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You are faster on your own, 
but get further together

Editorial

You are all too aware of the importance of dialogue. 
Some time ago, I helped Laura, a higher executive, over 
the phone. She then spontaneously started telling me 
how valuable the presence of the trade union had been 
to her during her medium-term career. 

She had followed several of our coaching programmes 
for executives, enabling her to feel more comfortable in 
her job. She had also noticed time and again that staff 
members, including executives, could rely on ‘excellent 
legal advice’ (her own words) from trade union experts 
and employee representatives. She appreciates the work 
of these people at her current company as they address 
the challenges faced by executives in the field of work 
pressure and work life balance in a constructive and 
nuanced manner. 

There are people like Laura (or Vladimir, Gerard, Fatima 
etc.) who take the bull by the horns, bring the group of 
executives together and translate their specific needs 
into dialogue between executives and the employer. 
Some of these people can be found in the enclosed 

candidate brochure, which we will distribute over the 
coming months in order to reach even more people like 
Laura.  

In this issue we will focus on participation and dia-
logue among citizens as citizen initiatives can teach 
us a lot about these subjects. A roundtable discussion 
on the preconditions for constructive social dialogue 
and strong involvement of executives and knowledge 
workers is furthermore scheduled for next month. We 
warmly invite executives, employee representatives and 
employers to participate in this discussion. 

No democracy without dialogue. We are eagerly look-
ing for people like Laura who have an eye for the crucial 
position of executives in their company: sometimes a 
bit closer to the management, sometimes between ham-
mer and anvil, often also in a key position to make a 
difference for colleagues. I dream of great radio and TV 
commercials, attractive advertisements with testimo-
nies of people like Laura that encourage other people to 
step forward! 

My mailbox is packed with HR newsletters that deal with the social elections. 
Companies prepare themselves to steer this four-yearly event in the right 
direction. Consultancy and HR organisations support them with legal advice 
and information. However, let us now forget about the practical organisation and 
focus instead on the essence of social elections: involvement, participation and 
dialogue. Highlighting and promoting social dialogue is at the core of our ACV 
Kader programme this year. 
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What can we learn from 
citizen participation
What triggers people to enter into a dialogue? How do they achieve results 
together? What is the added value of collaboration? The imminent social 
elections – the height of democracy in the corporate world – present us with an 
excellent opportunity to explore the topic of participation in great depth. With 
the assistance of Professor Tine De Moor of the Utrecht University, we are looking 
for a broader perspective. 

The rise of citizen collectives  
One specific form of cooperation has been gaining 
traction quite rapidly: citizen collectives. These col-
lectives enable citizens to join forces, take initiative 
and look for solutions to societal challenges which 
cannot be addressed by the government or the market. 
These challenges deal with a variety of areas, includ-
ing food (e.g. pick-your-own farms and orchards), 
accommodation (e.g. co-housing projects), energy 
(e.g. renewable energy cooperatives), infrastructure 
(e.g. glass fibre cooperatives) and parks and public 
spaces management (e.g. neighbourhood parks). 

Professor Tine De Moor and Oikos think tank 
investigated this phenomenon with the support 
of the King Baudouin Foundation. Their report 

“When citizens join forces and take matters into 
their own hands” not only makes mention of a 
renewal of local communities and civil society but 
also highlights an actual innovation. 

The researchers focused a lot of their attention 
on involvement and solidarity. “Collectives are a 
direct form of solidarity,” De Moor says. “They are 
called Schools for Democracy, but in fact they are 

Social dialogue
Sandra Vercammen
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Schools for Solidarity. The members simply have to 
listen to each other if they want to find a solution.”

Critical notes ... 
In the Netherlands, citizen collectives have been 
around for quite some time. “The privatisation of 
healthcare has been going on for many years,” De 
Moor explains. “If the market does not see any 
opportunities in certain sparsely populated areas, 
the local population will take action, for exam-
ple by organising childcare.” In Flanders, some 
families with disabled children work together to 

provide sheltered housing units. These efforts are 
laudable but not necessarily good news. After all, 
these facilities are only available to the wealthy 
and furthermore reduce demand, so that the gov-
ernment and the market are even less inclined to 
roll up their sleeves. 

... but also opportunities
In other words, a collective is not always a per-
fectly positive story, and social solidarity is not 
always evident either. De Moor refers to the trade 
unions, which came into existence as a result of 
solidarity, and points out that we sometimes fail 
to “see the solidarity mechanism when thinking 
about taxes, an indirect form of solidarity”. She 
nevertheless identifies economic opportunities – 
such as the pay-out of dividends within an energy 
cooperative – as well as ecological benefits. As a 
matter of fact, numerous cooperatives strive for a 
more sustainable way of life. 

Citizen collectives enable citizens to 
join forces so as to tackle 
societal challenges which cannot be 
addressed by the government or 
the market.

©
 iStock.com

 5

Kader_176_UK_002rev.indd   5 15/10/2019   14:11:39



In Turnhout we have a successful practi-
cal example of a citizen collective. Fourteen 
families joined forces to come up with a special 
way of living together. The residential project is 
based on a number of principles, including:
sustainable living 
living together with people of different ages
being good neighbours for each other
combining common areas and activities with 
attention to privacy
 
Leo Lauwerysen embarked on this resi-
dential project together with his partner 
when confronted with the care needs of his 
parents-in-law. “This made us realise that we 
will also develop care needs in the long term. 

Co-housing enables us to rely on an entire 
network.” It serves as a source of inspiration 
for Leo. “Although I have participated in meet-
ings as an executive throughout my career, this 
project has helped refine my ideas about work-
ing together,” he says. “Respecting each other’s 
opinion, sharing confidence in each other’s 
talent, thinking in terms of equality rather 
than power, making efficient decisions together, 
paying attention to disputes ... these principles 
should actually be put into practice even better.” 
Within this scope, Leo and the other co-housers 
always make decisions in mutual consent based 
on objective criteria and arguments, and not 
on emotions. If a dispute arises, the people in 
question will get together to talk things out.  

Buren van Bink (co-housing)
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The Participatory
Budgeting project
In the district of Antwerp, residents have decided on 
the allocation of an annual budget of € 1. 4 million 
through participatory budgeting since 2014. It is 
truly unique that such a budget is set aside for par-
ticipation. The citizens furthermore have full control 
over the process: they divide the budget across 
several topics of their choice, submit projects and 
ultimately choose the projects they want to carry 
out themselves or they want the district to carry 
out. This results in the realisation of approximately 
eighty projects every year, ranging from a commu-
nity picnic organised by a youth movement to more 
green on a playground, an additional cycling path, 
an intercultural theatre or climate projects. 

The central idea of the participatory budgeting 
project is that participation has a positive impact on 
policy and the decision-making process and that res-
idents who look for solutions through dialogue can 
generate more added value for the district than top-
down decisions. Antwerp residents have a greater 
say in their own district and have more confidence 
in the authorities. Active citizenship furthermore 
creates support for decisions and cultivates shared 
responsibility.  

Active citizenship creates support 
for decisions and cultivates shared 
responsibility.  

The participatory budgeting project pays a lot of 
attention to getting to know each other and enter-
ing into a dialogue, but there is an online alternative 
too: doemee.burgerbegroting.be. Votes cast online 
are given a lower weight than votes cast at physical 
meetings as the former are individual votes that are 
cast without any form of dialogue. 
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Thinking about 
accepting a job abroad? 
Important things to consider
As numerous industries are increasingly organised on an international scale, 
more and more Belgians (temporarily) accept a job abroad in the course of 
their career, for example to share locally acquired expertise on a project basis. 
In addition, international reorganisations ensure that positions and assignments 
are relocated across national borders. If you want to stay on board, you have to 
accept a position in a neighbouring country or even further away. Do you face 
a similar drastic next step in your career? Many factors need to be taken into 
account.

International 
career
Lieveke Norga
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Getting packed 
right away...
You probably have developed significant 
experience and feel good in your job. 
Add job security and loyalty, and you 
may be tempted to stay with your cur-
rent employer. Moreover, an assignment 
abroad often offers opportunities for 
personal growth. 

… or not?
You should carefully think about a num-
ber of factors before you decide to stay 
with your current employer and accept 
a position abroad. Your new position 
will of course have a huge impact on 
your private life. Is your family situation 
compatible with your new professional 
life? Do you need your social network in 
Belgium to feel good? What will be the 
impact on your social security status? 
You also have to think about financial, 
fiscal and legal aspects. 

The definition of a paid 
activity may differ from 
country to country, with 
consequent effects on the 
accrual of social security 
entitlements and the taxation 
of your income.  

1.  Secondment or a new contract? 
 If your employer proposes a secondment for 

a maximum of twenty-four months, admin-
istrative changes will be minimal. If you are 
offered a new contract, you will be protected 
by a number of European coordination rules 
that prevent you from paying taxes or social 
security contributions twice or from losing 
social security entitlements, but you should 
take into account that you do not have the 
same rights everywhere. 

2. Impact of Brexit
 If you are offered a job in the United Kingdom, 

you may be in for a turbulent ride. Soft or 
hard, Brexit will have a drastic impact on 
employment in the UK in the coming years. 

3. Employed activities in several 
countries

 If you intend to pursue employed activities 
in several member states, you should inform 
yourself in advance about the position of 
the Belgian National Social Security Office 
(NSSO) as to which country has the right 
to tax your income. Employers often prefer 
separate employment contracts for employed 
activities in different countries (the so-called 
‘salary split’). It becomes even more complex 
when your employer offers you a consultancy 
contract. The definition of a paid activity 

 may differ from country to country, with 
consequent effects on the accrual of social 
security entitlements and the taxation of 
your income.  

4. Pension scheme
 Last but not least, you should also pay atten-

tion to your pension scheme. Is it possible to 
continue your group insurance if you remain 
employed within the same international 
group? Little changes in case of secondment.  
However, if you are employed abroad on the 
basis of a ‘salary split’ under Belgian labour 
law, it is not easy to maintain the Belgian 
pension savings plan on a full-time basis. 
An international pension scheme does not 
guarantee equal benefits for employment in 
different countries. 

Is not everything clear after reading 
this article? That’s perfectly under-
standable: working abroad is a 
complex matter. Fortunately you 
can rely on ACV Puls if you have any 
questions. 
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Privacy
Jan Deceunynck
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There are many borderline cases and the border 
furthermore evolves. This is confirmed by Bram 
Van Goethem of the ACV Puls Research depart-
ment: “What is and what is not allowed often 
remains rather vague as legislation fails to keep up 
with technology. It is impossible to draw up strict 
laws that cover all technical possibilities. However, 
this does not mean that no efforts should be made 
to guarantee privacy in the workplace,” he adds. 

Legality, legitimacy and proportionality
“Collective agreements on camera surveillance in 
the workplace and email and Internet monitor-
ing have been adopted by the National Labour 
Council,” Van Goethem explains. “Similar agree-
ments on car and smartphone tracking have 
not yet been concluded, but the Data Protection 
Authority has issued an opinion on the matter. 
Everything can be reduced to three principles: 
legality, legitimacy and proportionality.” 

Invasion of your privacy?
“The principle of legality defines that there has to 
be a clear and accessible standard. The employee 
needs to know what is and what is not allowed 
and what level of privacy they can expect.” The 
infringement furthermore has to be legitimate 
and serve a justified purpose. Van Goethem: 

“Employers are generally speaking not allowed to 
monitor your email communications, but in cer-
tain cases they are free to do so provided that they 
present a valid reason.” 

Last but not least, we have the principle of pro-
portionality. The invasion of privacy should not go 
beyond what is necessary. Van Goethem brings up 
the example of fingerprint access control. “It’s per-
fectly legal and legitimate for an employer to want 
to have control over who has access to the com-

pany buildings,” he states. “However, this can be 
achieved through less intrusive means than a data-
base containing the fingerprints of all employees.”

Privacy policies
Quite a few companies draw up privacy poli-
cies. Such a policy is not a formal source of law 
but it may include obligations according to Van 
Goethem: “Privacy policies often make explicit 
what has been set out in legislation or collective 
agreements. The fact that you are not allowed 
to use your computer to enter into competition 
with your employer is simply a translation of the 
principle that you are not allowed to enter into 
competition with your employer in any way.” The 
employer may also use this privacy policy to intro-
duce additional rules. 

“This is not necessarily a problem either,” says Van 
Goethem. “An employer has the right to impose 
instructions based on his hierarchical authority 
and because he owns the material that he makes 
available. As long as these instructions do not con-
flict with higher sources of law such as laws and 
collective agreements, there is no immediate prob-
lem,” he explains. Moreover, these sources always 
take precedence over a policy, even if you have 
signed this policy in your capacity as an employee. 

An employer has the right to impose 
instructions based on his hierarchical 
authority and because he owns the 
material that he makes available.

Van Goethem suggests contacting the delegates or 
legal officers of ACV Puls in case of doubt. It remains 
a fact that privacy issues are often not clearly defined. 
 

Where do normal inspections at work end and when is your privacy invaded? 
This appears to be a difficult question. 

©
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About privacy (policy’s): 
a hot potato in three 
basic principles
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Trade union secretary (and optimist) Gert Sevens

“I don’t believe in 
negativism”

Trade union activities
Jan Deceunynck
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Gert Sevens is trade union secretary at ACV Puls. She started as a legal officer at 
the legal department of the former LBC-NVK, where she defended the interests of 
employees in individual conflicts with their employer. After a few years she decided 
that she wanted to work out collective solutions rather than solve individual problems. 
She became trade union secretary to promote collective consultation in different 
companies and sectors and to support activists at the companies. We talk with her 
about (in)justice, the usefulness of strikes and the social elections. 

Positive attitude, constructive dialogue
Gert started as a secretary in 2008 at the height of 
the global financial crisis. Fortunately, the econ-
omy has gotten better, and she succeeds in making 
significant headway in social dialogue. Her positive 
attitude is definitely a beneficial factor. “I don’t 
believe in negativism. I obviously know that a lot 
of work remains to be done, but I prefer to look at 
what we have achieved so far. Any bit of injustice I 
can help remedy is a step forward in my view.”

Gert always strives for a constructive dialogue 
when negotiating with employers. “We need to 
stop believing that we are opposites,” the trade 
union secretary says. “A lot of companies are doing 
relatively well,” she says. “A lot of companies are 
doing relatively well,” she says. “That’s a good 
thing, but there is still room for improvement in 
most cases. It’s important to make things better 
for the benefit of all. 

We need to stop believing that employ-
ers and employees are opposites.

The relevance of the trade union
Gert is especially active in the service sector and 
more in particular in the funeral sector. A small 
but interesting sector in her view. “There is still a 
lot of work to be done as there are relatively few 
collective agreements. Every two years we take 
small steps forward during the sectoral negotia-
tions. Some people are frustrated by the slow pace. 
I believe that every small step forward is a means 
to an end. It is very important to me that I can 
feel we are going forward. We are constantly con-
fronted with new challenges. However, when I see 
we are making progress, I have the feeling that we 
are doing relevant work. I have also noticed that 
this is what employees expect from a trade union.”

“Although things are going relatively well, some 
employees are still confronted with dismissal, 

reorganisations, unilateral changes to their con-
tracts, burnout, payment under a wage scale, etc. 
That is also injustice. As a trade union, we want 
to do something about this both individually and 
collectively. The files managed by our legal ser-
vices also illustrate that companies without trade 
union delegations perform worse than companies 
where we are present. This once again confirms our 
relevance.”

Fascinating variation
“What I am working on now? The sectoral negotia-
tions in the funeral industry, the consequences 
of a collective dismissal, and consultations about 
accompanying measures in a company that is 
about to relocate. We try to gild the pill a bit for 
everyone involved. I’m also looking into a number 
of individual files of members who have questions 
about overtime hours, cameras in the workplace 
or work rules unilaterally changed by the employer. 
As trade union secretary, I also provide support to 
the activists who are confronted with these ques-
tions at the companies.”

Another item is the organisation of the social 
elections that take place next year. “Preparations 
are well underway now,” says Gert. “Our activists 
are looking for new candidates at their companies. 
Over the next couple of weeks I also have a num-
ber of interviews with employees who presented 
themselves spontaneously. They want to run for 
election at their company, which does not yet have 
trade union representatives at the moment. This 
demonstrates once more that people find trade 
unions relevant.”

“My general practitioner has a sign hanging on 
the wall that says: “It’s not the things that befall 
us that make us rise or fall; it’s how we deal 
with it that counts.” That’s actually quite cor-
rect! Sometimes unpleasant things happen to 
you. That’s not fun, but the way you deal with it is 
important. Negativism is never a good motivator!” 
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For many employees, including those who manage their own team, the relationship 
with their superior has a major impact on their job happiness. And unfortunately, 
not all of us work under a knowledgeable and understanding coach. Is your 
manager difficult to address, a control freak or someone with a short fuse? Then 
the tips and tricks below will help you deal with the situation. 

A difficult relationship 
with your superior

Tips 
& tricks
Lieveke Norga
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Focusing on causes and consequences
If your superior is not exactly a talented people 
manager and your difficult relationship causes you 
stress, then it pays to gain insight into the mecha-
nisms that are at work.

•	 What	behaviour	do	you	struggle	with	exactly?	
How long has this been the case? 

•	 Are	there	any	external	factors	that	might	explain	
the tension or has your relationship with this 
executive been strained from the very start? 

•	 Are	you	the	only	member	in	the	team	to	experi-
ence the situation in this manner or do your 
colleagues share this feeling? 

•	 How	does	the	upper	hierarchy	look	upon	the	
person in question? 

•	 Have	you	had	similar	difficulties	with	other	
executives? 

•	 Do	you	struggle	with	a	hierarchical	working	envi-
ronment? 

•	 How	did	your	superior	end	up	in	their	position?	
Were you colleagues in the past or was he or she 
recruited externally? 

•	 Was	he	or	she	promoted	because	of	his	or	her	
technical competencies?

•	 Is	there	a	considerable	age	gap	or	are	there	any	
gender issues between you? 

•	 What	is	the	leadership	culture	of	your	organisa-
tion? 

•	 And	how	do	you	get	along	personally?	Perhaps	it	
is precisely the fact that you do appreciate your 
superior as a person that makes it difficult for 
you to deal with his or her performance problem.

The answers to these questions provide something 
to hold onto and are crucial to develop a good 
understanding of the situation. Once you under-
stand what is really going on, you can work out a 
strategy to do something about it. 

Taking the bull by the horns
Consider carefully what your options are.
•	 What	can	be	impacted	and	what	not?	
•	 Is	it	feasible	to	change	something	about	the	

organisational structure or the way in which 
your superior works? 

•	 Or	should	you	look	for	strategies	to	better	deal	
with the situation as it is? 

Reporting problems to the higher management 
can be risky. The person who appointed your 
superior may not take implicit or explicit criticism 
about that decision very well. 

However, if the hierarchical structure is some-
thing inherited from the past, the higher manage-
ment may actually appreciate your courage and 
sense of responsibility. A sincere conversation 
that starts from your experience and carefully 
moves on to a discussion of the different issues 
is often the smartest choice. Do not go on the 
offensive, and prepare the content and form of 
your message well. 

A sincere conversation that starts 
from your experience and carefully 
moves on to a discussion of the 
different issues is often the smartest 
choice.

Heeding signs of alarm
Whatever approach you take, never lose sight of 
taking care of yourself. Watch out for signs such 
as a reduced ability to put things into perspective, 
cynicism, an increasing reluctance to work or even 
physical problems. If your loved ones tell you that 
you are constantly going on about the same things 
at work, you have to face the fact that things can-
not go on like this. 

Many employees are remarkably loyal to their 
organisation, their team, their superior or their job 
content, but ignoring or dismissing the problem 
does not make it go away. It’s a good thing to be 
aware of this and to make a correct assessment of 
alternative options without allowing yourself to be 
put off by the unknown. 

If you are a member of ACV Puls, you can further-
more enlist the aid of our career coaches. They 
have experience with all possible functional and 
relational difficulties between team members and 
superiors from both perspectives. Executives who 
experience a lack of support in their role can also 
rely on Puls for assistance. 
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