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Abstract

Since its reform in 1998, the national associatbriF-rench employers and industry,
MEDEF, seems to be an example of strong interagmsation. Unlike trade unions,
the peak business organization has been stablergined, if one considers membership
density. Through a study of the collective actidnbasinesses in France, this article
sheds doubt on such an impression and argueshthagtional business association has
been put severely under stress in recent year® &alk encompassing associations,
MEDEF comprises a great variety of interests antstamtly has to manage its internal
heterogeneity. An analysis of the historical amstitntional context of its recent reform
demonstrates that MEDEF's forceful media campaigoukl not be understood as a
display of actual strength and coherence; rather tihe last resort of collective action
that the association can claim legitimately asrttesponsibility.
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Introduction *

The political representation of private interests krance has changed
profoundly in recent years. Traditionally regardeith suspicion, interest groups and
lobbying are slowly becoming acknowledged politipllenomena. In the context of
European integration and the globalization, privatéors find more and more access
points to the political process and may even cingemb their government on certain
issues (Grossman and Saurugger 2004). Yet the lrretate also actively solicits
societal input to policy-making, which has led gsaleauthors to speak of a
“participatory turn” (Rey et al. 2005; Grossman &alirugger 2006).

These transformations have affected the place einbss interests in French
politics. With the breakdown of a statist or “digtj system (see Wright 1997,
Culpepper forthcoming 2006), the position and pm@ltclout of business actors have
been bolstered (Schmidt 1996a; Schmidt 1996b). dh#éysis seems to be in line with
popular impressions about the new strength of thBomal peak organization of
business interests. Reinventing itself in 1998,Gbeseil national du patronat francais
(CNPF) became th®ouvement des enterprises de FrafB#DEF) and launched a
public relations campaign that many observers jméted as the rising dominance of
business interests in French public affairs. Actaydto press reports, MEDEF
is “organizing a permanerbup d’Etat” “leads the dance,” “is in the control tower.”

Trade unions complain about the “coalition betw#EDEF and the government.”

! I would like to thank Wolfgang Streeck, Dominiquedblfatto, Michel Goyer, Emilano

Grossman, Sophie Meunier, Olivier Mériaux, Jérdniedvizio, Sabine Saurugger, Jérg Teuber
and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful ssgigas and comments.

2 “Le Medef méne la dansel’e Figara 18 janvier 2000; “Comment le Medef organise son
coup d’Etat permanent’Le Monde 3 April 2001; “Réformes: Super-Medef repart en
campagne,’Le Poin{ no. 1569, 11 October 2002, p. 102; « Le Medefenkndanse »l.e
Figaro, 18 janvier 2000 ; « Les syndicats vigilants &sr35 heures ke Monde 8 May 2004.
¥« M. Thibault dénonce la coalition gouvernemereeldf »Le Monde 29 November 2003.



Seemingly, a part of the population shares thisrésgion: over 10 000 people
demonstrated against the influence of the busiress®ciation during the annual
congress of MEDEF in 2002.

The apparent strength of the central French busioeganization is surprising in
international comparison. As studies of neo-corstraountries show, business peak
associations are profoundly challenged by inteomafization and European integration
(Streeck et al. 2006; Heinisch 2000; Lehmkuhl 20@uggling to adapt their internal
structures to these new challenges, the organizafidusiness and employer interests
everywhere moves from corporatist representatiormtme pluralist arrangements.
Arguably, France has never really been a truly eaporatist country, so why should
these challenges affect its peak organization azhras in other countriesthdeed, the
membership density of CNPF, traditionally one oé thighest in Europe, has barely
moved between 1986 and 1996 (Traxler 2006: 109} rance an exception then, where
recent political and economic evolutions have ict f@inforced the role of the central
business associations?

Contrary to popular impression in France, thiscltiargues that it is not the
case. Recent transformations have indeed favolmeddie of large firms in policy-
making (Schmidt 1996a; Hancké 2002), but they hpué severe stress on the
encompassing business associations at the natew&hl The recent reform of MEDEF
and the public relations campaign that followeduwtidherefore not be mistaken as a

demonstration of force. Rather, they were the readb a crisis that the organization

*  Neo-corporatism refers to the inclusion of busiassociations and workers’ unions in the

administration of certain economic and social darsaas well as the hierarchical
organizational structures that result from suchusion. Even though some of these features
exist, France has a relatively weak bargainingesysind fragmented social partners. For a
discussion of corporatism “a la frangaise”, seeediofd 996). For further discussion, see
Streeck/Kenworthy (2005).

> Membership density measures the proportion afstb potential members of the
organization.



had been facing in the late 1980s and the 199@s. &li peak associations, the CNPF
constantly has to manage its internal interestrbgémeity and only succeeds in
unifying its members when it is facing externaletiis (Streeck 1991; see also Olson
1993). The activities of such associations theeef@ed to be explained not only by the
pursuit of the quest for political influence, big@by the need to manage their internal
cohesion. Schmitter and Streeck (1999) have cétiese two motivations, “the logic of
influence” and “the logic of membership.”

By situating MEDEF's recent reform in its histolicantext and by showing the
heterogeneity of the political representation aérfeh firms, the article shows that the
turn to a more aggressive public relations strategy the last resort for an organization
that else would have be incapable of unifying iteetse constitutive interests. It could
even be even argued that de-unionization in Fraraseparalleled by a similar crisis in
the political mobilization of business represenegi even though the two are difficult
to compare. In an effort to counter this collectagtion crisis, the peak organization had
to move away from collective political action onhlaé of all firms and turn to a more
membership-oriented strategy. Moreover, it had bandon it previous discrete
approach to political participation and adapt torenaggressive strategy of public
political deliberation that is characteristic ofilism (Streeck and Visser 2006: 247).

Despite different starting positions, France isref@me no different that their
neo-corporatist counterparts in Scandinavia, thth&ttands or Germany. Faced with
secular changes to their membership base andpblgical role, the peak organization
had to distance itself from its former function atelelop into a business lobby capable
of speaking in the name of French firms. When eatatg the changing role of business
interests in French politics, one therefore needdistinguish between individual firms

and encompassing associations. Throughout Eurapes have developed into more



active political actors, but the position of natbpeak organization has been put under
stress in the last twenty years, even in counti@s had only weak neo-corporatist
structures.

In order to analyze the difficult organization afdiness interests in France, this
paper begins with the question: how is the coNectaction of firms possible?
Understanding the historical reasons for foundigench business confederation helps
to understand the current challenges that led ¢01998 reform. From a historical
perspective, the first section shows that the argdion of firms and employers at the
national level arose only in response to commoack#t and is weakened every time
these external threats disappear. Until today, ldnedscape of French business
representation continues to be fragmented, as #wond section shows. This
fragmentation helps to understand the crisis ofn@ss representation in the late 1980s
and the 1990s. Horizontal and vertical competitbmiween groups and federations
constantly puts stress on the central administrat®ince information about internal
tensions is not easily available, the third sect@tusses the difficulties of organizing
coherent collective action through the prism ofctdeal participation and provides a
brief analysis of the evolution of social dialogaeFrance. The final section returns to
the study of MEDEF and analyzes its recent refddy.connecting the difficulties of
business representation in France in general toefoem of its central organization, the
article cautions that a strategy dictated by thguirements of its membership base
should not be confused with a proof of politicluence. The conclusion highlights the

comparative lessons of this country study.

®  The present analysis draws on a series of intesvigith French business representatives,

carried out between January 2001 and July 2005.



1. The “raisons d’étré of French business associations

This article focuses on the collective action oérkah firms through business
association$.With the exception of several excellent historisaldies (Villey 1923;
Ehrmann 1957; Bunel and Saglio 1979; Weber 1986rigkees 2002), there are few
analyses of French business associations, espewiadin compared with the wealth of
studies on the French trade unions. In particwarknow little about the ways in which
encompassing organizations in France manage teeegts of all the different types of
French firms. What unites firms of different sizegctors or regions? The answer is
much less evident than the stereotypes associatibdtie “patronat” suggest (for
further discussion see Cohen 1988; Marin 1988).

Certainly, the existence of an encompassing orgéoiz of French firms is a
historical fact. The central organization, MEDEpmesents almost two-thirds of
French firms todaf. This is a quite unified front compared to the &adnion
movement, which is divided into five representativeons at the national level and a
handful of independent unions. Still, it was nat ttesire to express a common national
interest that led French firms to build this asation. Rather, it was created in response
to two external threats: state interventionism #meltrade union movement. Without
several important crises caused by these two fpfoess and employers would have
never mobilized collectively. The history of Frenohsiness associations is therefore a
stop-and-go evolution that is, above all, reactiweforces coming from its external
environment. At least four founding periods haw tie the formation of the association

we know today (for further information, see Pridut863; Lefranc 1976; Weber 1986).

" In France, industrial associations are not sepdram employers’ associations. Therefore,

when the term “business associations” is usedférs to employers’ associations as well.

8  Exact numbers are difficult to obtain because dirare affiliated with MEDEF only
indirectly through sectoral or regional associaio®n its website, MEDEF indicates that it
represents about 750,000 French firms. Accordinghé national statistics institute INSEE,
there were 1,217,000 French firms with at leastemployee in 2003, <http://www.insee.fr>.



1.1. Historic origins

Initially, French firms united in order to oppodeetfree trade policies of the
French state between 1835 and 1860. After sevemnalller associations, the first
interprofessional association, tAssociation pour la Défense du Travail Natiomads
founded in 1846 to fight for the exclusion of f@eiproducts at the World Fair in Paris,
which it obtained in 1849. Simultaneously, 11 pssfens belonging to the construction
sector formed th&roupe de la Sainte-Chapelie 1848, followed ten years later by a
competingUnion nationale du commerce et de l'industriehe opposition between
different professions and branches thus accelethgefbrmation of different groups.

A second impulse came at the turn of the centimyttade union movement. In
1884, the Waldeck-Rousseau law affirmed the righform a trade union, both for
workers and employers, which had been illegal stibrt exceptions since the French
Revolution. The unionization that followed was piatad by the growth of business
associations, but mostly at the regional and sakiewvel. A real soar followed the
emergence of the radical trade union movement la@antass strikes that shook several
European countries in 1905. By founding tkmnseils du Travail the French
government obliged employers and trade unionists)\éet and work on social issues
(Olszak 1995). Feeling the need to get organizeelComité des Forgetounded the
Union des Industries Métallurgiques et Minier@dIMM) in 1901, which was to
become one of the pillars of the employers movem&piecializing in industrial
relations, the association most notably organizeduaual fund which compensated
members in the case of strikes.

Between 1914 and 1918, a third impulse came dyréim the interventionism
of the French state. World War | led talisigisme de guerrefor which the government

needed to institute a dialogue with the economitorac At the same time, the



government became more and more involved in indlis&lations, above all with the
law on collective negotiations in June 1919 whiotréased the political power of trade
unions. In reaction to these events and at theestigg of the French government,
firms and employers reinforced their representatimstitutions. In 1919, the
Confédération Générale de la Production Francai&GPF) was founded at the
initiative of the minister of industry and commerégienne Clémentel, to speak for 21
sectoral federations of some 1,200 professionacgsons. The CGPF benefited from
the exclusive recognition of the French state agchine the national representation of
French firms. However, the CGPF proved to be meeelijacade rather than a real
organization of French firms. On several occasidhswas not even capable of
producing reliable statistics on its members beealsof them feared that giving out
information on their activities would ruin their ropetitive positions (Ehrmann 1957;
Weber 1986: 73).

This hollowness was partially filled in a final @ngjzational wave between 1936
and 1946, when French firms had to face the govemmf theFront populaireand the
corporatism under Vichy. June 1936 was a cataclysnament for the business leaders
in France (Kolboom 1986). The election victory bé tsocialist government of Léon
Blum coincided with the first general strike thairglyzed production in all factories of
the country. While most employers’ associationsugefl negotiations, certain
employers started making concessions to the wdrkeoyement. The patronat was
finally obliged to review its strategy and ended signing the Matignon Agreement
with the Confédération Générale du TravdiCGT) on June 7. The agreement put the
entire employer representation into question. Baessnleaders outraged by the
willingness of the CGPF to negotiate with the C@¢dd others who felt humiliated by

the lack of coordination and reliable statisticoubthe extent of the strike and the



working conditions in individual factories (Ehrmat@57: 6-7). Obliged to participate
more seriously in tripartite negotiations, the CG#Bk over the responsibility for
industrial negotiations from the UIMM and started-¢think its organization.
Paradoxically, however, it was the dissolution leé tonfederations under the
Vichy government that had an important effect foe tinternal reorganization. On
August 16, 1940, the government replaced the CGRir ‘WComités d’organisatich
(CO) organized by sector. Membership and the implaation of the CO’s directive
became mandatory. During this period, French figas used to paying financial
contributions, distributing statistical informatioand cooperating with government
representatives. The semi-public status of the @Bs allowed the establishment of
administration and management procedures. Dedpétalissolution of the COs after
1945, these formal elements survived the Vichyqekrwhich explains the internal
organization of business associations in the paspesiod. The years immediately
following the war were a very dark time for Frerfoins. They were accused of having
collaborated with the occupation. Then, in 194&, 4bcialists and the communists won
the election of theAssemblée Constituantand nationalized certain infrastructure
sectors. As it reorganized itself, French busimegsonly had to come to terms with the
past, but also had to learn from the lessons 0619Bese ambitions led to ti@onseil

National du Patronat Francail@CNPF) on June 12, 1946.

1.2. Instability punctuated by moments of coherence

The history of the collective action of French farand employers shows that
their mobilization was only possible through theistance to state interventionism and
the trade union movement. Moreover, the associatiand administrative structures

after the war, especially at the highest level,rateeh more the result of state activism



than an organic development of common interestdadty the interests of firms and
employers are far more specific, sometimes ephdraathoften contradictory; they do
not easily produce a general direction for pollteectivities.

Only when it was defending itself was the natiom@anization able to regroup
and overcome the inadequacies of its collectiveoactifter its creation in 1919, the
CGPF reformed itself for the first time after thefeht in 1936, responding also to
increasing tensions between large, small and medined firms (SME): It became the
Confédération Générale du Patronat Frangamsplacing the P in “production” with the
P in “patronat” Later on, the strikes in 1968 raised doubt alibatconservatism of the
CNPF. A subsequent reform in October 1969 aimeamkiralize its authority and set up
a new internal structure. The transition from ti¢RE to MEDEF in 1998 followed the
same logic. Having been defeated on the issue ef 3b-hour work week, the
association gathered momentum for another intengfakm: It changed its name and
logo and developed a new political strategy.

Even though the confederation blossomed to fullititegcy during these
specific historical moments, the collective actiminfirms outside of these defensive
phases is largely characterized by heterogeneéyai high number of professional or
local associations and their autonomy from centlatision making. Against this
background, “the elimination of conflicts [happenghrough organizational
fragmentation” (Streeck 1991: 179). Indeed, mamagmeir diversity is a real challenge

for the collective action of French firms.

2. Diversity and tensions in the political representdbn

In their comparative study of business associati®shmitter and Streeck

(1999) show that this challenge applies to thetigali activities of firms everywhere.
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The success and coherence of business associtienetore depends on the services
they can provide to their members and the loosewéssentralized coordination.
Moreover, the French organizational landscape isicoéarly redundant due to the
ambiguous institutionalization of the peak orgatizres: Recognized as representative
confederations, the horizontal organizations hageen been as powerful as some of
their counterparts abroad. A consequence of tltis ¢d stable relations is that many
organizations acquire similar competences and ¢ékerlap or compete with each other.
At the national level, not just one but severalfederations represent French
firms and employers. Besides MEDEF, there are thwllsand medium-sized
enterprises’Confédération Générale des Petites et Moyennesepintes (CGPME),
the crafts confederatiodnion Professionnelle Artisanal@JPA), the union of liberal
professiondJnion Nationale des Professions Libéral@gséNAPL) and the agricultural
confederationFédération Nationale des Syndicats d’Exploitantgidades (FNSEA).
These voluntary associations coexist with @leambers of Commerce and Industry
(CCI), where affiliation is mandatory. Thassemblée des Chambres Francaise de
Commerce et d'IndustriACFCI) and theAssemblée Permanente des Chambres des
Métiers (APCM) are the peak organizations of the chamb&r®mmerce structuréln
contrast to these mandatory forums, the voluntasgoaations depend upon the
recognition of the French state for their politidalgitimacy. Only representative
organizations, such as MEDEF, CGPME, UPA and sif8®/ the UNAPL, have the
right to participate in collective negotiations.dther words, no single organization can

speak for all of the firms or employers in Frafte.

® CCls play an economic role and concentrate onighirmy services to their members, but

the ACFCl is also consulted in several politicalroittees and designates the representatives to
the Conseil Economique et Sogithgether with MEDEF and the CGPME.

0 However, on October 7, 1986, CNPF, CGPME, FNSENABL and UPA joined forces
against the socialist government and formedQbmité de Liaison des Décideurs Economiques
(CLIDE). With few exceptions, this forum has beeagically invisible over the last 20 years.
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2.1. Axes of tension

The interests of French firms differentiate alomyesal axes, which creates a
certain amount of tension underneath the highest l&f representation. To begin with,
MEDEF, CGPME and UPA do not represent actual people confederations
assembling professional unions or federations, itithrect members of the peak
associations are firms, not company directors. Bliengh the business leaders are the
ones who represent their firms in the committeethefconfederation, the interest of a
firm is not always equivalent to the interest af ¢hief executive officer or its owner.
Therefore, several associations have formed eHpli@ represent particular groups of
actual business leaders, such as the Associatidvioohen Entrepreneur@g$sociation
des Femmes Chefs d’Entreprise$-CE), the Center for Young Entreprene@sritre
des Jeunes Dirigeants CJDES) and the Christian EntreprenelEst(epreneurs et
Dirigeants Chrétiens- EDC). The tension between individuals and fitmthus a first
line of differentiation of these actors’ politic&presentation.

A second and more important axis of tension com@s the different sizes and
types of firms. Since federations are structurediad sectors of activity, professions or
regions, representatives working in the committddd EDEF speak for the automobile
industry, for example, or for the Northern regibaf not for the group of firms of their
size or type. This was already a problem in therimér period and explains the creation
of the CGPME in 1944, the UPA in 1975 and the UNARL1977. However, it is
wrong to assume that these new organizations représe smaller firms and MEDEF
the large ones. According to MEDEF's website%a0f the firms it represents have less
than 50 employe€s. It is true that big companies have more weightntisanall

companies, but even the most important ones havectincile their interests with the

1 For more information, see http://www.medef.fr.
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general interests of their sector or region in prdehave a lasting influence in the
internal decision-making. For these reasons, ldirges founded theAssociation des
Grandes Entreprises Francaisé8GREF) in 1967, which turned into thessociation
Francaise des Entreprises Prive@FEP-AGREF) in 1981 after the nationalization of
certain industries under the socialist governméimilike the other confederations for
different sized firms, the AFEP is not a represeévdaorganization, but rather a
corporate think tank like thdntreprises de Taille Humaine, Indépendante et de
CroissancdETHIC), thelnstitut de I'Entreprisethelnstitut Montaigneor Entreprise et
Progres

However, it is wrong to assume that each of the@asons based on size has a
monopoly on the representation of different segmehthe French business landscape.
On the contrary, many of their competences and ekiein representatives overlap.
Since the ambition of MEDEF is to represent allrere firms, it has had a working
group of SMEs for a long time. As a consequencablioand even triple representation
is quite common. It is difficult to find accuratigdires, but one estimation suggests that
60% of the members of the CGPME are also affiliaeMEDEF?

These two axes of tension are still less importhah the complexity of the
federal structure and with it, the competition betw different sectors and the
redundancy of professional and regional memberghipn professional representation
Is sometimes problematic. Based on a diverse histriteria — e.g. materials used,
techniques, phases of the product cycles, finatlyets — different professional trade
associations often overlap. Sometimes, their coemgets are so close that two

associations are in direct competition. To citeexample, theUnion Nationale des

12 For more information, please refer to the docuwtgm of thelnstitut des Sciences du

Travail of the Université Catholique de Louvairon social organisations in Europe
http://www.trav.ucl.ac.be/partenaires/default-emlht
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Entreprises de Travail Temporairand theSyndicat des Professionnels du Travail
Ttemporaire compete for members and the representation of texokers within
MEDEF (Bunel 1997b: 9). Furthermore, the repregd@ntaof French firms is also
divided into horizontal regional associations, like Association des Producteurs des
Alpes FrancaisesThese regional associations exist at the leveitads, départements
regions and other territorial units, again oftethwgonsiderable overlap. They are not
only assembled into one or several federationstaglaer regional level, but also into

subdivisions of MEDEF, the so-called MEDEg¥ritoriaux.

2.2. A complex universe of representation

A single firm is thus quite often affiliated to ifwimary craft association, a
horizontal regional association and its local chamtf commerce, which are in turn
members of sectoral associations, territorial fatiens and the confederation of CCls.
At the lowest level, one can find powerful trades@sations or almost inactive
groupings of firms. Furthermore, the territorialpresentation of MEDEF and the
CGPME might co-exist, divide its work or merge,€elikhey have done in the Midi-
Pyrénées region. The structure of any of the pesdoaations is therefore quite
complex and far from rational. Although the diffetdevels are loosely linked, the
sectoral and regional associations jealously gubedr autonomy with respect to
political statements and to membership fees, wis@h sometimes be quite uneven

(Bunel 1997b: 13).

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
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Any detailed examination of the political represginin of French firms quickly
reveals its complexity, simplified schematicallyHigure 1. In addition to this, there are
ideological differences in different historical ¢exts, such as free trade, competition
policy and the social role of employers.

The perceived unity of French business is not arahbccurrence and is not due
a perceived facility of capitalist interests to amgze more easily than labor (Offe and
Wiesenthal 1980); it is the result of a politicabpess. Inside MEDEF, certain groups
have been able to establish hegemonic positioks, UiIMM, which has played an
essential role in social policy since the beginningfact, the CNPF has never elected a
president who did not have the support of the mieistry*® Between the different
federations, battles and compromises have helpesktiblish an informal order for
political activities. A former president of CGPMEpains that his role is simply to
“assure behind the scenes that MEDEF integratesptisetion of CGPME into its
discussion with the trade unions and the governiérthis informal order gives some
coherence to the collective action of French bissinbut heterogeneity, competition,

redundancy and coordination difficulties constatitiyeaten this apparent unity.

3. French business representation in crisis?

The historical origins and structure of businegsresentation in France show
that its collective action is a fragile process.ela the multiple tensions described in
the previous section, coherence only arises atteogs where external developments

have raised doubt about the performance of the pegdnization. Traditionally, these

3 The recent election of Laurence Parisot as the pesident of MEDEF in July 2005

marked a small revolution. As the candidate ofdterice sector, Laurence Parisot won for the
first time against the candidate of the industrglefations, Yvon Jacob. See Mériaux
(forthcoming). Cf. “Medef: les métallos ne font plia 1o0i,” Le Point 26 mai 2005.

%" Quoted in Saurugger (Saurugger forthcoming:13).
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external shocks came from state interventionisnherlabor movement. Outside of
these specific conjunctures, the stickiness ofitutginal forms might give the
impression that French firms are well organized,dawe should be taken not to assume
that this appearance implies political impact.

Yet if French firms need external threats to reiodotheir unity, what are the
effects of de-unionization and the retreat of thenEh state from a number of economic
domains formerly under its control? If free entesprand the requirements of the
markets become accepted societal values, do thle @@gmnizations not lose their
principal justification? Indeed, in the mid-1990sany observers agreed that the
political representation of firms was undergoingrigis (quoted in Dubois 1999). The
studies by Jean Bunel (1995; 1997a; 1997b) aree sirthe rare and precious attempts
to evaluate the force of this collective action rotiene. He shows that the central
coordination of political activities has indeed bee decline since the 1970s. After all,
one of the main functions of the peak organizatohds*F/MEDEF, CGPME, UPA and
UNAPL is to represent their members in bipartitetgpartite forums. As the most
encompassing organization, MEDEF (and before it ENBbtained its fullest
legitimacy from the co-administration of such newporatist institutions. However,
most neo-corporatist elements have been viewedisakly over the last twenty-five
years by business leaders. Can we then speakridi@amparable to the one the trade
union movement has been going through? And if theas a crisis, has the reform of
the CNPF succeeded in overcoming it? In order &duatte the causes and the effects of
the transition from the CNPF to MEDEF, it is neeggsto study the evolution of

collective action of French firms.
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3.1. Lack of membership data

Unfortunately, a statistical comparison betweentthie evolutions is difficult,
since gathering data about business memberships pgmeeral challenges (but see
Traxler 2000; Traxler 2006). Most importantly, thember of affiliations does not
really measure the degree to which firms suppeit tholitical associations. This is due,
first of all, to the fact that membership of firmssoften indirect: Firms are members
only of their immediate professional or local asabens, which are then federated into
the different levels of the peak organizations., dthough the members of MEDEF are
actually federations themselves, the services MEDI#gts are aimed at firms. If these
firms were no longer content with the services e tperformance of the peak
organization, they would need to disaffiliate aseatire sector or region, which is often
difficult. Second, the multiple affiliations of assations and individual firms make it
impossible to figure out overall support or pohdiactivity based on the membership
statistics. Third, the affiliation of firms ofterods not only result from general interest
or support, but also from the services the asdoaniaiffers to its members, as we will
see further on.

In sum, we do not have meaningful membership stisinformation about
disputes or tensions between federations and tak peyanization are also not easily
available, as they are most often handled disgre€tlus unable to study corporate de-
unionization or internal coordination directly, wave to rely on alternative indicators
about the evolution of the collective action of il firms. Following the work of
Bunel, this article examines the degree to whidne@neneurs participate in the election
of their representatives in two political instituts: the Chambers of Commerce and the

work tribunals, theConseil des Prud’hommesA brief examination of collective
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negotiation shows that falling electoral participatcorresponds to a decentralization of

collective decision-making in industrial relations.

3.2. Electoral participation

Entrepreneurs vote on a regular basis for theiresgmtatives in two forums: the
Chambers of Commerce (CCIl) and tlenseils de Prud’hommedhe CCls are
mandatory chambers of representation with two praicfunctions: to act as the
interface between the firms and the French stateweral consultative organs such as
the Conseil Economique et Sociand to promote and support business activities in
France and abroad by offering services, educatioppbrtunities and expertise (see
Andolfatto 2000). At present, there are 155 loc@li<Cand 20 regional CCls in France.
The Conseils de Prud’hommeare public tribunals charged with resolving digsut
between employers and employees over their worktracn The conseillers
prud’hommesare people from different sectors and regions wépresent either
employers or employees depending on their own backg. These bipartite work
tribunals are unusual judicial institutions sinbe fjudges are elected every five years.

Today, 14,61@onseillers prud’hommesit in the 271 work tribunals in France.

FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

The drop in electoral participation for both instibns since the 1970s is
striking. From 1979 to 1997, the work tribunal é¢lec participation decreased from
50% to 2P6. After participation levels of 48 in the 1970s, the participation in the
CCI elections dropped to about #0between 1988 and 2000: One in five voters

abstained.
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How should this low voter turnout be interpreted?hAfespect to the work
tribunals, the drop in employer participation cepends to the worker participation:
After a high level of over 6% in 1979 and 5% in 1982, the percentage dropped by
almost half in the following fifteen years: 3¢ of employees participated in 1997 and
33% in 2002. Does employer participation simply aHgit is indeed difficult to
understand why employers should mobilize for bigawork tribunals that do not even
interest employees anymore, despite the fact hieakairge majority of cases are decided
in favour of the workers. But what explains thetfdtat employer participation rose
again to almost 2% in 2002, while employee participation continueddrop? The
same surge of mobilization happened in the CCltieles, where participation climbed
to 26% in 2004. Part of this increase might be duehtofaict that the 2004 CCI vote
was the first election where employers could pgrdie by “e-vote.” Still, the
simultaneous reversal of the two participation ohed is striking.

Inversely, we could also ask why participation wss high in the 1970s,
especially for the CCls where participation waslahigh. Before the Second World
War, and then between the 1950s and 1970s, patimipwas at around 20%, like it
was in the 1990s. Only in the 1960s did it rise asdillate between 3% and 4®6.* It
thus seems more important to explain the rise adtetal participation in the 1970s and

in 2004 than the weak mobilization during the ofberiods. Bunel (1995: 78) suggests:

Few entrepreneurs vote regularly because the detimdimension of these institutions
is not evident to them; just as the majority ofrshalders do not participate in the
general assembly of a joint stock company. Howetherse elections become important
to them when they feel threatened.

The analysis of electoral participation thus confir the hypothesis that
collective action suffers when firms and entreptgaedo not feel threatened. Their

general unease was strong in the years between 49&8he election of Frangois

1> After 20 % from 1920 to 1950, participation roseabout 24 % in the 1960s (Andolfatto
1993).
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Mitterrand in 1981. After the U-turn of the socsilgovernment in 1983, the decline of
the labour movement and the fall of communism, eygi unity fell steadily and
contributed to a sense of crisis in the peak omgdimin CNPF in the mid-1990s. The
periods that followed the reform of CNPF in 1969 ahe transition from CNPF to
MEDEF in 1998 were in turn characterized by reioéot electoral participation.
Whether the reforms of the peak organization havpositive effect on electoral
participation or whether the two phenomena arellghraactions to a sense of crisis is

difficult to say. In either case, electoral molalibn increases.

3.3. The transformation of industrial relations

The mobilization of the entrepreneurs is not the amdication of a change in
their collective actions. It is also necessarydwkl at the role and function of the peak
associations. According to a survey in 1994, odlya2of firm representatives think that
the CNPF should be a real employers’ associatiahdbfends the interests of business
owners and employer§. Seemingly, the old neo-corporatist functions oé theak
organization have lost legitimacy in the eyes eféntrepreneurs.

Indeed, a superficial glance at the complex histoiryindustrial relations in
France indicates that the role of the peak orgéinizan collective negotiations might
also be changing (Lallement forthcoming 2006). Ottee last twenty-five years,
CNPF/MEDEF has sought to disengage from bipartitstitutions and collective
negotiations at the national level and pursue a@mtealization of industrial relations.
Collective negotiations at the national level haxested since the Matignon Agreement
in 1936. Since then, the representative employarganization and the trade unions

have had two functions at the macro-level, Firsigyt can engage in collective

1 BVA Survey quoted in “Quel patron pour les patr®nis Expansion no. 486, 7 November

1994.
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negotiations, often introduced by the governmemt, second, they jointly administer a
series of bipartite institutions on issues suchuasmployment, social security, and
pensions, for example théssociation pour I'Emploi Industriel et Commercial
(ASSEDIC), theUnion Nationale pour I'Emploi dans I'Industrie ee ICommerce
(UNEDIC) the Agence Centrale des Organismes de Sécurité SOA&OSS) or the
Union des Caisses Nationales de Sécurité SotiBANSS). At least since the 1990s,
these two functions have been severely criticizaeétench business leaders as “hollow
tripartism.”™’ The proposal for selective disengagement was gakge95% of the
business representatives assembled by MEDEF #dtezform and implemented in the
following years: MEDEF withdrew from UCANSS in 200@hreatened to leave
UNEDIC and withdrew from ACOSS and the CGPME in 200

Compared with other European countries, colleatiggotiations never played a
very important role in France, even though theyehattained some of the highest
coverage rates in the OECD — up td&®# 1985 — due to the governments’ capacity to
extend and enlarge sectoral agreements (Van Ruwjgseand Visser 1996). Crucial
issues often move from the bargaining level to ploditical arena. Therefore, it is
difficult to evaluate the evolution of collectiveegotiations by looking at the pure
number of agreements. In fact, the actual numbagofements has not changed: About
thirty are signed every year (Ministere de I'empulaitravail et de la cohésion sociale
2004: 18)'8 At the sectoral level, the number of collectiveesgnents is equally stable,
but it is questionable whether the number of agedmreflects their importance. In
contrast, the negotiations at the firm level haxpl&led over the last twenty years.

Before the 1980s, few firms even conducted indigldnegotiations (Saurugger

7 See for example, Institut de I'Entreprise (199%yitarisme: conditions et enjepRaris:

Institut de I'Entreprise.
¥ Not counting amendments.
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forthcoming: 7). As a result of European integnatidhe declining importance of
national negotiations and new legislation, the namlbf firm-level agreements
increased radically: from 1,955 in 1983 to an ageraf about 10,000 per year in the
late 1990s and again after 2003.

At a more qualitative level, Lallement (forthcoming006) notes the
transformation of collective bargaining away fromcempassing regulation towards
more contractual agreements, which provide imporewerage for adjustment to the
firms. A significant change in this context was timerprofessional agreement on
contractual policy from October 1995, which revdrslee hierarchy between sectoral
and company-level agreements. While firms were iptsly allowed to make
adjustments to sectoral agreements only if these \weovided beforehand, sectoral
agreements now applied to firms only where locgotiations had failed. In line with
these developments, MEDEF made the continued dedieation of collective
negotiations one of its principal objectives, whiekientually led to an agreement
between the social partners in 2001 and then toopoged bill of a reformed social
dialogue in 2003 (Lallement and Mériaux 2003).

The transformation of French firms’ collective actiin the last quarter of the
twentieth century indicates that centralized atiigi are being called into question.
Traditionally, the CNPF played an important rolestate-led institutions. After all, we
have seen that it was the French government winicited the creation of the CGPF,
which was watched suspiciously by the sectoral rigtmns. After the Second World
War, the CNPF became the bridgehead between tleeests of French firms and
employers, and the state and trade unions. Throlighrepresentative function, the
CNPF was able to give the impression of businesy.ulsfter the internationalization

of markets, however, this bridgehead function @lkpleusiness associations disappeared
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in most countries during the 1980s and the 199088k and Visser 2006). Without
the threat of state intervention or trade unioergth, the different corporate interest
groups in France have retreated to their own pdaticdnterests and focused on their
competition with one another. The survey result®e tadical drop in electoral

participation and the desire to decentralize ctilecnegotiations indicate that the few
remaining neo-corporatist elements were rapidlynpdegitimacy at the end of the

twentieth century. In France, this cast doubt om nieed for central coordination of

diverse business interests through the CNPF/MEDEF.

4. The reform of MEDEF: Display of strength or crisis management?

An examination of the history of French busineggesentation, the diversity of
its institutional forms and interests and its eviolu since the 1970s stresses the fact
that the reform from the CNPF to MEDEF has to beaustood as a response to a sense
of crisis. Above all, the main stake in this reintien was the management of its
internal heterogeneity. The political context faated MEDEF's tackling its internal
reform. However, the fact that MEDEF succeeded iving the impression that
corporate France spoke with one voice is not tisellreof a change in the nature of
collective action of French firms, but rather oé gholitical effort inside the organization
and a concerted effort to change its image. Inrotdleespond to new challenges and
apply what it had learned from its political weaksen the 1990s, MEDEF followed
two objectives in its reform: the decentralizati@fi collective action and the
reinforcement of its communication strategy. Withist strategy, Ernest Antoine-
Seilliére took up one of the central ideas of aerimal report on the future of the peak
organization written in 1997: In order to re-esigilits authority in the eyes of French

firms, the organization was to renounce “all actdl forms of legitimacy,” such as
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collective negotiations or the administration opdoiite institutions dictated by legal
obligation, and to focus on developing “influeneadership” (Scherrer 1997). The peak
organization no longer wanted to act continuousiybehalf of its members, a goal
which previously paralyzed the organization. Indtgawas trying to become the place
where general guidelines were elaborated and agneed, and where these guidelines

were then communicated to the government and thergepublic.

4.1. The logic of membership: Decentralization and serge provision

The decentralization of collective action is anosdffthat started long before
1998, but that continues to play an important folé¢he new orientation of MEDEF.
After a period of “great contractual policies” undegancois Ceyrac, who was first head
of the Social Commission and then president ofGhEPF from 1972-1981, the peak
organization tried to move away from encompassiegotiations on behalf of its
members (Seilliere 2005: 50). In the words of Sd¢teniand Streeck (1999), the peak
organization shifted its emphasis away from theclag influence towards the logic of
membership: Instead of trying to influence governtakdecisions and trade unions, it
concentrated increasingly on the services it haaffey to its members. Bunel notes that
“the member has turned into a client.” In his imiews, business representatives
confirm that “entrepreneurs decide to join only dese the organization can offer a
return on their membership fees.” Put differentthere are no militant entrepreneurs
anymore. Business leaders join to get servicesh€Bu995: 88).

What are these services? According to several bssirepresentatives, one of
the principal reasons to become a member of busiassociations is the insurance
regimes that members can benefit from: the garastieiale des dirigeants, an

unemployment insurance for CEOs financed throughmbseship fees, but also
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ASTRE, an insurance that facilitates the transfefdirms or property and reduces the
taxes to be paid on such transactions (Coulouafi®:26)'° Furthermore, MEDEF
provides a long list of consulting services andoadional programs in areas such as
administrative and fiscal management. It also seasa clearinghouse for information
that is useful to entrepreneurs. Its large regiamal sectoral network helps firms invest
or broaden their operations in different partshadf tountry. Created in 1989, MEDEF
International extends this service abroad and pesvisupport and advice to French
firms doing business in foreign countries. A numbg&events, meetings, newsletters,
online publications and recently also “MEDEF TV'laéelp to inform members about
MEDEF's serviceg?

This service orientation imposed itself once thePENealized that it could no
longer just be the interface of French busines$ Wlie state and the trade union
movement. In his speech to the General Assembl87, Francois Périgot (quoted in

Bunel 1995: 130), a former president of the CNRIgressed those that

. wonder about the future of the CNPF in an econadimyt is less and less
administered by the state and more and more libgrat. Our political mission must be
adapted to reflect the relocation of decision-mgldenters, and our organization needs
to seek involvement at the new levels of authowhere the destiny of our firms is
increasingly being decided upon: Europe and thensg

Indeed, the CNPF became very active in Europeanraechational affairs with
the creation of CNPF International and later with help of its Brussels office and the
leadership of Francois Périgot, who was to becomesigent of the European peak
associatiornion des Industries de la Communauté Europé€uhdCE) from 1994 to
1998.

Reviving regional activities turned out to be malfficult, because it is not

exactly clear how a comprehensive organization degentralize its activities without

1% Moreover, membership comes with a tax incentiregesmembership fees can be deducted

from taxable income.
20 Medef TV is not a television channel, but a cditee of audio-files on the activities of the
peak organization that can be downloaded from thebsite: <http:///ww.medef.fr>.
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losing its function entirely. Still, the will to atess on fundamental questions on behalf
of its members continued, and decentralization acka incrementally. Back in 1969,
the reform of the CNPF pursued the goal of givimgater authority to the peak
organization, enabling it to speak for its membharsollective negotiations, with the
exception of salaries (Seilliere 2005: 49). Thdufai of negotiations on flexible
employment marked the end of tigeande politique contractuellpromoted by the
CNPF. In late 1978, the CNPF acknowledged the railof this model and started
promoting “the competitive administration of soqumabgress” (Weber 1986: 296). After
this date, the CNPF focused on procedural negotistiat the national level and
delegated the bulk of negotiations to the sectordirm level. As a consequence, the
reform of the CNPF in 1997 followed the oppositgechve of the one in 1969. Having
been defeated on the issue of the 35-hour work wbekpeak organization emphasized
that it was no longer interested in the traditiotbartism at the national level.
Newspapers quoted business leaders as having edplde negotiator” Jean Gandois
with “the killer” Ernest-Antoine Seilliere as thegsident of the CNPF in the election on
December 16, 1997.

Under Seilliére’s leadership, the CNPF modified statutes and changed its
name and logo at the General Assembly in Strasbomr@ctober 27, 1998. Declaring
that “tripartism was no longer adequate,” Seilliggdmoted leadership based on
subsidiarity and communication. General guideliaed grand projects were elaborated
at the highest level, but the implementation washi& hands of the sectors and the
individual firms, the levels where “the most effioi compromise between the
imperatives of competition and the aspirations té tworkforce can be found™

Despite the apparent peak-level activism, MEDEFscfal re-foundation program”

2L E.-A. Seilliére quoted in “La refondation socialel’avenir du Medef,Le Monde 8 October

2008.
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was mainly a vehicle for decentralizing collectinegotiations towards the company

level (Mériaux forthcoming).

4.2. Societal projects and communication

Still, the challenge for MEDEF was to go througts throcess without becoming
obsolete. To this end, MEDEF put an enormous enipluasdeveloping large projects
and promoting them with a new and ambitious comigation strategy. First of all, the
transition from the CNPF to MEDEF was primarily tHaunch of a new brand?®
aimed at changing the image of firms as politiagbes. The new word “movement”
was chosen to inspire a new dynamism and “ente’pais a reminder that the members
are firms, which are necessary for the wealth efdabuntry. The words “national” and
“patronat” were dropped to get away from a senseetffcenteredness, protectionism
and class struggle. As a final step in the intemeédrm, the organization was quite
literally conscious of renovating its fagcade andvetbinto a new building in 2003.

However, the transformation of the organization wd just revolve around its
image; it was first and foremost a change in pritstrategy. Disappointed by its lack
of clout in the state-led social dialogue, MEDE[ided to aim higher. Rather than just
giving its opinion when it asked, it wanted to taltearge of developing its own policy
alternatives and socio-economic projects. Throighproposition of large action plans
under the heading of “social re-foundation,” MED®&Es trying to become a think tank
which incited debates on societal issues and exganzed a yearly summer university
and promotional tour on the value of enterprissdhools. The action plans covered a

diverse set of domains: unemployment, pensionsittieeollective negotiations and
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According to MEDEF itself: “1997-2002: Les entrepeurs en mouvementa revue des
entreprisesn® 647, December 2002, pp. 11-21.
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vocational training, but also more general issugshsas sustainable development
(Lallement and Mériaux 2003).

The elaboration and promotion of policy alternagives become essential to the
work of MEDEF. This explains why the communicati@trategy has changed
dramatically. Ehrmann (1957: 184) has described traglitional “passion for
anonymity” of French business leaders, who seemdtkt“genetically predisposed to
thinking that being happy means living in secrdhtleed, for a long time French
business leaders felt that it was necessary toismegt to have political influence.
Certainly this conviction had evolved over timet liwas completely abandoned under
the new communication strategy. Unlike other respmlities with the organization,
communication was under the direct leadership efpresident of MEDEF since the
reform, which illustrates the importance of the éam Monthly press conferences were
organized and the president started appearing ompressive number of radio and
television shows in the years following his elestidhe new communication machine
and the effort put into publicity had a tremendaumpact. In the years following the
reform, the presence of MEDEF in the print media stonger than ever.

Today, the political strategy of MEDEF is to try #&fect political decision-
making through public opinion, which depends crligi@mn communicatiorf® The
election of Laurence Parisot to the presidency &D¥F in July 2005 is particularly
noteworthy in this context. Unlike her predecessshe did not have a background in
the traditional industrial branches; she is the G&EQhe Institut Francais d’Opinion
Publiqgue a major public opinion polling company. Even tbhackground of its
presidents thus indicates that the French busit@#ederation has put a new emphasis

on public communication.

23

See also “Le Medef s’appuie sur une nouvelle faedrappe depuis 1998, Monde 15
January 2002.
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The elaboration and promotion of large projectsaisdomain it can fill
legitimately without questioning its relations withe autonomous subunits of the
political representation structure. After all, %70of entrepreneurs would have liked the
organization to take on this role in 1994, whildyod1% encouraged its work as an
employers’ associatioff. The reorientation of MEDEF's strategy is therefavell
received by French entrepreneurs. In 199%903@It that MEDEF's work reflected the
reality of French firms, up from only 25 in 1996%° The communication strategy
complements the selective disengagement from iaditinstitutions: The empty chair
strategy in the tripartite institutions and the rad@nment of discreet consultation all
work to make MEDEF the deliberative centre of therieh patronat. But it is no longer
an organization acting on behalf of French firmsalhpolitical and socio-economic
contexts.

In summary, the reform of MEDEF needs to be undersin the context of a
legitimacy crisis. Paralyzed internally by the metgeneity of French business interests,
the organization replaced its two social and ecaoarnmmissions — forums where
many of the tensions crystallized — through ninexifile “action and proposition
groups.” A decision-making reform abandoned theseosus requirement and replaced
it with a majority vote. With a continuing emphasis service provision and
decentralization, the organization is now abledbas a deliberative centre that enjoys

legitimacy in the eyes of its members.

24 BVA study published in “Quel patron pour les pas®’L’Expansion no. 486, 7 November

1994,
% CFA-BFM survey of SMEs in “Le Medef toujours trégin des patrons,Libération 24
September 1999.
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Conclusion

The goal of this article was to analyze the diffiaollective action of a national
business association in the last fifteen years.oUdin a detailed investigation of
indications such as voting behaviour and induste#dtions, it has shown that internal
heterogeneity have become particularly stresstullfe French peak organization in the
light of internationalization and the opening upraw political opportunities for its
constitutive groups and individual firms. The reantion of CNPF into MEDEF and its
new public relations strategy was a reaction te thisis and an attempt to transform the
organization in a business lobby focused on thieogdion of grand projects and public
opinion.

The French study highlights that we need to looktle details of an
organizations’ membership relations, if we want ¢hallenges of recent economic and
political developments. In his study of memberstigmsity, Traxler (2006) shows that
the density of the peak employer organization lyacdhnged in 20 countries from 1986
— 1996. In fact, France’s CNPF even remained onthefdensest organizations of the
sample. The stability of employer representatiom isemarkable finding, since union
density for the same countries displays a compaigtinigher decline over the same
period. Our case study indicates that the aggrdmatees do not tell the complete story.
Stability in organization density notwithstandingational peak associations for
business and employers are under stress compamlileat put on national labour
unions. However, the organizational dilemmas ah&irdo not manifest themselves in
membership data as easily as they do for tradenanio

Nation-wide collective action of French businesteriests is a fragile process:
No matter how reinforced it can be in times of aditg, it always threatens to fall apart

in the long run. In the 1990s, the collective actaf French firms was undergoing a
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crisis, because the neo-corporatist elements analthcontractual policy had become
obsolete. As a consequence, the central peak aajam was no longer needed as a
bridgehead between the state, labour represergaivet employers. For the time being,
the crisis management seems to be working. MEDRfeas as the voice of French
firms, and its activities as a demonstration ofcéor Yet the tensions inside the
organization will continue and one can wonder abthé life-span of this new
appearance. If MEDEF succeed in decentralizingctilkective action of French firms
and starts to work only as a lobby for its membgrsifectively dissolves the principal

justifications for a nation-wide confederation aéfch firms.
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Figure 1: The universe of political representatiorof French firms
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Figure 2: Electoral participation of entrepreneurs (%)
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