and competition’, social protections have facilitated the successes of quite
different production paradigms. For example, remember that the success of Fordism
required Keynesian policy buffers to offset systemic political and production rigidity.
Later, the interplay between production and protection was quite different for the
production paradigm of diversified quality production. Here, union rights and workers’
social protections functioned as ‘beneficial constraints’ on managers’ actions.45 Managers
had to devise corporate strategies that were not only competitive in the market, but also
allowed them to get worker support and cope with high labour costs. Given these
constraints, many German companies chose to production strategies that emphasized the
products’ quality and could thus evade price competition.
Over the last two decades, the competitive environment has radically changed,
and the digital era poses a new set of political and production challenges. At the same
time, the basic historical lesson – that social protections can facilitate the workings of the
market – continues to hold. In the digital era, firms face a much higher level of
continuous uncertainty than it was the case in previous eras. In turn, firms’ success in the
new environment is predicated on being able to react flexibly, which itself is dependent
on access to mobile workers with up-to-date skills and the ability to work autonomously.
Importantly, workers’ social protection programmes can play a key role in supporting
companies’ competitiveness by providing them with these resources. To demonstrate
how, we will now turn to the Danish case.
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3.2 ‘Flexicurity’ and Danish performance
We invoke the country as a case of national innovation in a globalizing world in
which borders continue to matter. Denmark has over the last two decades successfully
leveraged its social protection system to support socio-economic innovations, which – in
our view – seem very much like a flexible specialization model updated for the digital
era. During the last few years, Danish social protection and labour market institutions
have become widely recognized as supporting a system of ‘flexicurity’, i.e. one that
combines the promotion of labour market flexibility with the provision of social security.
Having bolstered social flexibility and business competitiveness while securing political
stability, these institutions have been identified as sustaining the country’s ‘institutional
competitiveness’.46 To underscore the point, let us mention that the Economist
Intelligence Unit recently declared Denmark as the best place in the world to conduct
business over the next five years, and the World Economic Forum scored it at fourth
place in its growth competitiveness index for 2005.47
Denmark’s high labour market and social flexibility can be tracked on a variety of
measures. First, in Denmark, job mobility is very high, with Danish levels matching those
of the United States and Britain; the median job tenure in Denmark is a relatively short
4.4 years, compared to 10.7 years in Germany and 7.8 years in Sweden.48 Every year, an
average of 10 percent of total jobs is created or destroyed, and roughly one third of the
entire labour force is newly recruited or dismissed. At the same time, Denmark’s labour
market participation is among the highest and long-term unemployment among the
lowest in Europe.49 For example, in 2004, long-term unemployment of more than 12
months in Denmark was half the level of the EU 15 (22.6 per cent compared with 42.4
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per cent).50 Finally, the Danish population displays a strong general openness to change.
When asked, if globalisation was a threat or an opportunity, the Danish population was
the most open to globalisation in Europe. Among the Danes, 77 per cent saw
globalisation as an opportunity versus only 16 per cent seeing it as a threat. This sharply
– and positively – contrasts with the results in Britain and Germany, where the numbers
were 45 versus 38 per cent and 34 versus 59 per cent respectively.51
There is no doubt that Denmark’s social protection system plays a key role in
sustaining these outcomes, in particular, if we acknowledge the integration of the
Denmark’s training system into its structures of social protection in our analysis.52
Denmark has a unique system of ‘protected mobility’.53 In contrast to many other
European countries, Denmark grants little protection against unemployment through
statutory rules preventing worker lay-offs. Instead, the country offers social protection in
a different way by providing protection during unemployment and promoting chances for
workers to increase their employability. More precisely, the Danish system supplies very
generous unemployment benefits, administered through active case management and tied
to training opportunities for the unemployed. Thus, importantly, not only does the Danish
welfare state cushion to losers of economic change, it rearms them with the skills needed
to return to the market and be successful. This is increasingly vital in an era with a
growing premium placed on skill sets.
Let us elaborate briefly on the mechanisms of the system. Unemployment benefits
replace up to 80 per cent of an unemployed person’s former wage. This allows
individuals to search for the most suitable job rather than having to take the first available
one for lack of personal financial liquidity. For those individuals who do not find new

25

employment within a limited period, unemployment benefits become conditional on the
recipient participating in training measures.54 Lower social assistance benefits are
provided on the basis of citizenship rights.
In Denmark, the training measures for the unemployed are organizationally tied in
with the continuing training (or lifelong learning) activities of the currently employed,
improving their quality compared to the programs in other countries and reducing
potential stigmas of participation. The important role of training as an ‘active’ and
‘capacity-building’ social policy is widely recognized. Indeed, it is an instrument used so
intensively that Denmark is the undisputed leader in the provision of worker training in
the OECD and the European Union. Danish workers spend more time in training and skill
formation programs than workers in any other EU member state, and Denmark is the
OECD country with the highest level of employment policy expenditures.55
Crucially, the Danish training programmes deliver the desired effects, with the
active labour market policies putting workers into the position to connect with the market
in ways impossible without public support. The Danish workforce excels in continuous
up-skilling and re-skilling, in contrast to other countries, where vocational or university
education is often largely (or even solely) provided at the beginning of workers’ narrowly
circumscribed careers. Additionally, lifelong learning activities are available to the entire
Danish population, which combines the promotion of competitiveness with the
encouragement of social cohesion. This is, again, in stark contrast to other countries. For
example, in Germany, continuing training activities (usually within firms) are largely
targeted to those workers who already have attained a high level of education. Finally, the
Danish training system seems to do a very good job in teaching the skills needed by
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companies in the digital era, such as the ability to independently acquire more
knowledge, to engage in complex interpersonal communication and to autonomously
develop solutions to encountered problems.56 These skills are easily transferable on
external labour markets and allow for higher functional flexibility in internal labour
markets.57
These outcomes flow from the structure and financing instruments of the
programmes. First, there is the high share of public funding for training programs. In
addition to funding programmes for the unemployed, the state assumes much of the costs
for the general-skills training courses for currently employed workers.58 Second, there
exists a lot of leeway for Danish companies to shape the programs to meet their local
needs.
The benefits of the country’s institutional system for Danish companies are
myriad, expanding the available options for organizing their activities. Not only do
companies have a high degree of freedom in employing, deploying and adjusting their
labour forces, they also have ready access to a pool of workers with up-to-date skills and
a general willingness to learn more. In comparison to their competitors, Danish firms can
grant workers more autonomy, leaving them with more discretion for decision-making
unconstrained by hierarchical supervision systems.59 This provides the basis for very
effective decentralized knowledge management within the firm, a fact backed up by
Lorenz and Valeyre’s recent analysis of comparative European data.60 They find that a
new corporate ‘learning’ model is more prevalent in countries with universalist systems
of social protection.61 Through tapping into individuals’ knowledge to provide
organizational flexibility, the learning model provides a good basis for experimental
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corporate strategy.62 By facilitating close collaborations between companies’ customers,
production workers, and engineers, it has made possible continuous experimentation in
support of incremental innovation. The success of Danish companies in playing ‘global
games’, be it as independent operators in niche markets or as valuable subsidiaries of
multinational corporations, indicates the learning organization’s strategic value.63
The success of Danish companies extends inward, beyond the labor market, to
include the workplace as well. In 2007, The Great Place to Work Institute, an
international consultancy, ranked Denmark near the top of European nations, in terms of
the absolute number of companies it placed in the top “100 Best Workplaces in
Europe”.64 This is no small accomplishment, given that the other leaders possess much
larger populations and GDPs. Denmark has more than 60 times more companies in the
rankings than France, per unit of GDP, and almost 8 times as many as the nation with the
most firms on the list, Germany.65 In addition, the vast majority of the Danish firms are
homegrown, rather than American subsidiaries, which supports the notion that the Danish
economy supports innovation at home.
With such results, Denmark clearly demonstrates the viability of combining
economic modernization with European traditions of social protection.66 Danish
institutions provide workers with the security they need to act truly flexibly. This has
successfully allowed for the Schumpeterian processes of creative destruction, which are
so central to achieving economic growth and improving productivity in the digital era.
Importantly, Denmark’s performance is likely to continue, with recent policy studies
predicting that Denmark will receive net gains from future offshore outsourcing on the
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basis of its impressive re-employment rates for workers whose original jobs will be offshored.67
3.3 Flexibility and social protection
Arguably, at this stage, few other countries come close to Denmark’s inclusive
system of ‘protected individual mobility’.68 Rather than providing ‘protection for
change’, many countries’ social protection systems are often still too much oriented to
offering ‘protection from change’. Integrated into their countries’ economies in different
ways, and resting on distinct political compromises, countries’ social protection systems
differ along many dimensions, such as who is protected, at what level and through which
mechanisms.69 For example, in Continental European countries such as Germany and
France, social protection systems remain structured so as to protect the job-insiders with
strict employment protection rules and shield the self-employed from competition.70
Outsiders – while often recipients of public social assistance benefits – tend to remain
unemployed with little chance of re-integration into the workforce.71 Arguably, by
locking workers into specific types of activities, such systems of social protection
actually hinder the social adjustment necessary for the experimental economy.
Conceived in a pre-digital era and supporting older production strategies, many
countries’ social protection systems have often become dysfunctional, undermining rather
than boosting current strategies of value creation. For example, the self-reinforcing cycles
of highly-specific skill investment, which analysts claim to have identified in the
interaction of social protection and economic production in Germany, can be highly
beneficial; however, they can become a drag by undermining better offerings for more
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general analytic skill training, which will be high in demand in the new era with its
constantly shifting marketplace dynamics.72
It is clear that the incentives in some social protection systems need to be realigned to support the flexibility and learning that the new times demand. In particular,
rather than simply providing workers with job protection, systems need to be reoriented
to deliver true employment protection that assures workers’ re-entry into the labour
market. Most certainly, this will not be an easy process, and policy-makers will not be
able to simply adopt Danish institutions.73 Consider Japan and France. In Japan, social
protection is often embedded in private employment structures. Consequently, firm
failure is ‘socially too expensive’, leading to continued bank financing to prop up
troubled companies. Achieving flexibility in the Japanese context would require
unwinding the nexus of company/finance/social protection institutions.74 In France, social
protection is embedded in the defence of particular social and employment arrangements.
Apart from the formal system of government financed social protections, the economy
abounds with an array of ‘acquired rights’, situations that embed privileges from taxi
licenses through café licenses to protection of job locations.75 These job protections
hinder market entry; at the same time, they do little to prepare workers for competition in
the event of deregulation.
Most likely, reforms will not always have the desired effects. In Spain, the level
of social protection and employment security had long greatly diverged between labour
market insiders and a large number of outsiders, such as the unemployed and temporary
workers. When, in 1984, the government tried to make it easier for firms to fire workers
to redress this imbalance, these reforms ended up further increasing labour market
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segmentation by reinforcing the bargaining power and wages of insiders while
concentrating economic insecurities among a rising number of temporary workers.76
Predictable difficulties in adjusting social protection systems should – in our view
– not be used as an excuse for not attempting to rise to the challenge. After all, a
considerable pay-off might materialize upon finding a better balance between flexibility
and protection. Individual countries have shown that reforms can succeed. Denmark itself
is the best example. The country went through a deep institutional crisis in the 1980s, and
many features of its ‘active’ labour market policy were only introduced during the 1990s
and subsequent initiatives.77
Denmark’s system of employment rather than job security, in combination with
enhanced levels of external and internal flexibility could be taken as a best practice for
Europe, as illustrated by our discussion of the Danish case and supported by a growing
body of comparative literature on ‘flexicurity’.78 Comparative analysis has shown that
lay-off protections are quite ineffective in promoting a high feeling of job security. Quite
to the contrary, the Danish population – with a high number of workers experiencing
unemployment and receiving benefits during any given year – reports a higher feeling of
job security than is the case in all other OECD countries.79
Finally, the Danish case also proves that labour unions are not automatic
supporters of job protections but rather can see the bigger picture. A strong force in a
country, in which over 70 per cent of workers are their members, and collective
bargaining has a very strong tradition, Danish labour unions now actively support the
country’s labour market regime built around low lay-off protection. They even extol its
benefits to their members, doing so based on the recognition that easy firing often
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translates into easy hiring, a fact all too often lost in the debate on flexibility versus
protection.80

Section 4: Conclusion and Outlook for Europe
This essay makes two arguments. First, the competitive environment has really
changed in the digital era. Countries and companies face an ever more volatile
competitive marketplace. They have to manoeuvre in a competitive environment, in
which the ‘sweet spots’ for corporate success are constantly changing as companies’
internal functions become products, products become commodities, and the sources of
differentiation for products and processes are constantly evolving. The new ‘formula’ for
corporate success requires a social capacity for flexibility and adaptation.
Second, social protections can serve as essential sources of social capacity for
adaptation and change. Importantly, how those protections are organized and delivered is
as important as the level of protection. Continental European countries’ ‘dilemma’ of
providing ‘welfare without work’ is only one possible outcome that came about after a
history of ‘adjusting badly’.81 To the contrary, as seen in the Danish case, European
traditions of social protection can be the basis for continued growth and productivity in a
competitive marketplace.
Our policy stance is that rather than always conceiving of social protections as
‘politics against markets’, we embrace a perspective that sees a genuine role for social
protections as a ‘politics for/of markets’.82 We join fellow NPE-author Ian Gough in
urging European countries to look to their social systems as assets of future
competitiveness rather than burdens of the past.83 By embracing the positive correlation
between low employment protection, generous unemployment benefits and active labour
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market policy as a guide for policy, European countries are likely to be able to leverage
their social protection systems for comparative advantage in the digital era. Social
protection is neither always bad nor always good for competitiveness.84 Rather, a good
balance between social protection and flexibility facilitates employment protection and
allows social policy to promote economic growth.
On the production side, finding this balance may be critical in creating distinctly
European alternatives in the digital era to Wintelism, which was highly rooted in the
liberal American experience. If diversified quality production and flexible specialization
represented viable alternatives to Fordist mass production in the industrial age, there
might well be similar corollaries in the age of digital services. There certainly exists more
than one way to use innovations in corporate organization such as modularization and the
outsourcing of tasks. High levels of social protection, long seen as a burden, may be the
key to unlocking new possibilities that remain closed in the American context. However,
only the future will tell whether these can be combined into a larger institutional system
of interlocking parts that produces unique service offerings.
While reforms will be necessary, the debate about how nations can get to such an
outcome is actively engaged. This is not simply a theoretical or academic debate, but one
rooted in ongoing policy processes. Ideas substantively similar to ours were first
presented to the European Union’s Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors by
Belgian economist André Sapir in 2005.85 Since then, the European Commission has put
on a series of events under the European Employment Strategy on the theme of
‘flexicurity’, the last one of which even the German Federal Minister for Labour and
Social Affairs has been actively involved in, delivering a keynote address on ‘Security in
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Change – Security through Change’.86 Recent events suggest that for the first time in the
history of European integration, a reasonably coherent political design for a ‘European
Social Model’ may be emerging, which – building on social policy promoting
employability and activation – is becoming ever more ‘Scandinavian’ in substance.87
While future reforms will certainly involve their fair share of deregulation and
liberalization, the potential efficiency-enhancing benefits of pre-exiting institutions such
as the systems of social protection should not be abandoned.88 Political entrepreneurship
will be required to identify traditional strengths and push the necessary changes. As we
have argued, digital tools are not a panacea, but rather must be applied in ways
compatible with a particular social and institutional context in order to be effective. This
holds particularly true in services, which are inherently rooted in social processes.
Uniquely European strands of digitally enabled services ranging from internet start-ups to
lean retailing can be a reality. Like flexible specialization and diversified quality
production before them, they are likely to provide worthy competition to their American
counterparts.
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