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Abstract 
 
This paper seeks to understand the effects of insti tutions 
on the practice of HRM in Greece.  Hence, it evalua tes how 
alternative approaches to institutions conceptualiz e 
contexts such as Greece, and the relevance of such 
approaches in the light of empirical evidence. The latter 
would suggest that, in common with other Mediterran ean economies, 
Greece has been undergoing a long evolution, marked  by reforms 
both towards greater liberalization and greater coo rdination. 
However, the ultimate direction remains unclear, an d embedded 
ways of doing things – above all, a strongly patern alist 
tradition - persist. Again, as with other Mediterra nean 
economies, the Greek economy is an essentially dual istic one, 
divided between larger organizations (both within t he state and 
private sectors) and the SME sector: the relative i mportance of 
the latter has increased in recent years. Empirical  research 
evidence would underscore the importance of concept ualizing 
institutions as subject to both continuity, and une ven, 
contested, yet constant change, and the extent to w hich internal 
diversity persists within national institutional fr ameworks. 
 
Key words: Comparative HRM, Varieties of Capitalism, Instituions, 
Labour Flexibility, SMEs, Greece  
 
Introduction 

This paper seeks to understand the effects of insti tutions 

on the practice of HRM in Greece.  The literature o n 

comparative capitalism suggests that the manner in which 

firms manage their people – and indeed, other socia l and 

economic relations within and beyond the firm – wil l depend 

on specific institutional configurations, and the 

particular complementarities made possible in a par ticular 

space and place. Yet, the bulk of the literature on  
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comparative capitalism has focused on the most pros perous 

countries of Western Europe, North America and the Far 

East. There has been relatively less attention devo ted to 

understanding the nature of Mediterranean capitalis m and 

transitional economies (Goergen et al. 2009). In se eking to 

contribute to filling this gap, this paper evaluate s how 

alternative approaches to institutions conceptualiz e 

contexts such as Greece, the relevance of such appr oaches 

in the light of empirical evidence, and the theoret ical 

implications of the Greek experience.  

 

How can one understand the effects of institutions on HR 

practice?  As Goegen et al. (2009) note, at the bro adest 

level, institutions may be conceived of in rational -

hierarchical or relationship terms. The former, gro unded in 

rational choice economics assumes that the choices rational 

actors make is framed by specific institutional inc entives 

and disincentives; it is held that, above all, of c entral 

importance is private property rights (La Porta et al. 

1999; 2002). In legal terms, the latter may be dire ct (e.g. 

anti-director rights) or indirect (e.g. an absence of 

employment protection, which, of necessity weakens owner 

power) (Botero et al. 2004). Where they are strong,  owners 

can reign in managers and employees, and firmly dir ect them 
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to maximizing profits. We commence our analysis of the 

Greek case through a review of both rational hierar chical 

approaches that focus on the effects of the law in 

safeguarding owner (and conversely, employee) right s) and 

those that explore the effects of political systems  in this 

regard. 

 

Relationship or socio-economic approaches to instit utions 

reject the view that a single relationship (e.g. pr ivate 

property rights) will over code all others. Rather,  what 

firms do reflects complex webs of ties, involving n ot just 

owners, but also employees, associations, wider soc iety, 

and directly or indirectly, the state. What in prac tical 

terms this means is that a range of different combi nations 

of relationships may prove equally functional: the relative 

strength of property rights are not necessarily the  most 

important institutional feature in every contexts, and 

indeed, there are contexts where weaker property ri ghts may 

prove more functional than stronger ones. Such appr oaches 

(most notably the Varieties of Capitalism literatur e) has 

been influential in both the literature on comparat ive 

political economy, and increasingly within the fiel d of HRM 

(Goergen et al. 2009). Hence, it is from this liter ature 

that we go on to explore the existing empirical evi dence on 
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Greece, systematically comparing and contrasting su ch 

approaches in theory and practice with the alternat ive 

rational-hierarchical tradition. 

 

The present paper is structured in four sections. T he first 

two sections attempt to set up the theoretical fram ework of 

our analysis by examining the literature regarding rational 

hierarchical and socio-economic approaches to insti tutions 

additionally. The third section focuses upon a spec ific 

country case by examining the structure of economy,  

employment relations, interdependence with employee s, 

delegation issues, and labour law. The last section  

discusses the institutional context of current HRM 

perspectives in Greece.      

 

Rational Hierarchical Approaches to Institutions  

 

Particularly influential in the finance and associa ted 

literatures, but also in the strategic management 

literature (Di Maggio and Powell 1983), as noted above,  

rational hierarchical approaches to institutions se em them 

primarily as providers of incentives or disincentiv es to 

rational actors.  Such approaches have tended to fo cus on 

the effects of one overriding institution on anothe r, and 
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ultimately on practice (Boyer 2006). In other words , if 

effects are hierarchical, then one key institutiona l 

feature will impact on others; contradictory pressu res from 

different but equally powerful institutional framew orks are 

discounted (ibid.). This approach has meant that em ployer 

and employee rights are at least to some extent 

antagonistic; should one be stronger, the other wil l 

necessarily be weaker (Botero et al. 2004).  But, w hat 

institutional feature is likely to be most importan t? As 

noted above, w ithin the mainstream finance – and associated 

economic – literature, a primary concern is on prop erty 

rights, following on Douglass North (1990).  It is held 

that strong property rights are a prerequisite to g rowth: 

anything that weakens them – for example, counterva iling 

employee power – will detract from it (ibid.).  The re is, 

however, within this camp, some debate as to what t he most 

important institutional mechanism for securing this  is. 

  

La Porta et al (1999) argue that of central importa nce is 

the issue of legal system. Essentially, countries c losest 

to the common law ideal are associated with stronge r owner 

rights and weaker employee rights; the converse is true 

with civil law/French tradition countries. This wou ld 

reflect the strong importance attached to property rights 
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in the former legal tradition. Again the broad brus hstroke 

approach to law means that much depends on court de cisions; 

testing ones rights via litigation will naturally t end to 

favour the better resourced party, and, within the 

employment relationship, the employer over the empl oyee 

(Harcourt et al. 2004). 

 

La Porta et al (2002) classify countries according to a 

number of basic families of legal systems, within t he 

civil/common law nexus as depicted in map 1; three – 

German, Scandinavian and French – are civil law and  one – 

English – is common law.    
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Map 1: Legal Origins – European Variations  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Key 

Source: Djankov et al. (2004) and La Porta et al. ( 1999) 
 
Greece belongs to the French (i.e. archetypical civ il law) 

legal tradition, characterized by relatively weak o wner 

rights (Djankov et al 2004; La Porta et al. 1999).  They 

further classify countries according to the degree of 
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employment rights accorded to individuals (“employm ent 

laws”) and collectives/bargaining rights (“collecti ve 

relations laws) (Botero et al 2004); see table 1. I t can be 

seen that in Greece, the legal rights accorded to 

individual employees are weaker than continental We stern 

European, and Scandinavian countries, and even othe r 

Mediterranean economies, but rather more than those  

encountered in the UK.    

 

Table 1: Legal System, Collective and Individual Em ployment 
Rights and Anti-Director Rights 
Civil Law        Anti- 

director 
Rights(1) 

Individual 
Employment 
Laws 
Index (2)   

Collective 
Relations 
Laws 
Index (3)  

Legal 
Tradition 

Austria  2 0.5007 0.3601 Civil/ French 
Belgium  0 0.5133 0.5133 Civil/French 
Denmark 2 0.5727 0.4196 Civil/ 

Scandinavian 
Finland  3 0.7366 0.3185 Civil/ 

Scandinavian 
France  3 0.7443 0.6667 Civil/French 
Germany 1 0.7015 0.6071 Civil/ German 
Greece         2 0.5189 0.4851 Civil/French 
Netherlands  2 0.7256 0.4643 Civil/French 
Portugal  3 0.8088 0.6488 Civil/French 
Spain  4 0.7447 0.5863 Civil/French 
Sweden  3 0.7405 0.5387 Civil/ 

Scandinavian 
Norway  4 0.6853 0.6488 Civil/ 

Scandinavian 
Italy         1 0.6449 0.6310 Civil/French 
UK 5 0.2924 0.1875 Common/English 
Source: Botero et al. (2005); La Porta et al. 2002)  
 
Notes 
(1) This scale is about the ease in which directors  can be reigned in by shareholders, 
and hence, management more closely aligned to the s hareholder agenda; countries range on 
a scale of 1 to 5.  It is “formed by adding one whe n i) proxy votes may be mailed in ii) 
whether shares are required to be deposited in adva nce of AGMs iii) whether voting is 
cumulative or whether minorities are proportionatel y represented on boards iv) an 
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oppressed minorities mechanism is in place v) share  capital required to call general 
meeting vi) when shareholders have preemptive right s (La Porta et al. 2002: 1156). 
(2) Measures the protection of  labour and employme nt laws as the average of i) the range 
of alternative employment contracts ii) cost of inc reases in working hours iii) cost of 
firing workers iv) dismissal procedures. The scale ranges from approximately 0.2 to 0.7 
(Botero et al. 2004: 1348). 
(3) Measures the effects of laws governing collecti ve organizational rights in terms of 
an average of i) union power over working condition s (in terms of organizational rights) 
and ii) collective disputes (in terms of protection  given to employees during disputes). 
The scale ranges from approximately 0.2 to 0.7 (ibi d.). 
 

 
In terms of collective rights, Greece is again at t he lower 

end of the civil law scale, but not the same extent  as in 

the case of individual rights. This is of particula r 

relevance given the composition of the Greek econom y. The 

prominence of small family owned businesses would m ake the 

enforcement of individual labour laws more difficul t across 

large areas of the economy (Michail, 2003: 550; c.f . La 

Porta et al. 1999). Again, logistical (i.e. the cha llenges 

of servicing many small, rather than a few big work places) 

and victimization issues make organizing small busi nesses 

more difficult; this would mean that unions would b e more 

likely to concentrate their efforts on the state se ctor and 

larger private owned enterprises. This would sugges t that 

the employment rights enjoyed by Greek workers were  often 

more limited than suggested by this scale. However,  even if 

this scale is accurate, it is evident that in Greec e – 

particularly when compared to Scandinavia and conti nental 

North-Western Europe, but even when compared to 

Mediterranean countries such as Spain, Italy and Po rtugal – 

employee rights are relatively weak, both in indivi dual and 
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collective terms.  However, they are stronger than in 

common law countries such as the United Kingdom, ev en if, 

owing to the uneven nature of enforcement, this gap  is not 

so great as it may first seem. 

 

Pagano and Volpin (2005) argue that laws are ultima tely the 

outcome of political processes; hence, in understan ding the 

relative position of owners vis-à-vis employees, th e manner 

in which politics operate in a country will have a critical 

determining role. Within the employment relationshi p, there 

are two basic sets of laws of concern to relevant 

stakeholders: owner rights and employee rights (ibi d.: 

1006). Employees desire job security and formal rul es 

governing the employment contract; shareholders are  

concerned with the degree to which their rights are  

protected in relation to other stakeholders in the firm.  

They argue that proportional electoral systems are likely 

to produce laws that provide weak shareholder and s trong 

employment protection; the converse is true for 

majoritarian/first past the post systems (ibid.: 10 07).  

This is owing to the importance of a pivotal group of 

ideologically uncommitted voters in marginal 

constituencies, who are “assiduously courted” by ri val 

parties each representing the interests of owners a nd 
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workers (ibid.: 1016); by implication, pivotal vote rs can 

be more easily swayed by the better resourced. Tabl e 2 

contrasts differences in employment protection (her e, 

basically defined as legal job security for those i n 

temporary and permanent contracts), shareholder rig hts, and 

type of electoral system. 

 

Table 2 compares proportionality in electoral syste ms with 

shareholder protection and employment protection, w ith 

Greece being contrasted with a number of North-West  

European and Mediterranean economies. It can be see n that 

Greece is middle ranking in terms of both sharehold er 

protection and proportionality. Greece is, however,  

somewhat an exception in that employment rights are  

relatively strong; in most other countries, employm ent 

protection is generally in line with proportionalit y and 

shareholder rights. However, as mentioned earlier, there is 

evidence to suggest that weak enforcement means tha t 

employee rights are rather weaker than a review of the 

legislation would suggest (Michail, 2003: 550).      
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Table 2: Electoral System versus Shareholder Rights  and 
Employment Protection 
 Shareholder 

Protection (1) 
Employment 
Protection (2) 

Proportionality 
Index (3) 

Austria 2 2.39 3 
Belgium 0 3.02 3 
Denmark 2 2.22 3 
Finland 3 2.22 3 
France 3 2.73 1 
Germany 1 3.55 2 
Greece 2 3.61 2 
Italy 1 4.15 3 
Netherlands 2 3.06 3 
Norway 4 3.09 3 
Portugal 3 4.20 3 
Spain 4 3.66 2 
Sweden 3 3.45 3 
United Kingdom 5 1.27 0 
Source: Pagano and Volpin (2005) 
 
1. This is the anti-director rights introduced in t able 1. 
2. An average derived for job protection for indivi dual and collective contracts, 
values ranging from just over 3 (strong) to 0.2 (we ak). 
3 “The index, which is available for 1985-2002, is eq ual to zero if none of the 
seats are assigned via a proportionality rule, 1 if  a minority of seats are assigned by 
such a rule, 2 if the majority of seats are assigne d by this rule, and 3 if all of the 
seats are assigned proportionally”; the index here ranges from 0-3 (Goergen et al. 2009; 
c.f. Pagano and Volpin 2005).  

 

Rational hierarchical approaches that accord primar y 

attention to law and electoral systems both categor ize 

Greece as a mid ranking country according to 

proportionality, owner rights and employment protec tion. 

Greece can be seen as something of an in-between co ntext; 

this could be on a trajectory of convergence with o ne or 

the other.  However, Gordon and Roe (2005: 29) argu e that 

efficient convergence is only likely if institution s adapt 

in the light of corporate needs or vice versa; in a  system 

with very mixed regulatory pressures, this may be v ery 

difficult.    
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Socio-Economic Approaches to Institutions:  

 

Central to the literature above is the assumption t hat what 

sets Greece apart is not different, but variations in 

similar institutional features. In contrast, the li terature 

on comparative capitalism, treats Mediterranean eco nomies 

in general, and Greece specifically, differently to  the 

economies of north-western Europe. Such socio-econo mic 

approaches to institutions see them primarily as ce ntres of 

webs of social relations (Goergen et al. 2009). Thi s 

assumption means that the effects of institutions o n 

practice will not necessarily be hierarchical. Whil st one 

institutional feature may have particular relevance  on what 

firms do, institutions react with each other and pr actice; 

in other words, rather than a single institutional feature 

over coding all others, institutions mould and re-m ould 

each other and social actions (see Sorge 2003).  Th is 

process makes for both evolution and complementarit y (Hall 

and Soskice 2001).   By the latter it is meant that  certain 

rules and practices work together better than they do on 

their own, building on systemic strengths or compen sating 

for weaknesses (Crouch 2005).In turn, complementari ty means 

that certain sets of practices are likely to persis t within 

a particular context, and actors are unlikely to je ttison 
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them without good cause; this means that nations an d 

regions are likely to persist on distinct trajector ies 

(Hall and Soskice 2001; Crouch 2005).   

 

Particularly influential have been dichotomous acco unts, 

which divide developed nations into two distinct 

categories, liberal market (or Anglo-American/share holder 

orientated) and coordinated (“Rhineland” and 

Scandinavian/stakeholder orientated) (Hall and Sosk ice 

2001; Dore 2000). Such accounts have accorded rathe r less 

attention to Mediterranean economies such as Greece .  Hall 

and Soskice (2001) suggest that the categorization of such 

countries is ambiguous, but that they may fall into  a 

Mediterranean category, characterized by a large 

agricultural sector, histories of state interventio n 

(leaving some room for non-market coordination of f inancial 

relations), and relatively deregulated employment r elations 

(ibid.: 21). This rather “mixed” scenario echoes th e above-

mentioned accounts of Botero et al. (2004) and Paga no and 

Volpin (2005).    

 

Other writers in this tradition have argued that th ere are 

several other alternative capitalist archetypes in the 

developed world. Encompassing Far Eastern economies  and 

Italy, Whitley (1999) argues that there are six dis tinct 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management  

 15 

business systems. As is the case with Hall and Sosk ice, 

Whitley (1999) suggests that governance arrangement s are a 

key variation between varieties of capitalism.  Dra wing on 

a very much wider cross section of institutional fe atures, 

Amable (2003) identifies five capitalist archetypes , 

including South European (Mediterranean) Capitalism ; the 

four archetypes encountered in Europe are depicted in Map 

2. Amable (2003) derived his categorization through  a 

cluster analysis of a range of institutional featur es (for 

example, relative availability and effectiveness of  

training systems). 
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Map 2: Capitalist Archetypes in Europe  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Key 

 

Source: Amable (2003) and Goergen et al. (2009) 
 
Greece is seen as a typical example of Mediterranea n 

capitalism.   In terms of employment relations, wha t sets 

the latter apart is the high employment protection 

 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management  

 17 

encountered in the large firm and state sectors (Am able 

2003: 104). Employment protection reflects not just  the 

law, but also the relatively prominent countervaili ng power 

of unions in such areas, and the possibilities of l arge 

scale industrial conflict (ibid.). Hence, Molina an d Rhodes 

(2007) argue that southern European economies are m ore 

likely to experience class conflict, as they lack “ the 

micro-foundations for constructing coordination to match 

that at the macro-tier”; in other words, centralize d 

bargaining does not always effectively translate in  

coterminous understandings, implicit or explicit at  the 

micro-level.  Indeed, a history of heavy state regu lation 

inevitably has weakened the capacity of local actor s to 

autonomously coordinate their activities. This also  reduces 

the chances of structural changes in these areas; i n 

addition, employment stability in these areas reduc es the 

demand for social protection (Amable 2003:113).    

 

In contrast, employment protection is weaker amongs t 

smaller, family owned businesses. Amable (2003: 104 ) argues 

that there is a flexible fringe of employment in te mporary 

and part time work; a tradition of centralized wage  

bargaining is offset by a lack of active employment  

policies. Weaknesses in both higher and vocational 
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education means that firms are likely to have to co ntend 

with persistent skills gaps (Amable 2003: 106). Han cke and 

Goyer (2006) argue that it is relatively difficult to 

construct new non-market institutional framework sh ould 

existing arrangements no longer work; in contrast 

deregulation is much easier. Piecemeal reforms are likely 

to fail if they prove incompatible with other areas  of the 

institutional framework; this means that there is a  strong 

likelihood of existing arrangements “muddling” on.  

 

We will now turn our focus towards Greece, examinin g the 

structure of economy, employment relations, interde pendence 

with employees, delegation issues, and labour law.   

 

The Structure of the Greek Economy 

The Greek economy historically was based on agricul ture. In 

the 1950s it accounted almost 30% of Gross Domestic  Product 

(GDP). This figure had fallen to 11% in 1993 and in  6.9% in 

2004 (see table 3). This was mainly due to the fact  that 

Greece as a member of EU should decrease its agricu lture 

production in order to reach the average percentage  of the 

EU (Kritsantonis, 1999). Additionally, manufacturin g output 

almost tripled between 1960s and 1980s, rising from  25% to 

30.5% of GDP (ibid.). However, it is mainly based o n 
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traditional (and sometimes low value added) industr ies, 

such as textiles, clothing and foodstuffs while hig her 

value added incrementally innovative areas remain 

underdeveloped (ibid). During the 1980s and the beg inning 

of 1990s these traditional industries were hit by a  real 

competitiveness crisis, whilst investment levels re mained 

low (ibid.). From the mid-1990s, manufacturing busi nesses 

tried to recover through a process of consolidation , 

mergers and acquisitions and franchising.  

 

Table 3: The percentage share of the various sector s in the 
total GDP 

% Of GDP 1984-85 1994-95 2003-04 
Agriculture 13.5 10.7 6.9 
Industry 30.5 24.4 23.8 
Services 56 65 69.3 
Source: economywatch.com 

Service industry is the most developed sector in Gr eece. 

Since 1961 it has accounted for more than half of G DP, and 

is currently around 70%. The most rapid expansion h as 

occurred among banking and finance, insurance, heal th 

services commerce, import-export services and touri sm 

(Kritsadonis, 1999). Also, the last two decades gre at 

development in telecommunications was observed, owi ng to 

the introduction of mobile telephone services offer ed by 

private companies and due to the restructuring of t he Greek 

Telecom Organisation. Finally, the last ten years t he stock 
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market in Greece has rapidly expanded and the posit ive 

indicators have led many investors to enter in the stock 

market.  

 

Although there is no specific governmental policy t o 

support and promote Small and Medium Enterprises (S MEs), 

this area remains centrally important with 99% of 

industrial business activities being performed by t hem. In 

the manufacturing sector , SMEs contribute 27% to 

manufacturing GDP and account for 63.6% of total em ployment 

in the sector. In the commercial sector  they contribute 20% 

to GDP and account for 14% of total employment (Eco nomic 

and Social Committee 2003). 

 

Greek SMEs constitute almost two thirds of total em ployment 

(Mulhern, 1995). In particular the vast majority (9 5%) of 

firms employing less than 10 employees are mostly f amily-

run. These micro-firms account for 65.5% of total 

employment. On the other hand, firms employing less  than 50 

employees account for 73.5% of total employment and  59.2% 

of firms’ revenues (Economic and Social Committee 2 001).  The 

majority of these small firms tend to employ female  and 

part-time labor and have lower wages than large fir ms 
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(Mulhern, 1995).  SMEs, also, amount considerably to the 

creation of new jobs.  

 

Work and Employment Relations in Greece in Practice  

But, what are the defining features of national HRM ? A 

simply approach might be to cover all the functiona l areas 

of HRM, from employee relations, to development, to  reward 

and planning. A limitation of such an approach is t hat any 

coverage that sets out to be blanket is rarely exha ustive; 

the relative importance of specific HR systems and the 

presence of specific features may be open to very d ifferent 

interpretations. For example, widespread usage of t emporary 

labour may reflect generally weak tenure, or simply  the 

extent to which firms use this as a means of screen ing 

recruits earmarked for secure long term employment.   

Alternatively, Whitley (1999) argues that the defin ing 

features of employment relations at a national leve l 

encompass two dimensions: delegation and interdepen dence 

(c.f. Brookes et al. 2005). The former concerns the  degree 

of participation and involvement encountered, rangi ng from 

collective bargaining through to individually orien tated 

forms of communication (Whitley 1999; see Brewster et al. 

2007). Meanwhile, the latter concerns employment se curity 

and the degree to which the firm and its people are  
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prepared to invest in organizationally relevant ski lls 

(ibid.). Focusing on such relations (as adverse to an 

exhaustive range of practices) is of particular uti lity 

from a socio-economic institutional perspective, in  that 

the types of relationships encountered within the f irm may 

be contrasted to those without.   

 

We go on to explore a third dimension: the relative  

efficacy – and degree of enforcement – of labour la w across 

large areas of the Greek economy (c.f. Goergen et a l. 

2009).  Central to rational-hierarchical approaches  are the 

legal basis property rights, in terms of legal trad ition, 

or, alternatively, the type of legislation likely t o be 

enacted by different types of government.   Therefo re, the 

analysis of Greece will be based on the following t hree-

fold framework: interdependence – delegation - labo ur law 

and compliance.    

 

Employer-Employee Interdependence 

As noted above, interdependence concerns both emplo yment 

security, and training and development. Employment security 

is an ambiguous measure in that, as noted earlier, 

temporary working may either denote genuine insecur ity or 

simply represent a probation device. Genuine job se curity 
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is about both formal job protection and actual turn over 

rates. We explore the efficiency of job protection under 

the law in a subsequent section, and hence devote o ur 

discussion under ‘delegation’ to training and devel opment.  

 

According to Amable (2003) there are three categori es of 

European economies regarding training and developme nt 

regimes: the liberal market (LMEs) (UK & US), the s ocial 

democratic economies (Finland, Sweden, Denmark), 

continental European capitalisms (France, Germany, Austria, 

Belgium) and finally, southern European or regimes (Italy, 

Spain, Portugal). Greece seems to belong to the lat ter 

group (Amable, 2003). Training and development (T&D ) in 

Mediterranean economies seems to follow a hybrid mo del 

composed of public sector providers and, especially , the 

last decades, of private sector ones (Patiniotis & 

Stavroulakis 1997). In general, these systems seem to be 

dominated by structural weaknesses in both training  and 

education that influence the level and quality of 

employee’s skills (Amable, 2003).    

 

Nevertheless, T&D became part of the Greek manageri al 

agenda. Indeed, the last 20 years have witnessed im portant 

changes in Vocational Education & Training (VET) sy stems, 
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such as the development of new institutions, the 

application of innovative programmes, and the activ ation of 

social partners towards this direction. The main pu rpose 

was to promote parity of esteem for vocational educ ation 

pathways in a country where people strongly favour general 

and university education and focus to a far lesser degree 

on opportunities or possibilities on the labour mar ket. 

 

In particular, the initial VET system, supervised b y the 

Ministry of Education was set up from 1992 onwards around 

Institutes of Vocational Education (IVE) and with t he 

Organisation of VET (OVET) as the responsible agenc y 

(Ecotec 2007). OVET Provides initial or supplementa ry 

vocational training, establishes and operates the I VE, 

determines the curricula of public and private Voca tional 

Training Institutes, recognizes and qualifies the 

professions which correspond to vocational educatio n and 

training, determines vocational rights of all VET l evels 

(ibid.). 

 

Moreover, the Ministry of Employment and Social Pro tection 

is active in the field of continuing vocational tra ining 

through IVE centres and through the National Accred itation 

Centre for Continuing Vocational Training (NACCVET) . 
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NACCVET, established in 1997, aimed to assure quali ty in 

the provision of continuing vocational training and  improve 

effectiveness of training services in Greece (Ecote c, 

2007).  The major target was to reach European stan dards.  

In reality, the VET system in Greece never really 

flourished and was under-funded until the 1990s 

(Sotiropoulos, 2004). At the beginning of 90s VET s ystem 

has been reformed to secure flexibility in the trai ning 

specializations offered and improve training qualit y by 

instituting a national accreditation process for vo cational 

knowledge and skills (Vretakou and Rousseas, 2003).  

However, much remain to be done to bring the Greek VET 

system in line with those of the others EU Member S tates. 

Given this, private sector firms gradually lost pat ience 

with the system, resulting in a diminishment of the ir 

participation (Karalis and Vergidis 2004). The Euro pean 

Social Fund (ESF) has provided support for Greek li fe-long 

education, especially after the Structural Funds’ r eforms 

in 1988 and 1993 (Prokou, 2008), although it can be  argued 

that it has not had the desired impact.  

 

Greece is making a slow progress towards formulatin g a 

coherent national strategy of life-long education ( Rauner 
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2008). For example, the responsible organization fo r life-

long learning is the General Secretariat for Adult 

Education (GSAE). GSAE supervises the Institute of Adult 

Lifelong Education (LLE), which aims to implement a ctions 

in the field of lifelong learning in Greece (Ecotec , 2007). 

 

Beyond these developments though, the need for a be tter 

qualified and trained workforce has become of incre asing 

concern to Greek firms (Papalexandris and Nikandrou , 2000). 

In a study conducted by Nikandrou et. al.,(2008), G reece 

appeared in the list of low performance-oriented so cieties, 

which is significant in identifying and enacting tr aining 

needs analysis, as an effective practice that would  

contribute to positive firm results. The higher the  

performance orientation, the stronger the relations hip 

between training needs analysis and firm’s performa nce 

(Nikandrou et al. 2008). However, in most cases, th e 

process remains an ad hoc one: skill needs are prim arily 

identified by frontline departments, with HRM profe ssionals 

often being relegated to a backseat. The same appli es also 

to the contents of training provided (Papalexandris  and 

Nikandrou, 2000). 
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Furthermore, Greece has the lowest GDP expenditure on 

education (3.79%) compared to the other EU14 states . In 

practice, it is expected that the gap in skill leve ls 

obtained by the public educational system will be f illed by 

organizations (Nikandrou et al 2008). 

 

Other existing research (Papalexandris and Nikandro u, 2000; 

Papalexandros and Chalkias, 2002; Galanaki and 

Papalexandris, 2004; Stavrou-Costea, 2005) points o ut an 

increased emphasis on the use of on-the-job trainin g, 

rather than a reliance on external courses. However , off-

the-job training courses are usually provided by pr ivate 

training firms (Papalexandris and Nikandrou 2000; G alanaki 

et al., 2008).  

 

Based on the findings of the Cranet surveys, Goerge n et al 

(2009) found that firms in Greece generally spent m ore time 

on staff training across the job bands than their p eers in 

north-western Europe. However, there is no evidence  that 

this reflected a greater willingness to invest in p eople, 

but rather appeared to reflect gaps in the existing  

training system and poor skills sets (ibid.). And, 

companies may devote a great deal of time to traini ng, but 

do it cheaply and informally on the job (ibid.). Wh ilst 
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this may reduce the need for professional training staff, 

at the same time such methods pose indirect costs i n that 

they divert operative’s attention from concentratin g on 

immediate production (ibid.). 

 

Since Greek economy is dominated by SMEs that are 

confronted with variety of problems including low 

specialization and low financial resources, investm ent on 

training is quite limited and, thus, SMEs are often  staffed 

with inappropriately trained personnel (Zambarlouko u and 

Constantelou, 2002; c.f. Goergen et al. 2009).  

 

In Greek SMEs the main components of training are: 

unstructured training, informal job instruction and  

socialization (Vlachos, 2008). Moreover, Vlachos (2 008) 

noticed that training and employee development prac tices 

are more common in rapid-growth firms, and these ki nds of 

practices are influenced also by the age of the 

organization; the older the organization is the gre ater 

reluctance to take training seriously. In Greece, f or 

example, this situation is enhanced by a limited li felong 

learning tradition. This resulted in the emergence of 

issues regarding job security, mainly among younger  

employees and especially those working in SMEs. As Goergen 
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et al., (2009) point out “older employees in larger  firms 

are likely to continue to enjoy relatively high job  

security, which is likely to be more conducive to h uman 

capital development”. In contrast, SMEs are general ly less 

able to invest in enhancing employees’ skills and k nowledge 

through training and development programmes (Amable , 2003).  

Moreover, in Greece, job security is relatively wea k and it 

is highly related to the employees’ familiarity wit h ‘hard’ 

management skills (Psychogios, forthcoming 2010): t reating 

employees as a disposable resource means that firms  would 

be more reluctant to invest in them. 

 

More broadly speaking Amable (2003) argues that the  

education system in Mediterranean economies seems n ot to 

follow the needs of an expanding technology industr y in 

other regions. There is a large proportion of emplo yees 

with higher education degrees, but with a serious l ack of 

skills (ibid.:167).  

 

 

As can be seen from tables 1 and 2, employment prot ection 

in Greece is relatively strong; however, in practic e such 

security is confined to larger employers. Owing to the 

fragility of many SMEs and uneven law enforcement, 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management  

 30 

employment protection in smaller firms in practice is weak. 

Nonetheless, the extent of employment protection pr ovided 

has been challenged: the lack of flexible types of 

employment in the country such as the part-time wor kers has 

been blamed for relatively high unemployment (Greek  

Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 2001). It i s held 

that the limited choices in the labour market in te rms of 

flexible forms of work inhibit the expansion and 

development of labour force (ibid.).    

 

Hence, there has been some discussion on the advisa bility 

of introducing a Flexicurity  system into Greece.  However 

this has run into strong opposition, the main reaso n being 

that as long as Greek employees are the lowest paid  in 

Europe, they will oppose to anything that may imply  loss of 

job security or reduction of pay. Moreover, industr ial 

relations in Greece lack a tradition of collective 

bargaining and a ‘culture’ of social consensus 

(Kritsadonis, 1999). Hence, the Economic and Social  Council 

(ESC) of the country decided, instead of attempting  to make 

a synthesis of social partners’ views on Flexicurity , to 

simply outline their two divergent positions on mod ernizing 

labour law along the European Commission’s line of 

argumentation (Predosanu and Pirgiog, 2008); given this, it 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management  

 31 

is most unlikely that a Flexicurity  system will be 

implemented for the foreseeable future.  

 

Delegation to Employees  

Employee participation, has become an organization’ s main 

policy towards demanding global market competition 

(Lansbury, 1995).US organizations mainly emphasizes  direct 

employee participation that is defined as an organi zational 

process through which management shares information  and 

empowers its subordinates to be involved in decisio n 

making, in a group and/or individual level (Sagie a nd 

Koslowsky, 2003). In contrast, European (and mainly  

continental) countries focus upon an institutionali zed 

approach of participation of employee representativ es in 

decisions that are relevant to labour-management re lations 

(indirect participation). For example, in a Europea n 

comparative study by Gill and Krieger (1993) among 7,326 

European employees, Greece had mid-ranked position,  echoing 

its position in terms of collective employment righ ts under 

the law.  

 

The actual nature of employee participation in Gree ce has 

been relatively under-researched. A study by Kufidu  and 

Mihail (1999) explored the extent to which new form s of 
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participation have been adopted by large manufactur ing 

companies. This study supports the view that employ ee 

involvement practices in decision making is in a 

developmental stage. According to their findings 

“management utilises systematic meetings with emplo yees 

and/or trade unions to pass on information, in comp liance 

with relevant regulations” (ibid.:497-498). Indirec t 

involvement is quite limited to an informational le vel and 

mainly with relevant regulations (Kufidu and Michai l, 

1999).  

 

On the other hand, direct participation is equally limited 

and it is mainly practiced through teamwork approac hes 

developed for particular projects (ibid). Again, th e level 

of participation “varies over a series of issues in cluding 

training, new technology introduction, company relo cation, 

labour force reorganisation, employment/lay-offs, 

health/safety and production” (ibid, p. 496). Final ly, 

according to Kufidu and Michail (1999) EU legislati on has 

had a major effect in terms participation, an examp le being 

the European Works Council (EWC) directive. However , the 

role of EWCs is largely consultative, and is only 

applicable to firms with a significant presence in more 

than one EU member state . And, in Greece the entire concept 
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of work councils is less developed (Kufidu and Mica il, 

1999) and their legal status is weaker than in more  

coordinated countries (Germany, Italy, and France) in which 

they have strong legal foundation and more involvem ent in 

key management decisions.   

 

Psychogios and Szamosi (2007) argue that Greek 

organizational culture is based more on emotion tha n on 

rationality and reflects a more autocratic style of  

managing people and organizations. This style is no t 

conducive for the development of employee participa tion and 

involvement (c.f. Lansbury, 1995). This reflects th e 

persistence of a paternalist tradition in Greece, 

characterized by high levels of formalization and l ow 

levels of decentralization (Joiner, 2000). Cummings  and 

Schmidt (1972) argue that although Greek managers m ay 

advocate participative styles of management, they o ften 

show little trust in other individuals’ capacity to  take 

decisions. It is interesting to note that in the Gr eek 

vocabulary there is the word ‘ Euthynophobia ’ that has been 

deployed to describe the lack of willingness that G reek 

managers have to assume responsibility (Psychogios and 

Szamosi, 2007). However, recent work suggests that within 

firms more willing to experiment with new manageria l 
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techniques, greater participation is likely to be 

encountered, at least among those in the higher job  bands 

(c.f. Psychogios et al.  2009).  

 

Greek Labour Law  

Individual labour  law has traditionally been the main 

source of regulating industrial relations; collecti ve 

bargaining has played a secondary role in this proc ess 

(Zambarloukou, 2006). Major issues, such as flexibi lity and 

security in the labour market, the impact on non-st andard 

employment relationships on employees’ collective r ights 

tend to overwhelm an “embryonic social dialogue”  (Predosanu 

and Pirgiog, 2008). Social dialogue has developed m ainly 

the last 20 years (c.f. Soumeli, 2004), but it is s till in 

a developmental stage mainly due to the poor tradit ion of 

collective bargaining and social consensus among so cial 

partners. For instance, the General Confederation o f Greek 

Labour supports the view that the modernisation of labour 

law should have as a result labour market deregulat ion 

(Predosanu and Pirgiog, 2008).   

 

According to Kritsadonis (1999) the Greek business system 

is traditionally represented by small and medium fa mily-

owned businesses with low productivity, which howev er, the 
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last decades have increased their employment rates 

proportionality (European Commission, 2002). Nevert heless, 

this situation has resulted due to “the ability of Greek 

SMEs not to comply with the labour law regulations”  

(Michail, 2004:550). In other words, Greek SMEs are  often 

able to evade labour law due to weak enforcement. I t could 

be argued that employment relationships in Greek SM Es are 

characterized by pragmatism and flexibility (Marlow  and 

Patton, 2002; Wilkinson, 1999) However, the existen ce of 

informal employee relations in SMEs does little for  de 

facto  employee rights. More specifically, Burtless (2001 ) 

SMEs do not tend to follow labour legislation on is sues 

like overtime limits, compensation and benefits, di smissal 

procedures, etc. This is confirmed by a European Fo undation 

survey (2001), which argues that employees working in Greek 

SMEs work significant amounts of overtime, they hav e poor 

job security, they receive less training, they are not much 

involved in decision making and they take more risk s with 

regard to their physical health.  

 

This informal status of industrial relations seems to gives 

a lot of flexibility to the heads of SMEs (Michail,  2004), 

with personalized relationships being offset by oft en poor 

terms and conditions of service.  
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The last decades witnessed an effort by the Greek 

governments to enhance the application of employmen t 

flexibility in Greek organizations. In particular, a series 

of legislative initiatives (for example, Law 1892/1 990, Law 

2639/1998, Law 2874/2000,  Law 2956/2001) focused on 

regulating flexible contracts, part-time workers, 

overtimes, temporary employment, etc (Michail, 2003  and 

2004). These changes received little opposition fro m SME 

owners; this reflected the fact that what it really  matters 

for SMEs are the informal or internal employee arra ngements 

reached and the ad hoc solutions that can be found in work-

related problems (Michail, 2004). In other words, i t could 

be supported that beyond the effort given by the Gr eek 

State to formalize industrial relations within the main 

element of the Greek economy - SME sector - through  

legislative changes, most SMEs retain the capacity to evade 

the law, and continued with informality.    

 

Conclusion  

As with many other Mediterranean economies, Greece occupies 

a position somewhat midway between lightly regulate d 

liberal market economies and more coordinated varie ties of 

capitalism.  But, Mediterranean capitalism – at lea st in 
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the Greek case – does not simply represent a mix of  two 

archetypes. For example, the law is simply less eff ective 

in the Greek case than in either liberal markets or  

coordinated ones. Hence, it is clear that purely 

dichotomous approaches to capitalist diversity cann ot 

adequately explain the nature of both institutions and 

practice in many developed economies, most notably in 

Mediterranean ones .   Again, in common with other 

Mediterranean economies, Greece has been undergoing  a long 

evolution, marked by reforms both towards greater 

liberalization and greater coordination. However, t he 

ultimate direction remains unclear, and embedded wa ys of 

doing things – above all, a strongly paternalist tr adition 

- persist.   This supports approaches to institutio ns that 

see them as dynamic and evolving in a manner that c ombines 

incrementalism with the potential for rupture (Boye r 2006); 

there is little doubt that the process of change in  

regulation and practice in Greece has been an uneve n, 

contested and uncertain process. 

 

Again, as with other Mediterranean economies, the e conomy 

is an essentially dualistic one, divided between la rger 

organizations (both within the state and private se ctors) 

and the SME sector: the relative importance of the latter 
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has increased in recent years. In other words, the practice 

of HRM is also dualistic. Larger employers are more  

inclined to follow the law, and be unionized: this makes 

the practice of HRM more consistent and regulated b oth in 

de jure and de facto terms. Whilst employees may en joy 

fewer individual and collective legal rights than, say, in 

the Scandinavian economies, they generally have 

considerably more than in liberal market economies,  at 

least in those areas of the economy where complianc e with 

the law is high.  In contrast, it is apparent that many 

SMEs have effectively opted out of the official sys tem in 

many areas, with apparent impunity, legislative ref orms 

notwithstanding. The resultant HRM policies are lik ely to 

be unprocedural, flexible, highly personal, but als o 

arbitrary, and with little in the way of formalized  

mechanisms for involvement and participation; this is 

matched by often poor terms of employment and worki ng 

conditions. What affects both large firms and SMEs are 

serious limitations in the training system; in the case of 

SMEs, a lack of resources may force an over-relianc e on ad 

hoc on the job training, which may pose a range of hidden 

costs.   Quite simply, Greek capitalism – as is the  case 

with many other varieties of capitalism – is intern ally 

diverse. This would reflect both very specific hist orical 
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legacies (in the Greek case, of a highly interventi onist 

state and periodic experiments in centralized 

authoritarianism) and regional diversity (large ent erprises 

are clustered in a few major cities) (c.f. Lane and  Wood 

2009).   

 

Indeed, the Greek case can tell us a great deal abo ut the 

process of diversity, evolution and change in both 

regulation and practice in more general terms. The Greek 

economy has underperformed for many years, yet 

institutional frameworks have been slow to adjust, with 

market reforms often apparently doing more harm tha n good.  

As Boyer (2006) notes, institutional redesign (whet her in 

the form of substitution, innovation, or a combinat ion 

thereof) is an experimental one, with the possibili ty of 

both serendipitous discoveries and failures.  And, even if 

aspects of institutional arrangements may be dysfun ctional 

in outright terms, they may persist if they are hig hly 

functional to specific social interests (Wood and F rynas 

2006). Finally, the uneven nature of compliance wit h the 

law highlights the limitations of rational hierarch ical 

approaches that prioritize a single institutional f eature; 

one cannot simply understand Greece through an anal ysis of 

formal property rights.  Again, whilst the Greek el ectoral 
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system may result in certain types of government as suming 

power, there are clear limits to state power. And, 

diversity both in terms of firm governance (above a ll, 

between large firms and SMEs) and compliance furthe r 

underscore the limits of approaches that focus pure ly on a 

limited range of national level features. The law a nd the 

electoral system may indeed help us understand aspe cts of 

Greek HRM, but the picture is an incomplete one. Th is would 

suggest that the more nuanced approach of writers s uch as 

Amable (2003) may represent the most useful startin g point 

for placing the practice of HRM in Greece and assoc iated 

formal and informal rules and norms in comparative context.  

At the level of practice, the Greek case highlights  the 

complex relationship between rules and actual pract ice: it 

is not only in Greece that large numbers of smaller  firms 

choose to regularly evade the law.  Regulation is n ot just 

about formal laws, but tacit understandings (Jessop  2001).  

The latter dimension and the extent to which evasio n of the 

formal rules of the game may in fact be a more gene ral 

feature of capitalism than is commonly assumed may be an 

important issue to consider in considering HR pract ice 

around the world. Secondly, and, again, not unique to the 

Greek case, practice should be seen not only in ter ms of 

formal hierarchies, but also informal networks on k inship 
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and spatial lines; whilst a large body of the exist ing 

literature on HRM does acknowledge the centrality o f the 

latter, such relationships are all too often poorly  mapped 

with analysis rarely moving beyond the most general .     
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