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RESEARCH
CONTEXT
✴Undeclared work involves, on average, 25% of all European workers
✴It has various negative impacts and consequences on workers,
governments, welfare solidarity and businesses
✴Since the 2000s, the European Commission has put in place speci c programmes to tackle it that require a holistic approach (punitive and
preventive measures) and national authorities full commitment
✴ILO Recommendation No. 193 (2002):
Governments should promote the important role of cooperatives in transforming what are often
marginal survival activities (sometimes referred to as the “informal economy”) into legally protected
work, fully integrated into mainstream economic life
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✴Lack of research on cooperatives tackling undeclared work in Europe

UNDECLARED WORK
Undeclared work is usually understood as a
lawful remunerated activity, which means a
non-criminal activity (e.g. drug-trafficking),
that is hidden from the state for tax and
social security purposes

✴Undeclared work is a form of informal work where work is explicitly hidden,
even if there are laws in the country that might recognize it
✴Legal de nitions, if they exist, vary from country to country
✴In Europe, undeclared work is rooted in the trend towards more exible
working relationships, the growth of self-employment, sub-contracting, and
the ease of setting-up groups of enterprises that operate across borders
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✴Activity remunerated in “cash-in-hand” or “envelope wage payments” that
are not reported to bypass o cial scrutiny

UNDECLARED WORK REFERS TO
MANY CIRCUMSTANCES
Three major categories
1.In an employment relationship, undeclared work is within a formal
enterprise, and it can be described as “undeclared waged employment”
2.In self-employment, the self-employed can perform own-account
undeclared work for a formal enterprise or another client, who could be
self-employed themselves
3.Family work is a form of socially embedded own-account undeclared
work. In this case, a family worker delivers goods and services directly to
consumers, who are neighbours, family, friends, or acquaintances, in an
undeclared way

Undeclared work can be related
to three other conditions
1. e fraudulent contracting of work implies an employment or
contractual relationship that does not correspond to the legal and/or
formal requirement that quali es that speci c form of contracting work
2.Bogus posted workers and the misuse of posting practices are
related to national and international speci c obligations and rights that
are di cult to keep under control due to the cross-border context
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3. e emergence of new forms of employment, such as casual work
or platform work, bring a new challenge to labour law and rights, social
protection, and tax regulations
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UNDECLARED WORK REFERS TO
MANY CIRCUMSTANCES

MEASURING
UNDECLARED WORK
Undeclared work is measured with
indirect and direct methods
1.Indirect methods interpret observable phenomena as a sign of the
invisible economy and thus are based on the comparison of macroeconomic
aggregates
✓ identify the size
x risk of overestimation

2.Direct methods are survey-based on statistical surveys and o er more
data for comparison and wider details about a phenomenon
✓ identify the features
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x risk of underestimation

UNDECLARED WORK
IN EUROPE
In respect to the worldwide
context
✴2 billion workers
✴70% of all employment in development
countries, 18% in developed countries
✴25% average in Europe
✴Most common in agriculture (71%)
✴Decline with the increase of education
✴Own-account and non-standard workers are
the largest group (68%)

UNDECLARED WORK
IN EUROPE
In European Member States
✴In the private sector of the Member States
constitutes on average 16.4% of gross value added
✴On average 61.8% in employment relationship,
37.3% in self-employment and 0.3% in family
work
✴Undeclared work in the Member States is not the
same size everywhere
✴One in ten Europeans has purchased in the past
year goods or services that might include
undeclared work
✴The most common reason is the lower price

MEASURES TO FIGHT
UNDECLARED WORK AND THE
EUROPEAN UNION APPROACH
No “one-size-fits-all” approach to fight it
✴A correct estimation of undeclared work helps in putting in place appropriate
policy measures
✴The main responsibility for dealing with the issue lies with the national
authorities (via labour inspectorates, social security inspectorates, tax authorities)
✴Two measures:
1.Deterrence-based approaches introduce stricter penalties, improve
inspections and detection strategies
2.Compliance-based approaches include preventive measures to promote
compliance with existing rules

MEASURES TO FIGHT
UNDECLARED WORK AND THE
EUROPEAN UNION APPROACH
European Platform Tackling Undeclared Work

Holistic approach to deal with
undeclared work, which is a
combination of deterrence and
compliance-based measures and the
involvement of all the social partners
and key stakeholders in joint actions
against undeclared work

CASE STUDIES
✴Qualitative analysis of 11 European cooperatives
✴Focusing on worker and social cooperatives and cooperatives of
independent workers
✴Cooperatives alone cannot be a turn-key solution to the phenomenon of
undeclared work, but they do address it by bringing together people who
are usually isolated and developing new strategies to extend social
protection to undeclared workers and increase their awareness of the
bene ts of formalisation
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✴Migrants, including the irregularly staying ones, asylum seekers and
refugees; arts, media and cultural workers; unemployed people and
vulnerable workers in rural areas; and gig workers

MIGRANTS INCLUDING THE
IRREGULARLY STAYING ONES, ASYLUM
SEEKERS, AND REFUGEES
Undeclared worker profile
✴Mainly third country migrants
✴From countries with lower wages,
limited job opportunities, higher rate of
informal work
✴Low skilled and lack of language skills
✴Flexible workforce and labour-intensive
jobs (e.g. agriculture, construction,
domestic work, transport, hotels,
restaurants, beauty salons)
✴Private contacts and informal networks,
fraudulent temporary work agencies

DIOMCOOP (SPAIN)
✴ Social cooperative founded in 2017
✴ Fully address the basic needs of employment, training, regularisation,
and rights of migrants who are in a situation of administrative
irregularity and social vulnerability, through a cooperative

NAZARETH (ITALY)
✴ Social cooperative founded in 2003
✴ Assistance services for minors and families, unaccompanied foreign
minors, asylum seekers and refugees
✴ Job placement of disadvantaged people and migrants, with dedicated
training to the benefit of legal work

RCOOP (BELGIUM)
✴ Cooperative of independent workers founded in 2017
✴ Innovative solution to legalise the economic activity of migrant
hairdressers in the Matongé district of Brussels supporting selfmanagement and self-entrepreneurship

ART, MEDIA, AND CULTURAL
WORKERS
Undeclared worker profile
✴Higher level of precariousness, low
incomes, restricted access to social
protection schemes
✴Non-standard work (intermittence,
heterogeneity and instability), isolation
and lack of bargaining power
✴High self-employment rate (33% vs.
14% than total economy)
✴Undeclared work, bogus selfemployment and bogus posted work

DE COÖPERATIE (NETHERLANDS)
✴ Cooperative of independent workers founded in 2016
✴ Reversing the power relationship between publishers and journalists
via the establishment of a cooperative publishing company owned by
freelance journalists to guarantee sustainable careers

DOC SERVIZI (ITALY)
✴ Cooperative of independent workers founded in 1990
✴ Find a solution for the high level of undeclared work, isolation and
bureaucratic difficulties related to work in the entertainment field

SOGLASNIK LANGUAGE COOPERATIVE
(SLOVENIA)
✴ Cooperative of independent workers founded in 2014
✴ Guaranteeing fair pay on the Slovenian language market and
fighting precarious conditions of workers in the linguistic field

UNEMPLOYED PEOPLE AND VULNERABLE
WORKERS IN RURAL AREAS
Undeclared worker profile
✴Inhabitants of rural areas are more at risk
of poverty or social exclusion
✴Problems are related to demography,
remoteness, education, labour markets
✴Children, young people, women, older
workers, lower skilled workers,
unemployed people
✴High rate of unemployment due to
higher rate of undeclared work or underemployment
✴Seasonal work (agriculture)

BEC DRUŽSTVO (CZECH REPUBLIC)
✴ Social cooperative founded in 2012
✴ Supporting the development of micro-businesses through the
implementation of the BEC methodology to counteract
unemployment and undeclared work in rural areas
✴ Introduction of Business and Employment Cooperative (BEC)
methodology in the Czech Republic

GOEL (ITALY)
✴ Joint cooperative group founded in 2003
✴ Transformation of Calabria through legal and declared work, social
promotion, and active opposition to the ‘Ndrangheta
✴ Application of an economic model based on the concept of “effective
ethics” that leads to a revision of the supply chain

GIG WORKERS
Undeclared worker profile
✴General lack of bargaining power
✴Low payment, income insecurity,
health and safety risks, lack of
transparency regarding surveillance
practices
✴Bogus self-employment
✴Account subcontracting practice
(“swapping of accounts”) to access
higher ranking or have the opportunity
to work (irregularly staying migrants,
asylum seekers or minors)

COOPCYLE (FRANCE)
✴ Federation of worker cooperatives founded in 2016
✴ Helping riders to join forces and organize in cooperatives with the
purpose to overcome the bogus self-employment of transnational delivery
platforms, thanks to the sharing of some services, such as the digital
platform to manage orders

BY-EXPRESSEN (DENMARK)
✴ Worker cooperative founded in 2012
✴ Spreading the use of cargo bikes as a solution to the logistics industry’s
challenges within the green transition via a local approach, while offering
stable contracts to bicycle messengers

YORK COLLECTIVE (ENGLAND)
✴ Worker cooperative founded in 2020
✴ Answer to the gig economy exploitation carried out by unaccountable
multinational corporations by offering decent work conditions to riders and
developing valuable and long-term relationships with York businesses and
customers

COMMON CHARACTERISTICS
OF CASE STUDIES IN
TACKLING UNDECLARED
WORK
✴Cooperatives offer tailored answers (legal framework, more stable working contracts
conditions, support in entering the market, control of the job)
✴Regular and declared work is the key to enhance and emancipate fragile workers
(salaried employee relationship)
✴Training and lifelong learning are key assets to empower members of the cooperative
✴Dual nature of management model: members are both beneficiaries of the cooperative
services and providers of the services that the cooperative offers on the external market
✴Business model based on a mutualistic approach, with decent work, rather than profit,
at its core
✴Attention to local problems and/or to the community or the field they belong to

HOW COOPERATIVES ADDRESS
UNDECLARED WORK IN EUROPE
Worker cooperatives and cooperatives of
independent workers
✴Focus on people who are increasingly suffering the negative
effect of the informalisation of work and employment and are
mostly working as self-employed workers
✴Providing formal and decent employment, generating
sustainable employment and solutions to non-standard
employment, such as access to social security schemes
✴Guaranteeing a high degree of autonomy in their work (artists)
or at least working hour flexibility (riders)
✴When technology acquires an important role in the
management of the cooperative —> “platform cooperative”

HOW COOPERATIVES ADDRESS
UNDECLARED WORK IN EUROPE
Social cooperatives
✴Focus on disadvantaged workers, such as migrants, unemployed
workers, above all in rural areas, and people with a disability, who
are even more inclined to accept sub-standard working conditions
and work undeclared
✴Providing a formal framework that ensures entry into the labour
market under the formal conditions of declared work, with access
to a training path appropriate to their status
✴Supporting the integration of migrants through declared and legal
employment
✴In rural areas, the cooperative model can be an opportunity to get
out of the informal economy through the creation of an enterprise

MAIN CONTRIBUTIONS OF
COOPERATIVES TO THE TRANSITION
FROM UNDECLARED TO DECLARED
WORK IN EUROPE

1.Creation of formal job opportunities
2.Overcoming isolation and obtaining better
working conditions
3.Empowerment of workers
4.Savings and contributions to the State
5.Opportunity for integration
6.Exploring new employment arrangements

CONCLUSIONS
AND PROPOSALS
Cooperatives are a concrete alternative for undeclared workers to
formally enter the labour market thanks to their flexible approach,
but they cannot be the definitive solution because
✴Cooperatives are not directly designed to engage in these social
problems, but rather to meet members’ needs and aspirations
✴Cooperatives are more unfairly disadvantaged due to competitors acting
illegally when their members are mainly people in vulnerable conditions
✴Cooperatives often suffer from insufficient support at the national level

POLICY POINTERS TO SUPPORT
COOPERATIVES TACKLING
UNDECLARED WORK

1.Promoting the cooperative model as a tool to
tackle undeclared work
2.Guaranteeing cooperatives access to funding
and support mechanisms for enterprises
3.Recognising an appropriate legal framework
for innovative models of cooperatives
4.Activating the local level to support the
cooperative model
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