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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Since the 2010s, all three sectors have experienced considerable growth in digitalisation, which 

takes a large number of forms in all of them. In particular, in the last few years, working time 

spent on tablets, computers, or smartphone has boomed. 

 

In terms of work content, developments have been very diverse depending on the job, but some 

important changes have occurred since the introduction of new digital processes/software/tools. 

New tasks (for instance related to software applications) have been added to existing jobs, which 

regularly include new administrative and data entry tasks (reporting for example), increasing the 

workload. In the electricity and hospital sectors, digital planning of the day and digitalisation of 

files enables optimisation and segmentation of tasks; each task is associated with a specific set 

time and contingencies are not included. Work intensification is observed for many 

jobs/professional positions in the three sectors. 

 

In all sectors, social and hierarchical ties have been loosened in communication channels that go 

through e-demands, e-mails or smartphone, thus detrimental to general relationships between 

employees. Direct and physical interactions have very significantly declined, with a serious impact 

on work collectives. 

 

In all sectors, the rather high cost of digitalisation is notably due to the rise of support 

expenditures externalised to private IT consultancy firms, matching with the multiplication of 

software applications. Workers emphasize serious inefficiencies of the software used, notably due 

to recurrent problems of interconnectivity, issues with development and to a lack of employee 

participation in their implementation. 

 

Digitalisation often entails physical and/or mental problems in the sectors. While teleworking can 

have a positive effect on the employees’ working conditions, the digital devices/processes/tools 

implemented in the sectors regularly have negative effects, due to work intensification (increased 

workload and pace of work), mental workload, workers’ isolation or stress. 

 

Career prospects and employment security are challenged by digitalisation. In the public 

administration and electricity sectors, this is because digital tools and devices often seem to be 

used with a view to productivity gain and to reduce the workforce (substitution effect). In the 

public hospital sector, digitalisation is one factor in ‘loss of attachment’ to the civil service, and 

partly explains the difficulties with career development, creating forms of professional insecurity.  

 

The three sectors share some common history as well as differences in the most recent period, 

explaining variations in collective bargaining activity. Until the mid-2000s, the electricity industry 

in France belonged to the public sector, and as such was under the specific collective bargaining 
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framework of the public services, which was at the time very limited in scope. Most recently, 

electricity has become part of the private sector and the scope of collective bargaining in the 

sector as such has been enlarged: the trade unions make many demands, and there is intense 

negotiation on many topics (pensions, salaries, workforce and skills planning, etc.). In the public 

administration and in the (public) hospital sectors, the scope of collective bargaining was very 

limited until quite recently. Only in 2019/2021 did some important changes to the social dialogue 

bodies take place: the scope of bargaining has been enlarged, and agreements in the public 

service have become binding.  

 

For now, digitalisation is a relatively minor topic for collective bargaining. In the electricity sector, 

the two main companies have concluded very few agreements related to digitalisation. The only 

exceptions are on the right to disconnect, teleworking, and monitoring the effect of teleworking 

and digitalisation. Neither is digitalisation a recurrent topic of social dialogue in (public) hospitals 

and the public administration. The only national (framework) agreement concluded on the topic 

is the 2021 agreement on teleworking. 

 

The effects of digitalisation on the quality of work are numerous, reflected by the demands of 

trade unions on these issues: this calls for an intensification of social dialogue and collective 

bargaining on the topic of digitalisation in the sectors. 

 

The research identified a number of recommendations as to how to channel the impacts of 

digitalisation on job quality and on social dialogue and ensure good, related practices. These 

recommendations may be implemented at the national or the European level. We develop these 

recommendations further in the related section. 

 

At the national level, a first recommendation would be to ensure that the implementation of new 

digital tools or approaches is jointly led by workers. An impact assessment on the consequences 

for employment must also be conducted before the implementation of new tools. There must be 

a systematic review of implementation (communicated to the workers) by a monitoring 

committee. The anticipated impacts must be taken into account in skills and career paths. 

 

In terms of IT devices, various suggestions have been reported for the public administration 

sector, that also seem relevant to the hospital sector: (i) creation of a secured public IT hub at 

national or sectoral level to benefit workers (implementation of common digital tools, in particular 

software, national public ‘Cloud’, remote access, videoconference); (ii) greater harmonisation of 

digital software between administrations, or within a given administration; (iii) a reflection on 

data and artificial intelligence (AI), which is becoming more and more central (issues of data 

security, ownership, respect of the users’ private life). These questions refer broadly to 

fundamental rights and democracy. 
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It is also important to promote digital acculturation at different levels: 

• Support and training of workers and managers to render work teams more effective in a 

digitalised context. 

• Acculturation of political leaders, senior administrative officials (and employers in general) 

and particularly union representatives to the challenges of digitalisation. They should be 

given customized training, to remedy their lack of expertise on digitalisation and ‘lagged’ 

appropriation. 

 

Possibilities for direct contact between staff and users of public services (or re-opening of certain 

local administrations) should be addressed, for better inclusion of all sectors of the public.  

 

Following the recommendations of a recent EPSU report (1), the outsourcing/use of (private) 

consulting firms in ongoing public sector digitalisation should be closely monitored, particularly in 

relation to efficiency, data challenges and cost. 

 

Finally, productivity gains provided by digitalisation in the public sector should also be 

redistributed to improve the quality of working life and of services to users and should not be 

used to reduce employment. 

 

More specifically on social dialogue, it seems important to: 

• Significantly increase the amount of information-consultation linked to digitalisation in the 

employees’ representative bodies. 

• Go beyond a ‘formal’ social dialogue (need for good will among the parties, need for a 

‘change of level’ in collective bargaining, need for a culture of negotiation to be well spread 

among the stakeholders). More generally, there is an increasing need for permanent social 

dialogue on digitalisation, to enable adaptation to a context of rapidly changing technologies. 

• Extend the collective negotiations on digitalisation beyond ‘teleworking’ and the ‘right to 

disconnect’. There needs to be an open and direct discussion of the impact of digitalisation 

on productivity gains and their distribution (and the link to work quality) between trade 

unions and the public employer. 

• Give trade unions the capacity to negotiate the time prescribed for a given task, in jobs 

where this applies, as this perspective currently seriously reduces autonomy and increases 

supervision. 

 

 
1. See Weghmann and Sankey (2022). 
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• Include the new occupational diseases linked to digitalisation (such as burnout) in the list of 

recognised occupational diseases. 

 

At the European level, it is important to note that a European pre-agreement on digitalisation for 

the central and federal government was reached between the social partners in June 2022. The 

agreement was signed on 6 October 2022 and will have to be transformed into mandatory 

legislation by the Commission, providing 8 million workers with ‘new or stronger protection on 

telework, the right to disconnect, training, health and safety, personal data, outsourcing and 

human-in command artificial intelligence’, according to EPSU, 13 July 2022. This European 

agreement, on various topics related to digitalisation (and not limited to teleworking) should then 

be extended beyond the central administration, to all agents or employees of the public and 

private sectors providing a public service, in order to raise the level of protection against negative 

consequences of digitalisation in Europe. The goal of further adaptation of civil service working 

conditions (in a broad sense) to digitalisation is of prime importance. 

 

Social Europe still needs to be built in the area of digitalisation. European trade unionists should 

deepen their involvement to increasingly weigh in on this topic at the European level, which will 

further impact Member State level. This seems essential if digitalisation is to be of service to 

humankind in general and to workers in particular.  

 

 

In short? 

A quote from a trade unionist may sum up the research: ‘There is a lack of joy in the 

digital space’ (Int5). Indeed, in a nutshell, our research results suggest that a human 

presence is still necessary. From this perspective, digital devices should complement 

rather than replace workers, and it is very important to avoid the 

rigidity/constraints/adverse effects often created by algorithms/digital applications. 

Finally, obviously, for the public services, values of service and humanity are central! 
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SECTION 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Section 1.1 Purpose of the research 

This report is part of a larger European research project on ‘The impact of digitalisation on job 

quality and social dialogue in the public services (DIGIQU@LPUB)’, led by the European Social 

Observatory (OSE) and founded by the European Commission. This work also benefits from 

support from the European Public Services Union (EPSU). 

 

In recent years, public sector workers are increasingly using connected organising tools and 

methods that shape the way their job tasks are implemented, scheduled and monitored. In this 

context, the project aims to: (i) Assess the impact of digitalisation on aspects of job quality from 

the perspective of trade unions but also of public service workers themselves; (ii) Investigate 

how the challenges and opportunities for job quality generated by the digitalisation of work in 

public services are addressed in social dialogue (at national and sectoral levels) in selected EU 

Member States. 

 

At the core of the project are eight case studies in eight countries: Denmark, France, Finland, 

Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland and Spain. Four sources of data are used to address the 

research question: interviews conducted with trade unionists; sectoral focus groups (collective 

interviews) with field workers; data from an original web survey - the DIGIQU@LPUB web survey 

(2) (DGQS); desktop/literature research. 

 

This report analyses the impact of digitalisation on job quality and social dialogue in France. As in 

the other case studies, the focus of the research is on three public service sectors: electricity 

suppliers, public administrations and hospitals.  

 

Section 1.2 Digitalisation: state of play and national strategies 

 

1.2.1 Latest DESI Index and overview of digitalisation in the economy 

France ranks 15th among the Member States in terms of overall DESI (Digital Economy and 

Society Index), with a score of 50.6 - around the European average (50.7), in the 2021 edition of 

the index (European Commission, 2021). France’s DESI index has also shown similar growth (and 

value) in recent years to the EU average. 

 

 

 
2. This online survey generated 167 responses from the electricity sector, 91 responses from the public 

administration sector, and 380 responses from the hospital sector. The results of the survey are not 

necessarily statistically significant but nevertheless give an insight into workers’ personal experiences, 
to complement and contrast with the trade unions’ visions.  
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Graph 1.  Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) ranking for EU countries  

(2021 edition) 

 

Source: European commission (2021) 

 

This intermediate position is reflected in the digital skills of the population, equivalent to the EU 

average once again (with 57% of the population at basic skills level and 31% at advanced skills 

level). France performs better than the EU average in terms of digital public services, but worse 

in terms of ‘connectivity’ and ‘integration of digital technology’ (see table 1). Most of the sub-

components of these different dimensions have improved in recent years. 

 
Table 1.  DESI (global and sub-dimensions) for France and the EU (2021) 

DESI 2021  
France EU 

rank score score 

Global index 15 50.6 50.7 

Human capital 14 47.4 47.1 

Connectivity  17 47.4 50.2 

Integration of digital technology 19 34.8 37.6 

Digital public services 13 73 68.1 

Source: European Commission (2021) 

 

The French Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (3) (Insee, 2019) 

provides a global perspective on digitalisation in France. It shows that in 2017, 84% of 

households have an internet connection at home, that is, two times more than a decade ago. It 

also observes that IT equipment and practices are becoming more ‘mobile’. Around 80% of 

people (more than 15 years old) have used the internet in the last three months leading up to 

the survey, yet 20% of the population have no digital skills at all. A surge of digital platforms and 

digital trade is observed in the economy. At this time, digital sales already accounted for 30% of 

 

 
3. National institute of statistics and economic studies. 
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turnover for entreprises of 250 and more employees (this turnover has doubled in the period 

2007-2017). In general terms, Insee reports unequal distribution in digitalisation among the 

population as well as among entreprises. Insee also underlines that the massive increase in ICT 

use is not due to an increase in the share of ICT-intensive occupations, but rather to a general 

increase in ICT use in most service occupations. 

 

On the basis of the Working conditions survey, the Conseil d’orientation de l’emploi (4) (COE, 

2017c) confirms that digital technologies are very unequally distributed among the economic 

sectors. In particular, the digitalisation rate is rather weak in the agriculture and construction 

sectors, while it is very high in the information and communication sector, and the finance and 

insurance sector. The three sectors of interest in the present research (5) exhibit quite advanced 

levels of digitalisation: the energy sector is the most digitalised among the three sectors: 80% of 

businesses have ‘moderate to intense digitalisation’. Administration (grouped in the same sector 

as technical and scientific activities) is slightly less digitalised, with a 75% level of moderate to 

intense digitalisation, while the health sector (including education and social action) displays a 

63% level of ‘moderate to intense’ digitalisation. 

 

1.2.2 Digital national strategy 

For more than a decade, France has implemented numerous initiatives related to the 

digitalisation of the economy, including the following: 

• In order to implement the (non-normative) European Digital Competence Framework (or 

DigComp), which encompasses 5 different types and 8 different levels of digital skills, France 

created the digital platform PIX (6), launched in 2017. PIX provides companies with a tool for 

auto-evaluation of digital skills (allowing them to track the development of these skills). 

• A Digital Plan for Education was established in 2015 in order to prepare schools and young 

people for ‘the challenges of a changing world’, notably offering funds to introduce new ways 

of digital-related learning. 

• The Grande Ecole du Numérique (School of digital technology) brings together accredited 

training and certification bodies related to the digitalisation of the economy. It is equivalent 

to a training network, aimed at inclusivity and training for job opportunities in digital 

professions. 

• Some 50 Occupation and qualification Campuses were set up in 2013 in order to promote 

local development initiatives. 10% of them depend directly on the digital sector. 

 

 
4. The Employment orientation council, a pluralistic body attached to the Prime Minister and in charge of 

expertise and concertation on employment. 

5. Approximate in their scope in this source relatively to what they represent in the research. 
6. No specific meaning, only a probable link to ‘pixel’. 
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• The Competitiveness clusters strategy was launched in France in 2005 and consists of State-

accredited networks of entreprises and research institutions aiming to attract funds through 

participation in a common project in the innovation and advanced technologies sectors. In 

2020, there were 55 clusters in France (Grandclement, 2020), including some specifically 

related to digital or biotechnology. 

 

Regarding the response to the COVID-19 crisis, the French Recovery and Resilience Plan (see 

French government, 2021a) has proposed investments which require a €40 billion participation 

from the EU, of which €8.4 billion are targeted at the country’s digital transition. More generally, 

the 2020 French recovery plan (France Relance) lists various priorities related to digital 

sovereignty (supporting key digital markets), digital upgrading of small and medium companies, 

digital upgrading of the public administration (for which a €500 million budget is planned), 

digitalisation of training and investment in digital skills. The latest 5-year investment support plan 

for the economy, France 2030 (see French government, 2021b), presented in October 2021, 

plans to use €30 billion in funds to develop industrial competitiveness and technologies of the 

future, of which an important part should relate to digitalisation projects. These various plans are 

geared to supporting the digitalisation of the French economy during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and beyond, generally aiming at accelerating the rate of digitalisation observed before. 

 

 

Section 1.3 Research on the impact of digitalisation on job quality at cross-sectoral 

level: state of the art 

 

1.3.1 Potential job substitution 

The famous study by Frey and Osbourne (2013) had a strong impact at the time, estimating that 

47% of jobs are threatened in the long run by automation in the US. Successive studies and 

recent works generally estimate a (often much) lower impact in terms of job destruction, yet still 

on quite a large scale. 

 

For France, regarding the effect of digitalisation on job destruction, it is estimated that around 9 

to 42% of jobs can be automated (France Stratégie, 2016; Roland Berger & Cap Digital, 2014; 

Arntz, Gregory and Zierahn, 2016). The last study of importance on the topic was from the 

Conseil d’Orientation de l’Emploi (COE, 2017a): COE estimates that less than 10% of existing 

jobs have a combination of vulnerabilities that threaten their existence in a context of automation 

and digitalisation. It also estimates that half of existing jobs are likely to experience significant 

change in content. Yet, unskilled or low-skilled jobs, notably in industry, are overrepresented 

among the vulnerable jobs. This supports evidence of a ‘skill‐biased technical change’ (e.g. 

Chusseau et al., 2007), i.e. technological change favours (higher) skilled jobs, mainly non-manual 
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and non-routine tasks. This is confirmed in other works (Pak and Poissonnier, 2016; Reshef and 

Toubal, 2019). 

 

1.3.2 Productivity and net effect of digitalisation on jobs 

A more indirect (and negative) effect of digitalisation on employment comes through 

productivity, which is generally enhanced. Yet, the net effect on employment is difficult to 

predict. Even if productivity is enhanced, compensation mechanisms can reduce or even fully 

offset the initial job losses (COE, 2017a) The magnitude of these impacts depends on various 

factors: institutional context, functioning of the markets, quality of the services/products, costs of 

capital and labour, possibilities of substitution between these two factors, expectations of 

economic agents.  

 

Besides threatening some existing jobs, digitalisation also changes the nature and structure of 

jobs in the economy (for instance, see COE, 2017a). Moreover, digitalisation also creates 

numerous outcomes for workers in terms of physical and mental health, work-life balance 

challenges, or career prospects and (workplace) rights.  

 

1.3.3 Work organisation 

1.3.3.1 Content of work 

A large proportion of jobs are becoming more complex with digitalisation. For these jobs, the 

content of tasks shifts from routine (replaced by machines) to non-routine, cognitive tasks. ICT 

may blur boundaries between occupations or merge them. The observation that jobs are 

becoming more complex due to digital technologies is confirmed by Branche-Seigeot (2015), who 

highlights an increase in the main skills required for changing jobs. 

 

COE (2017a) also shows that the change in the skills required on the labour market has been 

driven by the emergence of new jobs in the digital domain, involving new and more complex 

tasks. Among the new 149 occupations that have emerged since 2010 in France (ROME - 

Répertoire Opérationnel des Métiers et des Emplois (7) classification), 105 are in the digital 

domain.  

 

In terms of outcomes for workers, COE (2017c) concludes that digitalisation is ambivalent: it 

renders work more interesting but also in some cases impoverishes and empties it of its 

meaning. The report underlines that the likelihood of finding one's work interesting, complex and 

intensive increases with greater use of digital technology. Yet this feature is true up to a certain 

 

 
7. Jobs and positions operational directory. 
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level of digitalisation: beyond that, digital technology can make work less interesting and 

intensive, while it remains equally complex. 

1.3.3.2 Collaborative organisation 

The Mettling report (2015, commissioned by the Minister of Labour) insists that digitalisation 

creates new professional groups, with more collaborative work methods, breaking with the 

reporting and control culture. It also leads to the design of new workspaces, which are more 

open, friendlier, favouring exchange and cooperation rather than the individual appropriation of a 

defined space (or the anonymity of open spaces).  

 

COE (2017c) underlines that flexible organisation is more likely to be implemented in highly 

digitalised institutions. There is not necessarily a causal link, as this phenomenon can be 

explained by the size of the establishments. It also states that digitalisation entails a breakdown 

of the spatio-temporal configuration at work, and intensified cooperation and collaboration. Yet, 

it has to be noted that typically the isolation of individual workers working from home can also 

cause harm to work teams, especially when a large share of days are spent teleworking. Similar 

observations can also be made for managers who telework. 

1.3.3.3 Management tasks and skills 

The Mettling report (2015) considers that managerial skills have to evolve to take on 

characteristics of project management, remote management, but also facilitation of communities, 

and to cope with the change in the relationship of subordination between the worker and the 

manager. The report also highlights the importance of local management for the success of 

digital transformation. The manager has to resolve the contradiction between autonomy and 

control. Moreover, he has to deal with a wider range of external and internal resources.  

 

Mallard (2011) observes that hybrid forms of coordination (hierarchical, project and network) 

make it more difficult to set and evaluate objectives for workers. Digitalisation has thus 

exacerbated the pressure on managers to demonstrate their responsiveness in organisations 

seeking agility, innovation, or the ability to overcome obstacles. Research into creativity at work 

(Amado et al., 2017: 107-126) illustrates this: managers (like employees) face paradoxical 

injunctions such as ‘be creative while respecting the organisational culture’. 

1.3.3.4 Autonomy and Control 

According to the Mettling report (2015), digitalisation may lead to empowerment (autonomy, 

ability to take initiatives, no more working in separate compartments and hierarchies, 

horizontality, peer evaluation, project-based operation). Yet it can also lead to a ‘big brother’ 

scenario by strengthening management supervision by the use of management indicators (see 

also Dujarier, 2015). These two scenarios depend on various parameters, implying an absence of 

technological determinism.  
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According to Rallet and Wolkowiak (2004), the use of ICT may grant employees more autonomy 

and responsibility by giving them more freedom in the organisation of their work. Cousin (2004) 

also considers that digitalisation has given executives more autonomy and freedom, through a 

change in their relationship with their company. The author also notes a disengagement, 

withdrawal of executives from their company: they no longer identify with it, but with the 

‘projects they manage, supervise, organise, or lead’.  

 

COE (2017c) notes that new technologies have been developed to replace the foreman in the 

traditional Taylorian system: sensors, drones, geolocation devices, internet of things (IoT), 

supported by algorithms and big data. These devices allow for (much) greater monitoring of the 

worker’s performance. They can also foster deeper division/codification of work, increasing 

checks (more numerous/complex) on workers. These technologies allow for a more precise 

measurement of individual performances, making pay-for-performance possible.  

 

1.3.4 Working time 

Digitalisation may impact working time in various ways (COE, 2017c). It can indeed render work 

more intense and encourage a boom in the hours worked or give more freedom by encouraging 

better management of working time by the worker him or herself. 

 

1.3.5 Health and Safety 

COE (2017c) insists that digitalisation can reduce physical effort and awkward postures 

(reduction of physical constraints), but also shift constraints or increase the level of cognitive 

attention and the complexity required at work (increase in psychological constraints). Numerous 

French or international studies also report that teleworking leads to an increase in 

musculoskeletal disorders (8).  

 

1.3.6 Skills and learning 

The report by COE (2017b) concludes that several studies have shown a relative increase in the 

complexity of existing jobs linked to the diffusion of new technologies, marked by a rise in 

analytical and relational skills. The report notes, especially for executives, a general need for 

transversal skills. The increased requirements for analytical and interactive skills do not imply the 

 

 
8. According to a 2021 survey by UGICT-CGT (Union générale des ingénieurs, cadres et techniciens CGT-

General Union of Engineers, Managers and Technicians of the CGT confederation), 4 out of 10 

respondents report more muscular or skeletal pain since they have been teleworking. They are also 
found to be more anxious.  



DIGIQU@LPUB – National case study France 
 

17 

    

disappearance of technical skills, which remain central to many professions, and which they 

complement (Berger and Frey, 2016) (9). 

 

The same report identifies three skill groups impacted differently by digitalisation: (i) expert skills 

in new technologies, in the technology sector itself and the rest of the economy, (ii) new 

technical skills in connection with the expected reorganisation of about 50% of jobs (not 

necessarily digital skills), and (iii) ‘transversal’ skills (or ‘soft’ skills, including social ones), which 

increase for all workers, and which include general digital skills, cognitive skills (literacy, 

numeracy) and social and situational skills (ability to teamwork, project management, problem-

resolving capacity, etc.). The increasing use of technology in the workplace makes these cross-

cutting skills essential. 

 

The need for digital upskilling for many and specific populations is suggested in various national 

or sectoral studies. Again, in France, 13% (3.3 million people at the time of the study) of 

employed people exhibit insufficient digital skills, while 30% (7.6 million) are averagely equipped 

for the requirements of a digitalised economy (COE report, 2017b). The same source underlines 

that at least a third of the French population do not display sufficient digital skills (8% do not 

have any digital skills; 27% need to make progress to be more comfortable). COE (2017b) also 

states that there is a need to improve training, especially for low-skilled workers (more 

vulnerable to automation).  

 

1.3.7 Reconciliation of work and personal life 

Digitalisation means that workers can be reached during a much larger time slot (and more often 

outside of ‘regular’ working hours) because of higher flexibility in working time and/or increasing 

workload or task complexity. This can entail disconnection issues and blurring of the boundary 

between personnel and professional life (10), a feeling of isolation (some personal relations are 

replaced by virtual contacts), and increasing difficulties achieving a good work-life balance due in 

part to work pressure but also driven by the ‘fear of missing out’ syndrome (OSE and EPSU, 

2018).  

 

1.3.8 Career prospects and employment security 

In French studies, the influence of digitalisation on career prospects and employment security 

has mainly been studied in terms of (see sections 1.3.1 and 1.3.6): (i) the potential job 

destruction effect, which may impact workers with jobs which can be automated, (ii) the 

 

 
9. The authors show that, in the US, many jobs which appeared after 1980 were linked to the digital 

transition, and became much more abstract, which has in turn increased the demand for analytical 
and interactive skills. 

10. The UGICT-CGT survey (2021) shows that teleworking blurs the boundaries between work and 

personal life: ‘When teleworking, nearly two-thirds (61%) of respondents experience difficulties in 
balancing their private and professional lives’.  
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potential effect on job evolution, as around 50% or jobs may significantly evolve with/in the 

context of digitalisation, and (iii) the skills required and ability for workers to train themselves 

and update their job or the need to upskill to find a new job. 

 

1.3.9 Workers’ rights 

Regarding contractual arrangements, COE (2017c) shows that digitalisation has led to the 

development of a ‘gig economy’. This is particularly due to the very significant growth of 

collaborative platforms, which have created a large number of ‘casual’ jobs. 

 

The recent ‘right to disconnect’, enshrined in a 2016 law (‘Labour Law’), came into effect in 2017. 

The share of company-level collective agreements referring to a right to disconnect or 

implementing measures to render it effective seems to be increasing, but they are not yet in the 

majority (Fleury et al., 2022). A recent survey by UGICT-CGT (2021) underlines that more than 

two-thirds of the teleworking employees who responded (69%) report that they work at least 

‘occasionally’ outside of their normal working hours, which suggests that the ‘right to disconnect’ 

set out in the labour law is yet to be totally effective.  

 

 

SECTION 2. IMPACT OF DIGITALISATION ON JOB QUALITY 

 

Section 2.1 Electricity production and distribution sector 

 

2.1.1 Overview of the sector 

EDF (11)was created in 1946. As a public monopoly, it was responsible for the production, 

transport and distribution of electricity. In 2008, when the sector was opened up to competition 

(EU strategy), EDF split and the electricity sector is now divided into 4 sub-sectors: production 

(the main actor is EDF), transport (the main actor is RTE (12)), distribution (the main actor is 

ENEDIS (13)) trade in electricity (with many private actors (14)). En 2019, these four sub-sectors 

taken together accounted for 1.4% of total value added in the economy. For the purpose of this 

research, we will focus on the production and the distribution sub-sectors (EDF and ENEDIS). 

 

In 2020, according to ACOSS (15), total employment in the electricity sector 

(production, transport, distribution, trade) amounts to around 124,000 employees, representing 

 

 
11. Electricity of France. 

12. Gestionnaire du Réseau de Transport d'Electricité (Transport network manager). 
13. Gestionnaire du réseau de distribution d'électricité (Supply network manager). 

14. Competitive sector: TotalEnergies, EDF, Engie, Direct Energie, Eni, Enercoop, Ohm Energie, Iberdrola, 

ekWateur, Planète OUI, MegaEnergie, etc. 
15. Agence centrale des organismes de sécurité sociale (Central Agency for Social Security Organizations). 
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around 0.4% of total employment in France in that year (Graph 2). The production and the 

distribution sectors account for 49,000 and 61,000 employees respectively. 

 

With regard to the last fifteen years, a peak of employment was observed in 2015 in the 

electricity sector as a whole (with 137,671 employees), after the 2008 crisis. After the peak, we 

observe a steep decrease of around 10% in the last 5 years. Over the whole period, the sector 

lost around 10,000 jobs, mainly because of two different trends: a rise of + 7,800 jobs in the 

‘production’ sub-sector, and a significant decrease of 20,700 jobs in the ‘distribution’ sub-sector 

(see Graph 2). 

 

More precisely, the ‘electricity production’ sub-sector grew between 2008 and 2015 (+ 19%) and 

then stabilised between 2015 and 2020. This growth in employment can be explained by the 

development of renewable energies and new nuclear power plants supported by EDF. In France, 

80% of electricity is from nuclear power, which is very job intensive. 

 

 

Graph 2.  Employment in electricity sub-sectors (2006-2020) 

 

Source: ACOSS data series 

 

At the same time, the ‘electricity distribution’ sub-sector lost jobs over the whole period 2006 - 

2020 (-25%). ENEDIS, the main actor in the sector, also lost jobs over the period. The 

management of ENEDIS explained in the press in 2018 that the job cuts were due to the 

development of digital and teleoperated activities (which notably reduces the meter reading 

occupations), the reduction of management staff, and the closure of small local sites due to the 

increasing importance of the internet at work. Moreover, the loss of jobs in the distribution sector 

can be explained by the fall in job mobility between EDF (production) and ENEDIS (distribution). 

For example, between 2017 and 2018, transfers between the two subsidiaries fell by 20% 

because of the reduced staffing needs in the distribution sector.  
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Technicians represent 50% of employment in the gas and electricity industries; managers and 

operational workers make up 35% and 15% respectively (Opco 2i, 2020). 

 

In the electricity production and distribution sectors, aside from administrative/human resources 

functions, professions range from research to design, from operation to maintenance and from 

sales to marketing.  

 

2.1.2 History and patterns of digitalisation in the sector 

The French electricity sector faces numerous challenges. One of them is the climate emergency 

and the resulting energy transition. The integration of renewable energies into the electrical grid, 

to tackle global warming, disrupts the architecture of the system because most of these energies 

are intermittent and located all over the French territory (16). Thus, the increased number of 

electrical production points decentralises the electricity system. In addition, new uses are 

emerging as well as some important new market developments (electrification of the economy, 

e-mobility, smart cities, storage of electricity, peer to peer transactions, ‘vehicle to grid’ 

architectures (17), etc.). These features make it more complicated to manage the balance 

between electricity supply and demand. 

 

In response to this new complexity, to ensure a balance between production and consumption, 

but also to modernise the network (optimise the allocation of electricity and improve the 

efficiency of steering), electrical networks are becoming ‘intelligent’. ‘Smart grids’ are being 

developed, Linky meters, artificial intelligence (AI), robotics, drones, are being implemented. 

Energy is becoming ‘4.0’ (du Castel, 2018). 

 

Linky meters, in particular, are smart meters which increase information on electricity 

consumption by a factor of 2,000 to 4,000. These meters follow in real time the electricity 

consumption of nearly two-thirds of French homes. The Linky meter allows for automatic remote 

operations and remote diagnostics from troubleshooting call centres. Thus, the Linky meter 

generates a lot of data which is analysed and used by the network internally, to plan and 

evaluate the grid in order to be more productive and optimise the balance between consumption 

and production. Finally, the development of the intelligent network has encouraged the electricity 

sector to engage in a movement towards big data (Derdevet, 2017). The sector is gradually 

becoming digitalised and is more and more data-driven. 

 

 

 
16. Each year, France welcomes more than 30,000 new electricity producers.  

17. V2G is a technology that allows the energy stored in the battery of an electric vehicle to be drawn out 
and redistributed to the electrical grid. 
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The people interviewed in this study reflect on the growing importance of data in the sector. Two 

interviewees from the electricity distribution company (ENEDIS) confirm that the implementation 

of Linky meters has greatly accelerated the digitalisation of the sector thanks to the real-time 

digital data they provide (INT6 and INT10, see table in Annex). According to them, technicians at 

ENEDIS have experienced the rising importance of digitalisation and especially of data for several 

years now. They both describe how ‘digital work orders’, in line with the increasingly data-driven 

digitalisation of the sector, have become an increasingly important part of technicians' daily lives. 

Interviewees observe that other forms of digitalisation have gradually entered the electricity 

sector: new IT media, new applications, artificial intelligence, robotics, augmented reality, 

programmed maintenance, digitalisation of administrative files and HR procedures, etc. 

 

As for digital work orders, two interviewees (INT10 and INT6) explain that at ENEDIS, every 

morning, technicians receive digital work orders on their tablet with precise instructions on the 

work to be carried out (location, sequence of actions to be carried out for each work order, time 

associated with these actions, time associated with travelling to the work site, etc.). A service has 

been created to send this information, ‘the service of units specialised in the digital planning of 

these workers/technicians’. Once a task has been carried out, the technicians enter the feedback 

data (figures, photos, videos) directly onto the tablet and the data is sent to the digital media of 

all the people following the intervention in real time. Before the digitalisation of work orders, 

technicians relied on paper files to carry out their daily tasks and had to search for the 

documentation associated with each task.  

 

In the electricity production sector, at EDF, similar digitalised work patterns can also be seen. 

Indeed, INT9 and INT8 point out that in EDF's nuclear and thermal division (DNPT), the 

technicians responsible for plant maintenance receive precise information on the acts to be 

carried out directly on their tablet, with the associated documentation, procedures and tasks 

(refuelling, changing a pump, changing a thermometer, checking the flow of a pipe). At EDF, 

these files are called ‘e-DRT’ (work completion files). As at ENEDIS, before digitalisation, these 

work files were in paper format and could amount to between 50 and 100 sheets of paper. 

 

In both cases, in the electricity distribution and production sectors, the information provided to 

technicians on the actions and techniques to be carried out for each intervention comes from a 

large database, which adds to the empirical and documentary data. At ENEDIS, INT10 and INT6 

report that the technical actions are listed in a ‘time ranges’ database. This database associates 

each work unit with a specific timeline for the execution of the task. For example, the time 

needed to replace a Linky, which is a unit of work, is set, through the ‘time ranges’ database, at 

about a quarter of an hour. This database is based on the history of the technicians' 

interventions at national level, measuring the time taken by each technician and using the data 

sent by the technicians as feedback. The technicians interviewed in the focus group (FG1) add 
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that the intervention time may be modified to fit with the number of interventions a technician 

has to carry out during his day. The ‘modulation coefficient’ (i.e. productivity coefficient) may 

also be modified to gain some intervention time. The same is true for the power production 

sector (EDF). Two interviewees (INT9 and INT8) explain that the work orders (e-DRT) come 

from a database that lists 40 years of interventions on the same tasks with the same materials 

and the same techniques. In other words, it is a maintenance database that uses documentary 

data and past intervention files, which themselves are the result of extremely organised and 

constrained intervention processes. The documentary data is derived from the regulatory corpus 

for nuclear safety (WANO - World Association of Nuclear Operators). 

 

Regarding new IT media, over the past five years, digitalisation in the electricity distribution 

sector has been reflected in the increased use of IT media (smartphones, computers, tablets) 

(INT6). The results of the DIGIQU@LPUB survey (DGQS) confirm this view: 99% of respondents 

say they regularly use these digital media. For example, technicians receive digital work orders 

daily on their tablet (see example above) and also use their tablet to remotely program a Linky 

meter. Depending on the job, employees have access at all times on their smartphone, tablet 

and computer to different applications, which are specific to each job, the ‘business applications’. 

 

In terms of applications and information systems, two interviewees from the nuclear sector at 

EDF note that there are more and more applications on employees' computers, smartphones and 

tablets (INT8 and INT9). They mention email applications, instant messaging applications 

(Teams, Skype) which are on the rise, online discussion tools such as WhatsApp or Telegram and 

organisational software such as Outlook calendar. According to DGQS, 92% of respondents use 

IT media to communicate with colleagues and internal or external departments. The project 

manager and the technician interviewed in the FG1 also confirm that they use tablets and 

computers (computer for 100% of the project manager’s daily work and tablet for 50% of the 

technician’s daily work). 

 

In addition to these standard applications common to all, there are numerous ‘business 

applications’ specific to each business or task. 76% of respondents to the DGQS use online 

applications to exchange with the partner network. For example, technicians use several 

applications during the day on their tablet to enter feedback data and consult documentation. 

INT6 also cites the example of employees at reception desks and call centres who, since 2021, 

have been working with telephone applications integrated into the computer. These tools are 

interactive voice servers (IVS) and telephone dispatchers. They initiate the conversation on the 

computer tool with the operator and distribute the incoming calls. 

 

INT6 also notes that other information systems have been progressively installed for employees 

at ENEDIS reception desks. These are information systems that control workflows (workflow 
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management software such as KIAMO and INJIXO). These tools (workflow management) 

calculate and anticipate the activity over the day and adjust the workforce according to the 

activity. Thus, with these ‘workflow management’ information systems, employment evolves 

according to schedules and activity. Finally, 76% of DGQS respondents say they use digital media 

to measure, collect, organise or retrieve data. 

 

Artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics begin to be present in several jobs in the electricity 

distribution sector. According to INT10, ‘artificial intelligence is on our doorstep’. INT6 and INT10 

note that AI is being used to dispatch work requests. More specifically, in the ENEDIS ‘work 

intention request’ service (dealing with the digital planning of technicians' interventions), some 

types of software have AI kernels. When there is an indication that an intervention is required by 

ENEDIS (breakdown, accident, damage to an installation on the network), the software detects it 

and analyses the nature of the incident. Then, it sends intervention requests to the technicians 

directly to their tablet, according to the nature of the incident and the technicians' qualifications. 

Thus, the AI is based on a database of the different types of incidents but also on the database 

that contains the different qualifications of the technicians. The more databases are provided, the 

more the AI will learn to work by itself. 

 

In the human resources (HR) department of EDF, robotisation has taken the place of low-

value activities (checking payrolls on tables). The robots compare the monthly payrolls and 

detect differences in remuneration on certain pay slips (INT7). 

There is also a trend towards digitalisation of administrative files and automation of HR 

procedures: employees who have a question about their administrative rights now have to 

make e-requests on a portal, whereas before they made direct contact with a HR 

employee. All employees' paper files have been digitised (INT10 and the human resources 

employee interviewed in FG1). In 2016, the EDF HR department digitised more than 70,000 

administrative files of employees, with the aim of standardising employment contracts 

(INT7). 

Some applications allow scheduled/predictive maintenance to be carried out at EDF: 

software available on the tablets of certain project managers sends annual signals to 

launch major maintenance cycles. Previously, employees had to read paper records and 

calculate the periods for launching annual maintenance cycles (INT8).  
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Both the electricity generation and distribution sectors have opened up to the practice of 

teleworking. EDF and ENEDIS referred to telework in the TAMA (18) agreement for EDF and 

TAUTEM (19) for ENEDIS. Eligible employees are entitled to 2 to 3 days of telework per week. 

According to DGQS, 88% of respondents say they telework partly or totally. Only 6% of 

respondents never telework. Among the respondents who telework, most (42%) telework 2 days 

a week, 32% telework 1 day a week and 19% telework 3 days a week. Only 1.3% telework more 

than 3 days a week.  

 

Lastly, new recruits to EDF in the nuclear division can attend augmented reality training when 

they join the company (INT9). Thanks to the augmented reality headset, new recruits can 

explore the nuclear power plant, since the plans have been produced in digital format and in 

virtual images. Newcomers can thus virtually immerse themselves in the ‘nuclear islands’, which 

avoids the need for numerous access authorisations and potential risks. INT9 adds that the 

virtual reality headset can also be used by employees throughout their career, during specific 

training on certain technical acts. For example, employees can follow a training session in 

augmented reality on opening a valve. In this session, the employee can manipulate a valve 

virtually and learn to master it in a complete simulation of the intervention. Thanks to augmented 

reality, the physical force required to handle the valves is fed back to the operators, making the 

training very realistic (but there are no smells or noises yet). 

 

2.1.3 Work organisation 

2.1.3.1 Intensity and pace of work: increased intensity and productivity gains 

Digitalisation and the introduction of new digital tools speed up the pace of work for certain 

professions. This often leads to increased productivity and time savings. However, this time 

saving is not always reflected in a reduction in working time, but rather in an increase in the 

number of tasks performed by employees.  

 

According to INT6, digitalisation intensifies work for technicians (see section 2.1.3.5), but also for 

other professions, particularly for call centre workers. In the call centre service, telephone 

dispatchers and interactive voice servers (which automatically initiate the conversation with the 

operator) are speeding up the pace of the service: the time between two incoming calls has 

dropped from 30 to 20 seconds. Thus, the tasks are repeated and accelerated, which makes the 

work more difficult: ‘it's a bit like assembly line work’.  

 

INT6 adds that, for certain jobs, employees can have up to 15 applications open on a maximum 

of 5 screens, which increases the intensity of the work. The project manager interviewed in FG1 

 

 
18. Travailler Autrement, Manager Autrement. 
19.  Travaillons Autrement et Transformons Ensemble nos modes de Management. 
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explains that the increasing intensity of work comes from the stacking of communication 

channels, with different employees using different channels which do not communicate with each 

other (Teams, WhatsApp, e-mails, etc.). In addition, the massive influx of e-mails also 

contributes to the increased work intensity via ‘information overload’, as well as to the increase in 

working hours (see section 2.1.4). 

 

This view is confirmed by the results of the DGQS. Indeed, 67% of respondents believe that 

digitalisation increases the pace and intensity of work. Only 14% think the opposite and 19% 

think that digitalisation has no effect on the pace of work.  

 

Digitalisation can also, in some cases, save time and optimise work organisation. According to 

DGQS, 58% of respondents believe that digital tools improve their productivity. According to 

INT6, managers and even supervisors have 'umbrella' applications that combine all business 

applications into one, which allows them to organise themselves more efficiently and save time. 

However, these time savings do not result in a reduction in working hours, since digitalisation 

encourages professional and managerial staff to work more (see section 2.1.4).  

 

INT7 also observes that digitalisation can lead to a gain in productivity and therefore in time, for 

example in the case of the digitalisation in 2016 of the administrative files of 70,000 EDF 

employees. According to him, this digitalisation has simplified the search for information for 

employees in the HR department. The search for information is no longer physical (looking for 

administrative files in drawers) but digital. Information is classified by type and by employee. 

Tasks are simplified and fewer in number, which saves time on specific actions, but again it does 

not result in a reduction in working hours. Nevertheless, the human resources employee 

interviewed in FG1 notes that the updated versions of certain applications crash regularly. For 

example, the payroll software crashes every month. When this happens, all digital tools are 

stopped; the stoppage can last for 2 or 3 days and reduces productivity gains.  

2.1.3.2 Changes in the nature of tasks: effects which vary between the 
professions 

According to the interviewees, digitalisation leads to an increase in analytical tasks for some 

employees, at the expense of routine tasks. The DGQS confirms this point. Indeed, half of the 

respondents find that digitalisation reduces the time spent on routine tasks. INT7 notes that, in 

the EDF HR department, analytical and decision-making tasks are more frequent since the 

digitalisation of employees' administrative files. According to him, since this digitalisation, 

managers perform more advisory and analytical tasks than routine tasks. For example, robots 

detect pay discrepancies and managers analyse these discrepancies and make decisions based 

on the nature of the discrepancies.  
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Similarly, INT9 explains that assistants are taking advantage of digitalisation to focus on more 

complex tasks. For example, booking rooms for meetings, a simple and routine task for 

assistants, is disappearing in favour of more analytical, complex tasks with more added value. 

 

‘Nevertheless, in some cases this increase in analytical tasks to the detriment of more 

routine tasks may contribute to the intensification of the work of certain employees. 

According to INT7, the robotisation of certain HR (20) procedures speeds up the pace of 

work for employees. In fact, robotisation has taken over the lower value tasks that allow 

employees to relax and feel less stress from the need for customer satisfaction, which must 

be ‘optimal’. ‘With the arrival of robotics, these lower value activities, that allowed 

employees to take a breather and cut back a bit, have disappeared, which increases the 

intensity of work’. (INT7).  

 

While digitalisation has enabled some employees to increase their analytical tasks to the 

detriment of repetitive and routine tasks, other employees have, on the contrary, experienced an 

increase in routine tasks.  

 

Another interviewee (INT8) emphasises that while digital technology has freed employees from 

certain routine tasks, it has also led to new tasks, which are just as routine. These are the data 

entry tasks that employees are required to perform when using an application, via reports and 

feedback, which adds new routine tasks. Some employees, such as technicians, were already 

doing data entry before the arrival of digital technology, but other employees, such as project 

managers and foremen, have to feed data into the applications on a daily basis, which is new for 

them.  

 

INT10 also says that digitalisation has led to new routine tasks for employees, especially 

administrative tasks. Now, for the past ten years, at the end of each day, technicians have had to 

enter their working hours and tasks into a digital format, with each task having a specific code. 

2.1.3.3 Distant social and hierarchical links 

According to the interviewees, digitalisation has negative effects on social relations and can 

disrupt hierarchical relations, leading to an increase in the workload. Furthermore, 44% of DGQS 

respondents believe that digitalisation reduces cooperation between colleagues (compared with 

30% who think it has no effect and 26% who think it improves cooperation between colleagues).  

 

 

 
20. The robotisation of lower value activities such as the search for discrepancies in pay slips. 
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In particular, according to INT9 and to the HR employee from FG1, due to the digitalisation of 

documents, especially pay slips, workers have a much more distant relationship with the human 

resources employees. In the past, workers could receive local advice from a person in the HR 

department who dealt with their administrative record. Now, with digitalisation, they no longer 

have a contact person but deal with a single department. According to INT9 and the HR 

employee from FG1, this leads to a loss of quality and poorer social relations. INT10 adds that 

because of the automation of HR procedures, employees may miss out on benefits, new rights or 

social benefits to which they could have been entitled. Indeed, the automation of HR procedures 

(e-applications) means less oral sharing of information with the employees in the HR department 

and an increase in written information which, according to INT10, is less well absorbed than oral 

information.  

 

The loss of social ties can also be explained by the massive use of instant messaging tools which, 

according to INT8, reduce real exchanges between colleagues. According to her, employees 

move less between offices and contact each other by instant messaging instead of going to see 

each other.  

 

Finally, INT9 states that the massive use of emails is changing the organisation of work and 

hierarchical relations, with an increasing effect on the workload. With the use of e-mails, 

managers can no longer ensure suitable workloads for employees, especially executives and 

engineers. Orders and work requests no longer go through the manager but arrive directly on the 

employee's computer. In other words, digitalisation provides a direct link between the manager 

(director or business leader) and the employee, thus removing the manager's say on how to 

manage the employee's workload. ‘These tools become a workload trap’. 

 

As a result, without the filter of the manager, the worker finds himself in a position of having to 

assess his own level of activity. He/she is the only one who knows how heavy a workload he has. 

As these employees, whether executives or engineers, are supposed to be autonomous, 

managers pass on to these employees the responsibility for their workload. 

 

2.1.3.4 Autonomy and control 

The effect of digitalisation on autonomy is ambiguous. On the one hand, the 

compartmentalisation of technicians' tasks may have reduced their autonomy because it reduces 

the ability of employees to learn on the job, and thus their capacity to adapt, i.e. their autonomy. 

On the other hand, autonomy may be enhanced by the individualisation of work and by the 

consolidation of considerable information in one medium. The results of the DGQS are less 

ambiguous. More than half of the respondents (53%) believe that digitalisation has enhanced 

their autonomy to organise and schedule their tasks.  
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INT8 believes that the e-DRT has increased the autonomy of technicians, because they have 

access to all the documentation and can go and look up the various points in the regulation 

without calling on the supervisor. INT10 agrees with this idea and also states that digital work 

orders have improved the autonomy of technicians. As they are responsible for their stock of 

tools, technicians receive work orders directly on their tablet, interact with it and move around 

individually, so are more autonomous. According to INT10, this new autonomy goes hand in 

hand with the uberisation of the technician's job (see section 2.1.3.5). Nevertheless, he notes 

that this new autonomy is not recognised and remunerated at its fair value.  

 

According to INT9, if digitalisation is accompanied by training that enables the employee to 

understand the digital tool, then the employee masters the tool and can be more 

competent and therefore more autonomous. The tool can give autonomy, but this 

presupposes that the employee is well trained to master it: ‘It is not because you have the 

tool to be autonomous that you are autonomous’ (INT9). 

However, according to INT6, digital planning induced by ‘digital work orders’ has greatly 

reduced the autonomy of technicians, insofar as tasks deemed too complex upstream must 

be abandoned and are reserved for a more qualified technician (21). Digital planning 

reduces the ability of technicians to learn on the job: ‘In this job, autonomy is not sought. 

There is no autonomy. In the past, work allowed people to gain autonomy by asserting 

themselves, by showing off on different tasks and by taking on prerogatives in order to 

benefit from the famous social mobility, but today social mobility is based on productivity 

criteria and not on autonomy. Today, productivity has replaced the term intelligence’. (…) 

Software does not allow for human emancipation. The emancipation of the human being is 

in autonomy and in the ability to adapt. Digital planning greatly reduces autonomy, and 

therefore the ability to adapt.’(INT6).  

 

While the effect on autonomy is seen as both positive and negative, depending on the 

interviewees, interviewees observe that digital tools have increased control over working time 

and the course of the employee's day. 53% of respondents to the DGQS state that digitalisation 

has increased employees' control over their output.  

 

According to INT6, supervision has increased, both in technical and reception jobs.  

 

In the technical professions, the tasks, which are planned digitally via the ‘digital work order’, are 

segmented and timed. According to INT6 and INT10, because of the tablet and the ‘digital work 

 

 
21. ‘Simple’ tasks are reserved for category 1 technicians, ‘complex’ tasks for category 2 or 3 technicians. 



DIGIQU@LPUB – National case study France 
 

29 

    

orders’, there is increased monitoring and control of the ENEDIS technician's day by the 

management, thanks to the real-time recording of the technicians and the real-time monitoring 

enabled by the Linky meter. INT6: ‘We have close electronic monitoring of work’. The two 

technicians interviewed in FG1 confirm that point. They explain that all the technicians in ENEDIS 

have to enter the information related to the task in real time, which could allow managers to 

monitor their work and their location in real time. Moreover, the Linky meter allows geo tracking 

that could be used by the manager to closely monitor the technician’s work.  

 

In the case of employees in the nuclear sector, INT8 thinks that it is possible for managers to use 

badges to check how long technicians have been in the nuclear zones. 

 

On reception desks and call centres, according to INT6, connection times are measured, as 

well as break times. Supervision is carried out in a pyramidal manner and break times are 

reduced as soon as a stand-by situation is detected: ‘Everything is noted, break times, 

activity times, inactivity times (...) everything is recorded on a report, which is analysed by 

other software’ INT6.  

 

Similarly, INT8 argues that managers often check the Teams (digital tool) indicators of 

connection (green or red light) which indicate whether employees are active or inactive. 

According to INT8, HR has already sent an email to managers to remind them that monitoring of 

connection times is prohibited at EDF. 

2.1.3.5 The effect of digitalisation of technicians' work orders on work 
organisation: a digital revolution involving task segmentation, uberisation of 
the profession and productivity gains 

According to the people interviewed from the electricity distribution or production sectors, the 

‘digital work orders’ disrupt the organisation of technicians' work, both at EDF and at ENEDIS 

(electricity production and distribution sectors).  

 

First of all, according to INT6, the digitalisation of work orders (see the example of the 

technician's ‘digital work order’ in section 2.1.2.) has increased the segmentation of tasks and the 

intensity of work. According to him, this digitalisation of work orders has led to ‘digital Taylorism’, 

i.e. to a segmentation of tasks, which become more repetitive. Indeed, after each task is 

completed, the technicians must mark it as ‘completed’ in the application on the tablet and send 

live feedback (figures, photos) before moving on to the next task. INT6 notes that this 

segmentation of tasks, made possible by digital work planning, makes the work more 

cumbersome and leaves less room for autonomy: ‘Today, there is total dematerialisation between 

the job and the digital planning of the intervention’. 
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According to INT6, this digital Taylorism forces technicians to carry out tasks as quickly as 

possible, with a daily quota and an expected output. Indeed, each task is associated with an 

intervention time (these times are listed in the ‘time ranges’ database) and the technicians must 

not exceed this time. According to INT6, the intensity of the work has increased, due to the 

repetition of distinct tasks, the pace of work, the lack of autonomy, but also the computer-related 

difficulty.  

 

INT10 agrees with INT6 that digital work orders imply a segmentation of tasks, which he 

associates with the film Modern Times by Charlie Chaplin. According to INT10, the pace of work 

has also increased sharply: ‘we can't cope any more, it's too much’. Because of the very tight 

digital parameterisation of intervention times and the failure to consider any contingencies like 

traffic jams or accidents (FG1), the employees no longer have enough time to carry out their 

interventions. The technicians interviewed in FG1 emphasise that the increase of the ‘modulation 

coefficient’ (i.e. the productivity coefficient) can also accelerate the pace of work for the 

technicians. This digital parameterisation of intervention times and the modulation coefficient are 

the subject of intense negotiations between the unions and management (see section 4).  

 

INT10 also gives another analysis of the impact of the digitalisation of technicians' work orders. 

For him, this new organisation of work is gradually leading to an uberisation of the technician's 

job at ENEDIS, i.e. technicians are gradually becoming (bogus) self-employed, as they receive 

work orders directly on their tablet, interact with their tablet all day long and sometimes no 

longer go to the branch. In the morning, employees are often already on the road when they 

receive the orders, in which case it is a case of ‘live work-taking’. INT10 adds that technicians are 

responsible for the stock of tools in their car (meters, tools, products). They have to anticipate 

and foresee variations in their tool stock according to the upcoming tasks. INT10: ‘Technicians 

are becoming small craftsmen’. According to him, there have been attempts by ENEDIS 

management to authorise the use of personal vehicles as well as attempts to geolocate 

employees during their working days. These attempts at surveillance, which have so far been 

unsuccessful, are evidence of the gradual uberisation of the technician's profession. 

 

As with Uber drivers, the role of the phone (or tablet) is becoming more and more central to the 

technician's job, as explained by one technician from FG1: ‘When you are in the car to go to the 

site of the job, the telephone is supposed to be in the glove box, but if you don’t answer the 

phone, your manager harasses you, asking why you aren’t taking his calls’. 

 

INT10 also emphasises that digital work orders reduce social interaction between employees. 

Like self-employed people in an uberised sector, employees no longer see their colleagues, leave 

their homes in the morning and go directly to the site of the intervention, receive information on 

their tablets and carry out orders. Employees no longer communicate with each other, cannot 



DIGIQU@LPUB – National case study France 
 

31 

    

compare and exchange. According to him, on-going fragmentation of employees and a 

disintegration of work teams are taking place, which reduce the sharing of information although 

this is essential for making collective demands. Lastly, INT10 argues that digital technology is 

leading to a lack of interest among technicians in their work, because of the individualisation of 

work that it entails.  

 

On the contrary, INT9 emphasises the positive effects of the digital work order on productivity, 

efficiency and the collective organisation of work. According to him, the e-DRT is easy to handle, 

information is better classified and many errors are avoided because they are detected. These 

elements are also confirmed by INT8. In addition, this e-DRT avoids duplication of data entry and 

allows technical information to be shared among a group of employees. In fact, all the 

employees in a unit have access to the data. Thus, when a group wants to exchange information 

on a task, it is available in just one data source. For example, when a worker changes a cooling 

pump at Flamanville in a nuclear unit, he enters the information in the tool, which is then 

accessible to the engineers who worked on the intervention. Thanks to this feedback, the 

engineers can optimise their designs. Ultimately, e-DRT improves the quality of the work. With 

the e-DRT, the worker can retrieve existing data from a previous intervention and cross-

reference the data with a map, or with another tool. The tablet allows data to be entered, but it 

also has sound, images and messaging, which makes it possible to provide additional information 

in real time. Thus, according to INT9, the e-DRT allows for optimisation, simplification and 

reliability of the task.  

 

INT10 agrees that ‘digital work orders’ generate productivity gains but states that these gains are 

not redistributed, either in terms of employment or salaries. Nevertheless, technicians from FG1 

underline that the digital work order allows several people to participate in the intervention: the 

many stakeholders involved (some of whom are not in the field) in an intervention could lead to 

a loss of information, communication problems and an increase in the failure rate of projects. 

 

2.1.4 Working time 

Digitalisation seems, on the whole, to increase working time. Working time is being extended 

through both increased work intensity and work overload. The DGQS suggests that digitalisation 

leads to an increase in working time. 41% of respondents consider that digitalisation leads to an 

increase in unpaid overtime, 69% of respondents respond that it results in an increase in working 

time during the evenings, nights or weekends and 47% of respondents believe that it reduces 

the number of break periods. Finally, more than half of the respondents to the DGQS (52%) 

answer that digitalisation does not grant extra time to focus on important aspects of their work 

(22).  

 

 
22. Only 27% of respondents think the opposite. 
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This finding is confirmed by INT9 and the project manager interviewed during FG1. Employees 

and managers' days are getting longer because of the influx of emails. Instead of holding 

meetings, the communication service sends emails, especially for management communications, 

in an increasingly intense manner. This forces employees, regardless of their job (sedentary or 

not) to endure a large flow of emails. For instance: 

 

‘Employees are caught up in the daily routine and emails add to the workload of 

employees, which leads to a longer working day’ (INT9).  

‘The inflation of emails has only grown stronger with the years. There is a tidal wave of e-

mails each morning, notably recurrent ones from the company itself, including a daily 

morning weather forecast email from the corporate, together with a text’. (Project 

manager, FG1).  

 

The project manager (FG1) adds that the digital tools have made it possible to run far more 

projects, while the increased number of ‘business’ digital applications have added a lot of 

additional time devoted to reporting and project management-related and monitoring tasks.  

 

Furthermore, INT9 also states that as emails do away with the manager’s say on workload 

management by allowing a direct link between the superior manager and the employee, the 

workload tends to increase (see section 2.1.3.3). As employees experience a ‘tunnel effect’ (i.e. 

they are so focused on their screens that they do not see the time passing), this increase in 

workload often leads to an overrun in working hours. For INT9, everyone finds themselves 

setting their own working pace. According to him, some executives put an alarm clock on their 

telephone to stop them working in the evening. According to INT9, days can then be extended 

from 7 hours of work to 8 to 10 hours of work.  

 

INT9 adds that this influx of emails and this increase in workload prompt employees to follow e-

learning courses or read notes from the management during their lunch breaks or after their 

working day: the working day becomes longer or the training is not completed in full. INT9 

concludes by saying that digital tools intensify the workload, lengthen the working day and 

isolate employees because they find themselves alone in managing their workload.  

 

2.1.5 Health and safety and outcomes for workers 

Digitalisation, although immaterial, may have positive effects on the physical health of 

employees, if digital tools prevent employees from entering risky physical situations. According to 
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the DGQS, only 8% of respondents stated that digitalisation has a positive effect on physical 

health. 

 

INT7 confirms this point. According to him, the digitalisation of administrative files in the HR 

department has led to a reduction in full-blown accidents at work because employees move 

around less and carry fewer heavy loads. He notes both a reduction in accidents (e.g. foot 

caught in an unclosed drawer) and a reduction in musculoskeletal disorders linked to carrying 

heavy loads. Yet according to the DGQS, only 4% of respondents said that digitalisation had 

enabled them to reduce their exposure to the risk of physical accidents at work.  

 

Virtual reality (VR) can also help to reduce physical risks. According to INT9, training and 

immersion in VR can reduce exposure to radioactive risk and other risks related to nuclear power 

plants. Augmented reality makes it possible to avoid the constraints linked to ‘nuclear islands’ in 

terms of risks and loss of time (necessary equipment, travel time of about 30 minutes, protection 

from radiological flows). 

 

Nevertheless, digitalisation has above all negative effects on physical health. This is what nearly 

half of the respondents (49%) declare to the DGQS (physical fatigue, headaches, neck and back 

pain, vision problems, obesity, tendonitis).  

 

INT8 and the participants in FG1 state that employees can have posture problems from sitting in 

a static position for too long, due to the increased time spent on screens. INT8 also considers 

that digitalisation can indirectly lead to work accidents, because vocational training courses are 

frequently e-learning and therefore of lower quality. Furthermore, he adds that for several years, 

certain professional tasks have been taken as acquired or as part of the job thanks to e-learning 

training: but he considers that these e-learning courses are not of high quality and are less well 

taken in by employees than face-to-face training this leads to more errors in tasks and an 

increased risk of accidents. This view is shared by the participants in FG1. For them, e-learning 

leads to a rise in work accidents in the field because the skills are not properly absorbed by the 

employees and because of the lack of ‘in-situ’ training. 

 

INT10 adds that accidents at work can be caused by a lack of communication between 

employees. According to him, the uberisation of the technicians’ job isolates them from each 

other and progressively reduces their exchanges: ‘A lack of communication between employees 

can lead to accidents at work because in practice communication helps to prevent occupational 

risks.’ 

 

The participants in the sectoral focus group (FG1) point out that accidents at work are also 

caused by missing information from the AI which dispatches work requests concerning tasks for 
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technicians (see supra). For instance, there is sometimes no information about the ‘hot spots’ 

where there is a greater risk of being attacked and where technicians have to work in pairs for 

safety reasons (or have to be accompanied by the police). In particular, the technicians 

interviewed in FG1 explain that the private providers used in the electricity distribution sector for 

technical interventions are more often victims of accidents at work, notably due to lesser 

awareness of security rules.  

 

According to the interviewees, digitalisation in many cases also impacts (negatively) mental 

health. 40% of respondents to the DGQS declare that digitalisation negatively impacts their 

mental health (stress, mental fatigue, demotivation, anxiety, isolation).  

 

Since the rise of digital technology, INT6 notes an increase in the number of psychosocial risks 

and burnouts (declared and undeclared) in the electricity distribution sector. Particularly for call 

centre employees, INT6 underlines the psychosocial risks linked with the very fast pace of work 

and output demanded and the reduction in the time between two calls (from 30 to 20 seconds). 

According to him, the reduction in break times speeds up the pace, does not allow them to 

relieve pressure between two calls, and can lead employees to botch the forms, which can mean 

a risk of customer dissatisfaction. The reduction in break times leads to a build-up of pressure, 

and at the end of the day employees are exhausted and there may be a risk of burnout. In 

addition, the response rate has to be 100%, which increases the stress on employees. Thus, 

according to INT6, in the reception professions, there is a ‘digital steering of the human’. He also 

states that ‘Ethically, I am against this digital control of human beings. The software should 

simplify life and not dictate what employees should do. The software must be indicative but not 

decision-making. It must not take the place of the human being.’ (INT6). 

 

For employees in the HR department of the electricity production sector, the increase in 

productivity that followed the digitalisation of administrative files generated malaise in the HR 

teams. According to INT7, this has led to an increase in sick leave within the EDF support 

services department. On average, INT7 cites 17 to 19 sick days per year per employee, a record 

at EDF: ‘there are problems of attractiveness in the HR profession. There are a lot of job 

vacancies. Knowing that the job has changed and that there is a lot of unhappiness does not 

attract candidates.’  

 

For technicians, according to INT6, it is also the pace of work that leads to a deterioration in 

mental health (stress, sequencing of tasks, close supervision, short time associated with each 

task): ‘the whole day is written down, and all actions are listed and measured: break times, 

activity times, inactivity times. Everything is noted and analysed by software in a summary 

report’. 
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INT10 adds that the stress suffered by the technicians comes from a feeling of loneliness. Before 

the ‘digital work orders’, the technicians had contact with the supervisors. Now, technicians are 

alone with their tablet and have to execute orders. Besides, stress also comes from the overload 

of work, which is experienced due to the drive to optimise work processes. Participants in FG1 

also underline that the impression that one is connected constantly on digital tools whereas real 

social ties are being loosened increases stress.  

 

For managers and supervisors, it is the inability to disconnect that triggers psychosocial risks (see 

section on disconnection). Stress can also be caused by requests, by e-mails or instant 

messaging, which cause employees to interrupt their work to respond (INT8 and the participants 

in FG1). As pointed out by INT6, ‘the digital world is a first-class generator of burnout. For 

several years, the number of cases of burnout has been exploding. Among CFDT members, there 

were no cases of burnout in 2017 and today there are several cases. But digitalisation is not 

necessarily the only cause (there is also COVID).’  

 

Finally, in the electricity production sector (at EDF), half of the employees believe that 

digitalisation has a negative effect on their work (source: MyEdf survey (23), and INT8). 

Psychosocial risks felt by some employees stem from their feeling of being obsolete, of 

being downgraded, which has an impact on mental health and on their self-esteem: ‘people 

are saturated by all the digital tools. Employees find it difficult to cope with all the new 

applications. It gives some employees the impression that they are obsolete. You have to 

put meaning and reason behind digital tools. But as digital tools will be part of the future, 

we need to rethink their use.’ (INT8).  

 

While the individual interviews reveal a very negative impact of digitalisation on mental health, 

the results of the DGQS show that employees seem to link digitalisation to an improvement in 

their well-being at work. Indeed, 53% of respondents to DGQS believe that digitalisation has a 

positive effect on their well-being at work, while 27% believe the opposite and 20% believe there 

is no link between the two. 

 

2.1.6 Skills and learning 

According to INT6, digital planning has led to a reduction in the ability of technicians to learn in 

the field. For example, if a technician realises on site that the power failure is not due to the 

cause indicated in his work order and that the intervention is in fact more complex, he is not 

entitled to try to repair it (which would have possibly enabled him to increase his skills). A more 

 

 
23. This survey is an online questionnaire sent to about 110,000 employees. The questions concern 

confidence in the future of the group, fulfilment at work, digital tools, collective organisation, etc. 
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qualified technician (‘category 2’) may be sent to repair the breakdown. Thus, digital planning, 

which links each intervention with a task, and each task with a given level of intervention, does 

not enable workers to learn on the job and therefore also reduces the prospects for improving 

employees' skills. 

 

Digital technology is having a big impact on training, as more and more training is being 

delivered through e-learning. The trade unionists interviewed note a strong increase in training 

focused on digital technology. According to INT7, the number of e-learning courses has increased 

from 20% to 40% in the EDF HR department. At Enedis, there are digital campuses, where 

employees can train for weeks on end in open access e-learning. For example, training for 

engineers (who create, replace and modernise networks) is done via e-learning (INT6).  

 

These e-learning courses tend to be criticised by the people interviewed in this study. For 

instance, according to INT8, they are of poor quality and can lead to errors in technical 

procedures. There is also a loss of skills at EDF due to the development of e-learning. The 

number of training courses are reduced, there is very little practical experience and more 

accidents. Similarly, the participants in FG1 find that e-learning is also of very low quality, seems 

to be used to reduce costs and to relieve the employer of liability in case of accident. 

 

According to INT9, e-learning courses are often taken outside working hours and therefore 

extend working hours. In his opinion, they are often not completed. He states that one of the 

consequences of this is a deterioration in collective skills in non-certified technical areas (e.g. 

team training). 

 

Finally, for the FG1 participants, it is still possible to develop some skills thanks to the e-learning 

courses. In their view, the courses seem more helpful for administrative tasks (as in HR) than for 

technical skills (such as those related to technicians’ work on electrical equipment). 

 

Digital technology can also affect training methods and the acquisition of skills through virtual 

reality (VR). As INT9 points out, EDF has developed an augmented reality headset for new 

entrants so that they can immerse themselves in the nuclear plant without actually entering it. 

Augmented reality is also used by current employees for training in certain technical skills (see 

section 2.1.2.). Thanks to virtual reality, the physical force needed to handle the valves is 

conveyed to the workers virtually, which makes the training very realistic. This type of 

augmented reality training should not be used across the board and take the place of face-to-

face training. In the interviewee’s view, it is essential to maintain physical training for new 

entrants and employees, because trainers need to analyse the non-verbal elements when 

assessing trainees. For example, for a technical act in a nuclear island, augmented reality will not 

convey the smells, noise or water vapours, which will make the action less realistic. Similarly, 
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because of VR, the trainer will not be able to capture the stress of the employees and their 

apprehension, as well as monitoring their environment (INT9): ‘This training provides know-how 

but does not provide all the skills. Digitalisation is not everything and the process of acquiring 

know-how must be based on real practice’. 

 

According to INT8, there are very few training courses on the mastery of digital tools in the 

electricity production sector. Yet, these help to reduce the feeling of obsolescence felt by some 

employees. Instead of training, employees train informally, through ‘frictional training’ (informal 

training involving employees who master the tools and others). ‘It's a matter of colleagues doing 

their own thing’. The results of the DGQS confirm the lack of training in digital tools. Indeed, half 

of the respondents say that they have not received any specific training on the new digital tools 

introduced in their company. Only 26% state that they had received specific training. Of those 

who had received training on digital tools, 32% stated that the training met their needs and 45% 

feel that it partially met their needs. 20% feel that the training did not really meet their needs 

(not enough time, resources or a need for further training). 

 

Finally, people interviewed in FG1 point to a loss of in-house skills in the electricity distribution 

sector, due to a greater use of private providers for technical interventions. Private providers in 

some regions also seem to experience a lack of skills, with some important difficulties recruiting 

people with certain technical profiles.  

 

2.1.7 Reconciling work and personal life 

Longer working hours are the result of intensified use of e-mails, ‘loop’ (24) applications that 

employees want to finish before leaving in the evening, the disappearance of the manager’s say 

on the workload, and the emergence of new tasks (25). This leads to fewer boundaries between 

the personal and professional lives of employees. INT9 and INT6 confirm this point. The results 

of the DGQS also confirm these observations, since 57% of respondents answer that 

digitalisation leads to an increase in working time to the detriment of personal and private time. 

Furthermore, 58% of respondents consider that when employees telework, it is difficult to 

differentiate between personal and professional time.  

 

According to INT6, employees find it difficult to disconnect because they get caught up in the 

applications and no longer see the time passing. According to INT6, some employees have to set 

alarm clocks to disconnect. Thus, professional life encroaches upon personal life, especially at 

high hierarchical levels (INT8 and INT6): ‘some agents say: 'I go home in the evening, I watch 

TV but I think about my activity'. Many employees are physically absent and mentally present. 

 

 
24. Loop applications combine several applications and create loops that have a beginning and an end. 
25. See previous sections. 
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The higher up the hierarchy you go, the more employees are overwhelmed’ (INT6). ‘Employees 

are flooded with emails, and the resulting increase in working time negatively affects the balance 

between employees' private and personal lives’ (INT9). 

 

INT10 is of the view that the individualisation and uberisation of the technician's job isolates 

workers from their manager. Thus, in order to maintain hierarchical social relations and allow for 

continuity of communication, ‘WhatsApp’ groups have been created, reflecting a new mode of 

operation and management. These WhatsApp groups mean that workers are contacted outside 

working hours, which can put more pressure on employees' personal lives. According to INT10, 

‘some employees do not take it well’.  

 

Finally, according to the results of the DGQS, 62% of employees say they have to be online very 

regularly to manage and have control of their professional life. In particular, 75% of respondents 

feel pressure to go online in their free time (of whom more than half explain that this is a 

personal choice and the other half explain that this pressure comes from their manager and/or 

colleagues). An overwhelming majority of respondents believe that the right to disconnect is 

essential in a connected work and social environment.  

 

On the contrary, other interviewees consider that some aspects of digitalisation have also 

improved the work-life balance. According to INT7 and INT8, telework at EDF allows for a better 

quality of life and a better balance between work and private life, especially for employees with 

children.  

 

The results of the DGQS further qualify these views on telework situations. Indeed, 49% of 

respondents believe that teleworking makes it difficult to combine work and household 

responsibilities (children, housework or other). 

 

2.1.8 Career prospects and employment security 

According to INT9, unequal access to relevant information, caused by the multiplication of 

optional and online information flows in a context where employees do not have the time to read 

and sort the information, can have consequences on their career prospects. Access to 

information enables employees to improve their skills and therefore to develop professionally. He 

takes the example of employees in the master's college who, in order to move up to the 

executive college, had to attend training courses and find relevant information. ‘The person who 

masters the knowledge is the one who is most likely to become more competent and therefore to 

progress in his career. Access to information is access to power. The availability of information, 

which is optional and online, hinders employees' access to knowledge because they do not have 

the time or the obligation to seek out this information. Without information, career development 

is hampered.’ (INT9).  
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According to INT10, career prospects are influenced by employees' mastery of digital tools. 

Training in digital tools is therefore essential to enable employees to develop their careers. There 

can be a vicious circle between digital literacy, access to e-learning and career development.  

 

The influence of digital technology on career prospects is not the same depending on the age of 

the employees. INT7 considers that the growth in e-learning training courses has not had any 

influence on employees' career prospects, as the employees who are reluctant to take e-learning 

courses are older employees who have already climbed the ladder.  

 

Digitalisation can also lead to job losses and undermine job security. Suppliers’ invoices have also 

been digitised: they used to be sent by regular mail by employees a majority of whom had 

disabilities. This department is now experiencing a reduction in its workforce. EDF's HR 

department has also suffered a reduction in staff numbers due to the digitalisation of employees' 

administrative files. The size of the department is being reduced from 1,450 employees in 2009 

to 650 by the end of 2022 (INT7).  

 

The negative effect of digitalisation on career prospects and job security is confirmed by the 

results of the DGQS. According to this survey, 41% of respondents consider that digitalisation 

has a negative or very negative effect on career prospects and job security. Only 16% answer 

the opposite and 42% state the effect is neutral. 

 

2.1.9 Workers’ rights 

The automation of procedures can be detrimental to workers' rights, especially to workers' 

knowledge of their rights. 

 

INT10 explains, for example, that because of the automation of HR procedures, employees may 

miss out on benefits, new rights or social benefits to which they could have been entitled. 

Indeed, the automation of HR procedures (e-applications) implies a reduction in sharing of 

information through direct contact between employees and the HR department and an increase 

in written information which, according to INT10, is less well absorbed than oral information.  

 

2.1.10 Conclusions on the sector 

 

In the electricity sector, digitalisation has been underway for the past twenty years. 

The launch of the Linky meter, the increase in electricity needs (electromobility, electrification of 

the economy, smart cities, electricity storage) and the decentralisation of the production system 

have accelerated this digitalisation process and have given increasing weight to data and its 

processing. Employees’ day-to-day work in the sector has evolved and become digital, in line 

with the modernisation of electrical systems. In particular: 
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• day-to-day work of technicians has considerably evolved with the systemic use of digital 

work orders and the emergence of Linky real-time meters. The tablet has become their main 

tool for work, instruction, documentation, data entry and reporting.  

• In the HR departments, administrative procedures and employee files have been completely 

digitalised. In the call centre department, employees now work with interactive voice 

servers.  

 

All employees in the sector have been equipped with digital media (computers, 

tablets, telephones) containing an increasing number of business applications. At the 

same time, emails and instant messaging tools have multiplied, teleworking has been extended 

and artificial intelligence, virtual reality and robotics have begun to emerge. 

 

As a result, the intensity of work and the pace of work have increased. There is an 

increase in the pace of work in call centres due to telephone dispatchers and interactive voice 

servers. A higher work rate is also observed in executive and managerial jobs due to the influx of 

e-mails and the multiplication of business applications. The digitalisation of technicians' work 

orders leads to a segmentation of tasks and digital planning of activity, with real-time monitoring 

which can be likened to digital Taylorism or to ‘uberisation’. Some time savings are observed in 

some cases (digitalisation of technicians' work orders, ‘hat’ applications, digitalisation of 

employee files in the HR department) but these gains are not being redistributed in any way 

(monetarily, quality of life at work, rest time).  

 

The nature of tasks has changed. The increasing weight of data, provided through data entry 

and used to feed business applications, has led to an increase in analytical tasks for certain 

professions (executives, data scientists, managers, HR). However, this increased data processing 

also implies an intensification of data entry and administrative tasks for certain professions, 

particularly for business managers.  

 

Social and hierarchical links have become more tenuous. The digitalisation of HR 

procedures has greatly distanced employees from the HR department and from other 

departments by reducing communication and internal relations. The individualisation of the daily 

work of technicians, made possible by digital work orders and live site management, also leads to 

a reduction in informal exchanges between employees in a context of uberisation of the 

profession. In addition, the influx of emails and instantaneous discussion tools reduces direct 

interaction between employees. In particular, the increased use of email has weakened 

hierarchical links insofar as requests for internal work are made by email rather than by the 

manager, thus erasing the managerial filter on the workload. 
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The effect of digitalisation on autonomy is ambiguous. For instance, the digitalisation of 

technicians' work orders may have a negative effect (each task is reserved for an employee with 

the required skills, depending on his or her technical level; so the employee's ability to learn on 

the job and to be autonomous in a situation of ‘higher level’ of intervention is reduced) while 

triggering also positive effects (all documentation is available on the tablet, enabling the 

employee to consult it for the task himself without making a call to a colleague, which can have a 

positive effect on his autonomy).  

 

Digitalisation strengthens management's control over work. For technicians, Linky 

meters in real time and the real-time recording of data relating to the intervention allow regular 

monitoring of the technicians' work. For call centre employees, surveillance is also in real time. 

Teams-type tools also allow monitoring.  

 

Working time is also affected, and has been increased for some employees, because of 

the inflow of emails, because of the structure of business applications and because of the 

weakening of managerial filters, thus increasing the workload.  

 

The effects of digitalisation on physical health are moderate. They can be positive (fewer 

accidents in the HR department, virtual reality) or negative (posture, poor quality e-learning 

training on technical skills and an increase in accidents).  

 

There are many negative effects on mental health: an increase in psycho-social risks for 

reception staff (stress, performance requirements, reduction in break times), for HR staff 

(isolation), for technicians (isolation, task segmentation and real-time monitoring) and for 

managers (inability to disconnect, incessant interruption and influx of emails).  

 

Digitalisation has led to strong development of e-learning courses, which are often 

considered to be of poor quality by the interviewees. These courses are often taken outside 

working hours or not taken at all, which, together with their poor quality, leads to a loss of 

collective competence.  

 

Finally, longer working hours and increased workloads lead to less separation 

between personal and professional life, especially for executives and managers. 
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Section 2.2 Public administration sector 

 

2.2.1 Overview of the sector 

In France, the ‘Public administration’ is made up of national (or State) public services, local public 

services (or regional authorities), and public hospital services. The public hospitals will be 

discussed in the ‘hospital sector’ section. In this part, we consider only the ‘public administration’ 

in the sense of national and local administration.  

 

The total number of jobs in the public administration amounted to 5.66 million in 2019 (4.47 

million if we do not count the public hospital services). This represents around 21.2% of total 

employment in France for that year. Employment in the public administration has slightly 

increased over the last 10 years with an additional 171,000 jobs, representing a + 3.1% growth 

over 2011-2019 (Graph 3). This reflects a decrease in the number of civil servants (and of state-

aided contracts) and the well-documented increase in the number of contractual agents (see 

Table 2). 

 

 

Graph 3.  Employment volume in the public administration (2011-2019) 

 

Source: Insee SIASP (Système d’information sur les agents des services publics). 
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Table 2: Evolution of employment structure in the public administration (2011-2019) 

Public 

servants (incl. 

Military)

Contract 

agents

State-aided 

contracts

other 

status
All

Public 

servants (incl. 

Military)

Contract 

agents

State-aided 

contracts
other status All

National public services 75,8% 14,8% 2,0% 7,3% 2 466,2 73,8% 18,8% 0,6% 6,9% 2 506,9

Local public services 74,9% 19,1% 2,7% 3,3% 1 881,8 74,6% 20,7% 1,7% 3,0% 1 968,0

Public hospital services 72,0% 16,9% 1,4% 9,7% 1 145,2 68,1% 20,8% 0,4% 10,6% 1 189,5

All public administration 74,7% 16,7% 2,1% 6,4% 5 493,2 72,9% 19,9% 0,9% 6,3% 5 664,4

Fonction publique

2011 2019

 

Source: Insee SIASP (Système d’information sur les agents des services publics) 

 

 

2.2.2 History and patterns of digitalisation in the sector 

Since the late 2000s, digital transformation has been implemented in the public administration 

through different State-level reforms (digital being only one part of a more global strategy). 

These were the Révision Générale des services publiques (RGPP, or General Revision of the 

Public Services), Modernisation de l’action publique (MAP, or Public policy modernisation), and 

the Action publique 2022 (2022 Public policy) programme (26), to promote digitalisation of the 

public services, transformation of the State information system and an emerging ‘Platform State’ 

(27) (ENA, 2019). In these approaches, online information, online services and user-participation 

are seen as a series of ‘steps’, and various plans are implemented to modernise and enhance the 

digitalisation of the administration. Commonly, digitalisation of the public administration may take 

different forms: online services (including administrative forms) and information to the public, 

interconnection between public services or departments, shared (intranet) platforms for the staff, 

(more intense use of) computers/tablets/smartphones, teleworking and videoconferencing, etc. 

In particular: 

• The most common 250 administrative procedures must be digitalised by May 2022. 

• Since 2016, FranceConnect has been deployed. This tool allows the public to use a unique 

identifier which connects them to different central and regional administration services as 

well as other public services (taxes, municipalities, national health insurance, etc.). 

• A future ‘official’s digital backpack’ is being designed, which aims to provide public officials 

with easy means to work remotely, notably through videoconferencing and instant 

messaging solutions. 

 

 
26. With differences in measures and implementation, these three civil service reforms pursue similar 

objectives: to improve the quality of services, modernise the civil service, and contain government 

spending. 
27. As underlined by Jeannot (2020), this concept of the ‘Platform State’ (« Etat Plateforme ») is inspired 

by O’Reilly (2011), who conceptualized ‘Governance as a Platform’: the State’s open data and 

applications enable possible innovations brought by private persons or institutions, which could benefit 
the economy and the country’s modernisation. 
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Existing data show that France performs better than the EU average in terms of digital public 

services, but worse in terms of connectivity/integration of digital technology (see section 1.2.1). 

 

According to government sources, three-quarters of the relationships between the French 

population and the public institutions now take place digitally. Also, nearly one out of every two 

French citizens use the ‘FranceConnect’ unique identifier on digital public services. As underlined 

before, €500 million from the French Recovery Plan are to be allocated to public digital 

transformation. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some specialised taskforces from the digital 

Inter-Ministry directorate (Dinum) advised the State IT services, to encourage technical and 

organisational changes regarding digitalisation in the ministries. 

 

According to the interviews and the focus group FG3, many technologies/digital approaches can 

be seen in the public administration, including: emails (28), business applications, teleworking, 

videoconferencing tools, online training, remote connection (access), user-web side/agent-web 

side for administrative formalities, development of big data, digital spy devices, limited-access 

(for staff and users) ‘social’ networks, internal networks (for the officials), ‘chat’ tools for officials 

and users, etc. 

 

The DIGIQU@LPUB web survey (DGQS) confirms intensive use of mobile devices and 

communication tools (for ca. 88% of respondents). Typically, 93% of respondents from the 

public administration sector use digital devices to communicate with colleagues while 80% use 

them to plan the performance of their tasks. Similarly, all respondents use e-mails and 79% of 

respondents use web-based applications to exchange with their network of work partners. It is to 

be noted that 57% of respondents consider that digitalisation is good for the public 

administration service in general (41% see it as beneficial for society). 

 

The DGQS also confirms the high percentage of teleworkers in the sector (75% of respondents 

work at least partially at home, and 72% work remotely from another place). The average 

number of days of teleworking in the week is limited, as 81% of respondents telework only 1 or 

2 days a week. 

 

The DGQS also confirms a tendency for digital tools and methods to trigger monitoring of 

employees, according to 51% of respondents (only 10% disagree with this statement). 

 

 

 
28. For instance, one participant in the focus group (FG3) explains that his department’s email inbox 

‘explodes every day’. Another one considers that ‘it is not possible to respond to all emails’ and that 

some sorting is necessary, with also a lot of waste which means that only one-third ‘are’/’can be’ 
answered. 
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The pandemic triggered rapid acceleration in the digitalisation of the public administration. In 

particular, the periods of lockdown underlined the importance of the ‘service continuity principle’ 

in the public sector and a large number of civil servants had to telework, with a surge of 

teleworking in 2020 and 2021 compared to 2019 (Cour des comptes, 2022). In January 2022, the 

Minister of transformation and public service estimated the number of State civil servants who 

can telework at 400,000 to 500,000 (France info radio, 9 January 2022). The participants in the 

focus group (FG3) explained that teleworking was not very widespread before the pandemic, and 

the management/administration was usually not very willing to grant teleworking to workers (29). 

Yet the administration (directorate) seems to have changed their opinion on teleworking, notably 

for potential gains in terms of office space. INT1 also confirms that from teleconferencing with 

phones to videoconference solutions, the pandemic has enabled a major surge in digitalisation 

and a change of perception on certain tools (like teleworking) for many stakeholders (notably 

trade unions).  

 

INT2 also considers the pandemic as a booster for technologies and digital tools 

(videoconference rooms, team ‘zoom’ accounts, tools like Teams in Outlook, switching of 

professional phone numbers on personal phones, etc.) which were previously rarely used and not 

on this scale:’COVID has entailed an acceleration of ongoing transformations, changing the ways 

in which workers interact’ (INT2). INT3 adds that a number of tools monitoring working tools and 

officials’ activity, as well as booking systems for rooms and vehicles, have become more widely 

used since the start of that period. In contrast, INT5 reports that in her authority, the pandemic 

did not have any boosting effect, as teleworking had been implemented just before (1.5 months 

before!). This ensured continuity in the payment of unemployment benefits by the public 

employment service. 

 

2.2.3 Work organisation 

Batac and Maurel (2020) underline that in local public administration, digitalisation theoretically 

generates productivity gains (reduction of workers’ workload, automation of some tasks, end of 

routine tasks such as manual entry), reduces costs and improves the quality of the services. But 

digitalisation can also bring new constraints and hidden costs: the need for training, investment 

in IT devices and hardware, uneven access to digital tools depending on age or location.  

 

Beuve et al. (2021) stress that digitalisation allows considerable time saving in existing 

processes, targeting the services offered, making it possible to spend more time on specific cases 

 

 
29. Some participants in the focus group explain that for certain positions/services, some mobile working 

took place before the pandemic, for a few days a week. Another worker underlines that ‘The 
administration has always been, since a very long time, very hostile to teleworking, there is a culture 
of presenteeism and they consider that it is important that the head of department can see the staff 
members’. 
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or on other tasks. The authors also consider that ‘operating in silos’ (working without connection 

to other services) is an obstacle to the development of new digital public services, which require 

collaborative working methods, contrary to a way of working which is normally very much based 

on routine tasks. Ginibrière (2021) underlines some important organisational and coordination 

challenges that accompany increased digitalisation in order to allow digital acculturation: in 

particular, digitalisation appears to develop in local and regional authorities in a non-coordinated 

way: operating in silos is common due to an absence of digital culture. 

 

In a nutshell, in everyday work, the interviewees emphasize the improved flow of information, 

but also more intense work (and sometimes increased workload), often more surveillance and 

monitoring, less autonomy and finally (often) more stress. There also is no evidence that 

digitalisation improves the quality of the work done for the end user.  

 

For instance, INT1 considers that while digitalisation reduces the routine part of the work in the 

sector, it is normally not followed by more ‘quality work’. This is because digitalisation is 

combined with an increase in other tasks given to public officials, and the gains do not result in 

time spent on other services or additional attention to public service users (more human 

presence in general, more attention and more time dedicated to certain groups): ‘with the same 

number of civil servants and digitalisation, there could be more human presence’ (INT1). On the 

contrary, the time spent by an official on each user is monitored in some services. The same 

interviewee underlines that while digitalisation (and in particular teleworking) should enhance 

workers’ autonomy, it often results in more surveillance at the workplace. According to some 

interviewees, this is due to the administration’s lack of trust in its employees (see infra). 

 

For INT2, enhanced fluidity brings also increased complexity, with more reporting, less 

autonomy, and more surveillance: ‘digitalisation renders things [work] on the surface fluid and 

easy, which adds an extra burden in terms of the quantity of work to be done’. He observes that 

routine-type tasks are also increasing in some local administrations, as for example in the Plaine 

Commune agglomeration: ‘some reporting, some spreadsheets, some gizmos, some thingies, 

some pie charts, that is infantilisation’ (INT2). The overall number of processes are increasing, 

and the hierarchy is being reinforced.  

 

Digitalisation may also result in a decline in empowerment/autonomy in general terms, while 

information overload (large numbers of emails, etc.) may bring a lot of stress to the officials 

(INT3). As reported by another interviewee, digitalisation has increased work intensity, with a 

decline in human interaction: ‘everything which is not work on the computer is considered as a 

waste of time’ (INT4). 
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The content of work has also been very much changed by digitalisation. INT4 explains that the 

development of ‘data entry clerk’ platforms has reduced the autonomy and the quality of work of 

the officials concerned, with a significant rise in their routine activities. The increase of routine-

type work has also been generated by problems in the existing digital software/applications 

which often require double or triple entry (lack of interoperability of the systems/applications, 

problem with the data flow, etc.). 

 

INT4 also notes a dehumanisation of administrative procedures which does not allow ‘space’ or 

autonomy to agents. Digitalisation may bring some time gains but also encourages ‘false 

performance’ (i.e. a performance only in appearance). Indeed, the insistence on the productivity 

made possible/accelerated by digital tools and applications has for instance reduced the work 

quality and limited the scope of intervention of the official: ‘your neighbour [colleague] has 

maybe produced more titles [ID cards, etc.] than you, but he has not learnt anything’ . 

 

INT5, from a different administration, describes a different situation regarding the intensity of 

work.  Work intensity has not really changed in the public employment service (PES), as a 

balance has been struck between the need ‘to do more tasks to obtain the information’, and the 

speed in obtaining the desired information. Yet, she also points to a sharp increase in the routine 

nature of tasks for officials from different services. This is in particular due to the number and 

the nature of the (business) digital applications, with agents having to fill in many applications 

(that do not communicate with each other), or, in some applications, data linked to information 

or discussions raised on a specific device for communicating with users (unemployed people), 

which is time-consuming. In the PES, digitalisation has not caused any issues with autonomy, as 

this seems to depend, at least in certain agencies, on the choices of the staff member: ‘at Pôle 

Emploi, if you wants to have autonomy, you can have it’ (INT5). 

 

The focus group (FG3) has highlighted a change in the content of work due to digitalisation: 

many routine and repetitive tasks which were previously performed have disappeared, while 

other ones have appeared. There does not seem to be any consensus among the focus group 

members on the impact of digitalisation on the quality of service provided to the users: on the 

one hand, the administration is better able to respond to the needs of some users and may reach 

a greater audience, while on the other hand, direct contacts (e.g. now only by phone) with the 

users are scarce, and difficult for users to achieve (the wait is rather long on the phone). 

Furthermore, with the underlying productivity goals in the daily work, the potential time devoted 

to users has been reduced. Yet, for the workers in the administration themselves, one interesting 

opinion heard was that the tasks performed have moved towards more reflective skills, hence 

many posts in the administration have potentially become more interesting.  
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The workers in the focus group also underline that monitoring of the work by the manager has 

increased. It has been rendered very easy by the digital tools, which include a tracking device 

(this device records all operations implemented by the worker and can be accessed by the 

manager). 

 

Around 50% of the respondents to the DGQS consider that digitalisation does not improve the 

quality of the service provided to users (35% think the opposite). 52%, however, report that it 

has improved their job quality, and 4% of respondents also consider that digitalisation has 

improved their productivity: this suggests a complex relationship between job quality and quality 

of the public service, in which productivity is not necessarily linked to better public service. 

 

Yet, digitalisation seems to improve some particular aspects of work quality/organisation for 

many: improved interaction with public service users (for 39% of respondents) (30), more 

autonomy to schedule or organise work tasks (for 48% and 50%), improved coordination with 

colleagues (50%) (31). Also, these trends do not seem to change the workers’ feeling of 

usefulness vis-a-vis users, or the quality of the relationship with them: this may partly be 

explained by the overall choice in the sector to transfer productivity gains into job cuts, since the 

DGQS also informs us that digitalisation has triggered increased pace of work/work intensity, for 

53% of respondents. 

 

Finally, many interviewees agree on a widespread problem of ‘trust’ in the public administration: 

’Digitalisation should normally enhance workers’ autonomy, but often it has triggered more 

control, because of a lack of trust from the employer’ (INT1); ‘In the local and regional 

administration, the trust relationship is particular [sic] » (INT2). Civil service managers are 

concerned whether teleworkers are truly involved in their work, ‘which underlines an obvious lack 

of trust… and which induces stress for them’ (INT4). 

 

2.2.4 Working time 

In the absence of safeguards, teleworking, IT tools, online internal resources, etc. may 

encourage increased working time and a feeling of greater work intensity. Yet it is important to 

note the substantial differences in the actual working time, for instance depending on the 

administration observed, or its type of (local) management. 

 

 

 
30. Also, this should be seen together with other findings of the DGQS: 46% of respondents do not feel 

more useful (providing a better service) to users and 52% consider that the relationship with users 

has not changed since the introduction of digitalisation. 

31. Similarily, 39% of the respondents consider that they exchange and collaborate better with other 
services and departments. 
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For instance, INT1 underlines that telework increases work intensity, notably because some 

managers consider it is possible to make teleworkers work more: ‘While teleworking should bring 

quality, it renders work more intense’ (INT1). The surging workload for teleworkers is such that 

in some administrations, some employees decide to give up this mode of work after a period of 

time: ‘in all administrations, there is a tendency to give more work to people who are 

teleworking’. INT1 also notes that digitalisation in some cases allows ‘personal modulation’ in the 

work organisation: for instance, some employees in the administration work more on certain 

days (i.e. they work during normally non-working hours), and less some other days. 

 

In some administrations and for certain officials, the ‘potential’ working time slots have been 

extended, with the inclusion of mandatory time slots. In the case of the Plaine Commune 

administration, working hours have to be within certain slots (32) for the workers without 

particular constraints, due to their position in this local administration (INT2). These work 

schedules were negotiated at the same time as the teleworking management system, which 

allows workers to clock in/clock out. A debit-credit system ensures that over a certain period, the 

statutory working time is respected, which limits overtime hours. Clearly, in this administration, 

teleworking has enabled high (chosen) flexibility in daily work organisation (example: a worker 

can take his children to school, re-log onto his computer after, etc.). For the people who save a 

lot of transport time, this work system ‘has changed people's lives’ (INT2). 

 

INT4 reports that working time is skyrocketing in some administrations, boosted by teleworking, 

especially in certain ministries. Yet, INT4 recognises that there the situation varies considerably 

depending on the administration or the worker’s position. For instance, data entry clerks do not 

suffer excessive working time, unlike officials working in services linked to some ministerial 

offices, for instance: ‘in terms of working time, there is a boom at the managers’ level, notably 

with teleworking, from 6 in the morning to 2 in the morning at the Ministry of internal affairs (…) 

in some ministries, a manager who does not demonstrate that he does not stay working until 8 

or 9 pm, is not considered as serious.’ (INT4) These observations must also be tempered by the 

improved well-being and time gains for those officials who save a lot of transport time (which 

may amount to three hours for certain employees in the administration). 

 

According to INT5, teleworking (possibly a few times per week in the PES) saves a significant 

amount of time while, for many officials, digitalisation has not increased total effective working 

hours. There is a probable exception for managers, as many of them are used to excessive 

working hours, due in particular to ‘the increased number of reports they have to make’. 

 

 

 
32. Officials must carry out their work within the following slot: 7:30 am – 7:00 pm, with a 45 mn break, 

with mandatory presence in some specific slots (9:45 am – 11:45 am; 2 pm – 4:15 pm). 
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The participants in the sectoral focus group (FG3) confirm that work outside regular working 

hours is fostered by the new digital tools in their administration (Directorate general for public 

finances), while only a limited number of overtime hours are taken into account for 

compensatory rest/compensation. 

 

The results of the DGQS seem to confirm that digitalisation has differing impacts on the working 

time of officials in the public administration. About two-thirds of respondents report that it has 

not impacted ‘unpaid overtime hours’, yet around one-third consider it has increased these 

unpaid hours. Also, while 52% consider that digitalisation has not increased ‘unsocial’ (evenings 

nights/week-end) working time, 45% think it has. 

 

2.2.5 Health and safety and outcomes for workers 

Reduced cohesiveness of group work, physical or mental stress due to increased intensity at 

work, loss of quality work, absence of human presence, non-adapted professional equipment: 

many features displayed or enhanced by digitalisation exhibit significant occupational health and 

safety (OHS) risks in the public administration sector. 

 

INT1 underlines that digitalisation, through more teleworking, or more digital and less face-to-

face communication, reduces the cohesion of work teams and the quality of the relationship with 

users: loss of markers, loss of the feeling of belonging. Some also mentioned guilt-tripping of 

officials, who have to face unattainable targets, insufficient support with digital equipment and 

teleworking, and a lack of recognition of the work done. INT1 is very specific in saying that in 

terms of physical health, burnout is not limited to the private sector but also exists in the civil 

service. Trade unions have also identified a risk of musculoskeletal conditions, particularly for 

teleworkers. 

 

For INT2, the experience of teleworking at the Plaine Commune administration is very positive as 

it restricts actual working hours and is more restful for many officials, as well as involving high 

satisfaction with the device. During their teleworking days, civil servants also work in a more 

peaceful environment, are less often disturbed by the phone and can more easily concentrate on 

their job. 

 

INT4 underlines that if the digital tool used at work are mastered, everything is good. But if 

digital tools malfunction (as frequently happens), this may result in psychological exhaustion for 

the worker because his work is regularly ‘hindered’, especially if the worker is isolated and there 

is no human support to help solve the problem (which is quite often the case according to the 

interviewee). Also, the office and IT equipment are not necessarily suitable and of high quality, 

so may cause physical problems (example: bad quality chairs or computer screens). Finally, INT4 

remarks that since the COVID-19 crisis and the first lockdown, some officials are suffering ‘cabin 
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fever’ (‘syndrome de la cabane’), with a fear of social interactions and of going outside after the 

sanitary crisis. 

 

INT5 considers that, at least in her agency, digitalisation has, in general, had no impact on OHS. 

However, she also points out that the first lockdown period caused physical discomfort for many 

(involuntary) teleworkers, as their internet connection or ergonomic conditions were quite bad. 

 

Some workers from the focus group (FG3) recall that with the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

psychosocial risks ‘exploded’ in the administration. They have more recently returned to a lower 

level but have still stayed more prevalent than before the pandemic. 

 

Results from the web survey (DGQS) for the public administration also underline that the OHS 

risks should not be underestimated, even in a sector with a large share of ‘office work’. Indeed, 

while 40% of respondents agree that working conditions have improved (33), 38% disagree. 

 

Furthermore, 55% of respondents to the survey consider that they have a physical condition 

which has been caused or aggravated by the introduction of digital tools and methods at work, 

while only 9% answer that it has improved their physical health. Those describing physical 

effects of digitalisation speak of a large number of problems: vision problems (for 58% of them) 

back pain (51%), neck pain (49%), headaches/head pains (39%), physical fatigue (29%), hand 

pain (29%). 

 

39% of respondents in the sector feel that digitalisation has caused or aggravated psychological 

problems, and only 3% consider it has helped them to deal with a pre-existing psychological 

condition. Mental fatigue (for 76%), stress (for 66%), and anxiety (33%) are the most common 

mental conditions reported by the respondents. 

 

In terms of how employers have responded to increased digitalisation, the respondents mainly 

highlight the ability to work from home/telework (introduction/extension) (52%). The other two 

following actions come next (34): (i) A charter/manual of good practices has been drawn up at 

the workplace regarding digital tasks (24% of respondents), (ii) improvements have been made 

to the physical environment at the workplace (21%). 

 

2.2.6 Skills and learning 

Generally speaking, interviewees recognise the importance of upgrading the digital skills of the 

public administration staff, while also providing good training and information on digital devices 

 

 
33. In addition, 45% of respondents recognise an improvement of personal well-being at work. 
34. Note: Each respondent could give more than one answer. 
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(and teleworking in particular). A recent survey (PIX, Les Interconnectées and Syntec numérique, 

2021) illustrates the low global level of digital skills in the territorial public administration 

(regions, agglomerations, cities…). It estimates that two-thirds of the employees do not have a 

sufficient mastery of digital skills and one-quarter are in great difficulty. Furthermore, the less 

qualified and older workers are also those with lower digital skills: only 23% of ‘category three’ 

officials exhibit an ‘autonomous’ digital level compared with 46% of the ‘category one’ staff. 

Similarly, only 17% of workers aged more than 55 years old display an ‘autonomous’ digital level, 

while 56% of 34-55 years old workers have this level of skills.  

 

The existence of high training needs in the administration is confirmed by many interviewees. For 

instance, there is a generally acknowledged need for upgrading of software/hardware skills, 

together with a need to develop social/soft skills (e.g. organise one’s daily work in contained 

slots, respect break times). The use of digital tools gives access to new skills, specific or general, 

but it is never recognised or rewarded in the administration. Hence, INT2 underlines an 

important need for upskilling of the officials working in the agglomeration (Plaine Commune), 

especially digital skills. Yet, some significant problems may hamper such upgrading of skills: (i) 

many officials are not aware of the importance of training (some have a very low education 

level), (ii) the employer is not willing to reward skills and training through additional salary. The 

employer has no long-term vision on this important subject, according to INT2. 

 

INT4 notes two important problems related to training in the administration: (i) the workload is 

generally too high to allow time for training, and (ii) officials’ skills are often underused or not 

recognised, which in turn does not encourage them to participate in training. But generally, the 

administration does not take time to consider how to make better use of officials’ skills to 

enhance the quality of the work teams and make them feel better: ‘this is not in the spirit of the 

times (…) this is not something expected from the staff’’ (INT4). The heavy reliance on contract 

workers and individual contractors also impacts the work collectives and limits the integration of 

these workers and their skills. 

 

The training needs of the officials in her administration (PES) are well taken care of. 

Indeed, for many years now, all agents of the PES attend 4 days of training during the year 

(all agencies are closed for a whole day): ‘in the morning, the new [digital] tools are 

presented, and in the afternoon, agents may practice on these new tools’ (INT5). 

The DGQS confirms that new digital skills usually had to be acquired by staff, yet employers are 

not very involved in helping with the upgrading of skills in response to digitalisation: 73% of the 

respondents consider that training was needed to accompany the introduction of digital tools and 

processes. 47% of respondents reported that no formal training was provided by the employer 

but 37% said some informal learning took place at work. 40% of respondents were offered 
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training by their employer. For those concerned, 75% of respondents consider that the training 

meets their needs. 

 

2.2.7 Reconciling work and personal life 

Digital tools and telework are factors in work overload and can help to blur the boundary 

between personal and professional life. This can accentuate the ‘over-work’ phenomenon (i.e. 

outside regular working time, people think about their work or are not totally cut off from their 

work duties). But teleworking also brings time gains for many workers in the administration due 

to saved transport time. 

 

INT1 underlines that the possibility of teleworking allowed by the 2021 Framework agreement on 

teleworking in the public sector (see section 3.4.2 for a presentation of this collective 

agreement), contributes to a better life balance by enabling officials to avoid carrying out family-

related tasks if they are at home. This agreement also contains two other provisions relative to 

private life: on the right to disconnect (see supra), and on the prevention of domestic violence: 

‘Undoubtedly, as we already described in this section, teleworking has brought considerable 

flexibility, benefiting workers’ well-being in Plaine Commune, and has also enabled many workers 

to save a lot of transport time’ (INT2). INT4 presents a mixed opinion on the impact of 

digitalisation on the balance between professional and personal life: while she recognises 

important gains of transport time for teleworkers, she also warns of a dwindling separation 

between professional and personal life due to digital tools and teleworking. Another interviewee 

considers that in her administration, there are quite a few safeguards to protect the separation 

between private life and professional life: warnings through pop-up windows on the computer if 

an official receives or sends emails at weekends or on public holidays, support for teleworking 

and digital tools (online guides, guidelines), a QWL (Quality of working life) assessment twice a 

year (INT5). 

 

Some participants in the focus group (FG3) underline the contribution of teleworking to balancing 

work and home life. For instance, one worker explains that he saves a lot of transport time with 

his two days of teleworking, and another one explains that this work organisation allows some 

flexibility in his daily work, with the possibility to adjust his work schedule to personal/family 

commitments during the daytime. 

 

Respondents to the DGQS offer very mixed opinions on the effect of digitalisation on the work-

life balance: 36% of respondents consider that a better balance is obtained, while 39% disagree 

(35). The reduction in transport time during the week has contributed to the positive opinion of 

the first group (51% of respondents indeed consider that commuting time from home to 

 

 
35. Similarily, 34% of respondents feel they can combine professional and personal life.  
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workplace has decreased). However, only 21% of respondents consider that digitalisation has 

increased their personal/family time while half of respondents disagree! And 40% of respondents 

think that digitalisation has not affected the amount of time they have outside of work. 44% 

consider that it has increased their work time ‘at the expense of their personal time’, while 43% 

consider that ‘when teleworking from home it is difficult to clearly differentiate between their 

working time and their personal time’.  

 

2.2.8 Career prospects and employment security 

A large share of jobs in the local, regional and national administration (administrative work, 

paper-work, forms, etc.) are very vulnerable to the risk of replacement by digital tools. A study 

by CNFPT (2021) (36) shows that nearly a third of the jobs in the regional (‘territorial’) 

administration could be strongly impacted by the digital transition, due in particular to 

automation and to the progressive disappearance of paper. The main factors behind this 

transformation are the deployment of new technologies, the arrival of new ways of organising 

work (telecommuting, collaborative tools), new regulatory obligations and the transformation of 

the relationship with users (digitalisation of procedures). All 241 jobs listed in the local/regional 

public sector are affected by the digital transition, but CNFPT stresses that three categories of 

jobs require special attention: (i) vulnerable jobs, those most directly affected (42 jobs out of 

241, including: public procurement managers, social reception officers, town hall secretaries); (ii) 

jobs threatened with a reduction in the number of employees due to the automation of 

processes, the development of digital one-stop shops, and the disappearance of paper (33 

occupations could see their workforce shrink in the next 10-15 years: registrars, laboratory 

technicians, HR managers, receptionists, administrative management assistants); (iii) 20 

professions with a larger number of employees, representing 1 million officials (more than half of 

all staff in the local/regional administration) will be less affected by digital technology, but the 

number of jobs concerned suggests that developments affecting them should be closely 

monitored: administrative management assistants, receptionists and cleaning personnel. Some of 

these jobs also belong to the ‘sensitive jobs’ and to the ‘jobs threatened by a decline in the 

number of employees’ categories and should therefore be monitored very closely. 

 

The interviewees provide different perspectives on the job prospects in the public administration, 

according to their specific scope/experience. For instance, one participant in the focus group 

(FG3) underlines that the head of the administration has always justified cuts in the workforce by 

referring to increased digitalisation (37). INT1 considers that the reduction in the number of civil 

 

 
36. Centre National de la Fonction Publique Territoriale. 

37. Futhermore, this worker recalls that in his own administration (the Directorate general for public 

finances), a previous director had acknowledged that the reduction in the workforce had been higher 
than the productivity gains. 
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servants (38) is not directly caused by digitalisation but is the result of a choice by government. 

He considers that for trade unionists, adaptability is inherent to the civil service, and it is normal 

that jobs should change with digitalisation, but one serious concern is that civil service reforms 

are never discussed with the civil servants/officials or their representatives. INT2 explains that 

some developments are clear-cut, as new workers in the local/regional administration are now 

mainly recruited on temporary contracts, which means less continuity in staffing. In addition, 

there has been a reduction in the staffing of support functions: for instance, secretaries are less 

needed than before, notably because some tasks previously performed by them can now be 

automated and/or performed by software applications. INT4 states that the administration is 

relatively protected from the negative effects of digitalisation on employment, but notes that all 

technical professions are potentially impacted, with new re-skilling requirements. In addition, she 

underlines that the ‘first level’ low skilled workers who were in charge of preparing and booking 

meeting rooms, also do tasks that may be outsourced (to external companies or digital 

applications). INT4 also states that data entry clerks who work on administrative platforms are 

the equivalent of ‘a new proletariat’’, with very few career or professional development 

prospects.  

 

INT5 does not observe any impact of digitalisation on employment in the PES. Yet she also 

considers that this could change in the medium or long-term: (i) officials who retire may not be 

replaced, and/or (ii) large platforms specialised (in a certain type of job seekers) may be 

developed (to the detriment of ‘local’ Pôle Emploi agencies). 

 

The DGQS shows mixed levels of concern about career prospects and job security. 45% of 

respondents consider that digitalisation has not improved ‘job security and future prospects’ 

while only 15% think the opposite. And while 25% of respondents see their job as ‘more 

interesting and attractive’, 36% think the exact opposite. 

 

2.2.9 Workers’ rights 

The ability of trade unions to share and spread information among members and workers in 

general is often questioned by the interviewees with regard to the new ways of working. 

 

For now, INT1 does not perceive any impact of digitalisation on workers’ rights. Yet he underlines 

that sharing union information with a large share of teleworkers is becoming difficult: the trade 

unions try to organise meetings when people are physically present, to make sure the 

information gets across. 

 

 

 
38.  Obtained by non-replacement of people who leave for retirement, as it is normally not possible for civil 

servants to lose their jobs (except for incompetence). 
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In terms of trade union activity, INT2 reports that it is often difficult to organise face-to-face 

meetings (hybrid meetings are common now, because many people prefer videoconferences). He 

also considers that the stakes are high for the trade unions, because the question for them is 

how they can use digital tools for social dialogue and to bring a new population into trade 

unionism (‘digital tools are great tools to catch supporters’), with a large ‘issue of 

representativity’. 

 

INT4 feels that it is more difficult to represent groups of workers in the administration because of 

the rapidly changing perimeters, which can be triggered by digitalisation. But she mainly warns of 

the reorganisation of the equivalent bodies to works councils (the Technical committees) in the 

civil service. This reorganisation has enlarged the competencies of the councils and could make it 

more difficult for them to defend staff; this is a serious matter, as trade unions and workers’ 

representatives in the works councils are the right people to discuss and warn of the effects of 

digital tools at the workplace (i.e. at a micro-level). INT4 also considers that it is difficult to 

recruit new members to the trade unions because many officials view trade unions as ‘service 

providers’, while younger ones are not willing to join a union. 

 

INT5 also points out how difficult it is to exercise her rights as a union representative, to lead 

local inspections and interview officials: now, when she spends some time in an agency, she is 

confronted with ‘desertion of the personnel: whole corridors, whole floors, [are] empty’; as many 

as half the workforce can be absent (in a given PES agency). She explains that it is now more 

complicated to discuss issues at the Union level; as a consequence, a questionnaire has been 

distributed in order to get more feedback. Her trade union has also lost some members since the 

start of the COVID-19 period.  

 

Otherwise, in terms of other types of workers’ rights: the ‘right to disconnect’ for teleworkers in 

the public administration sector is enshrined in the 2021 Framework agreement on teleworking in 

the public service (see section 3.4.). Some services or ministries have promoted internal 

regulations to make them effective in their area. 

 

In the Plaine Commune administration, the right to disconnect is clearly effective according to 

INT2, as overtime hours may be taken account of (through a debit-credit system, see supra). 

The interviewee, however, also stresses that the enhanced control brought by digital tools is also 

a serious matter (i.e. potential continuous monitoring is possible during working hours). 

 

INT4 considers that the right to disconnect appears in a ‘very beautiful Charter of the 

administration’, but is not well respected, because in many administrations and at many levels, it 

is very difficult to exercise this right, especially for managers (who may then have a poor 

assessment or be lectured at!). In contrast, the right to disconnect is plainly recognised at Pôle 
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Emploi (PES) according to INT5, as underlined by the ‘warning’ windows which pop up if the 

worker connects outside normal hours. Yet, whether the managers themselves fully exercise their 

right is largely more questionable. 

 

The workers contributing to the focus group (FG3) explain that while disconnecting from the 

computer/laptop/emails is easy outside regular working hours, it is harder to do so effectively 

because of the various chat applications (from which you receive messages directly on your 

mobile phone). One worker states that ‘you are not to blame when you don’t answer an e-mail at 

8 p.m.’, while the administration has no specific policy ensuring the right to disconnect. 

 

According to the DGQS, digitalisation in the workplace has created some pressure to ‘’log in’ 

remotely and check (…) work progress (…)’  for around two-thirds of respondents. Yet, for the 

majority of these respondents, this is a personal choice (not coming from their employer, 

supervisor or colleagues). Similarly, 52% of respondents consider they need to be online very 

regularly to manage/control their professional life (only 18% disagree): in this context, the 

effectiveness of the right to disconnect seems up for question in a large proportion of the 

administration, given the following trends: 

• Only 11% of respondents say that their employer has set rules on disconnection; 

• Only 10% say that the statutory disconnection rules in the labour law are applied to them; 

• Only 3% say that workplace networkers/servers are disconnected outside working hours; 

• Around 2% say that managers set an example in terms of information management and 

disconnection. 

 

In addition, fewer than one quarter of respondents report that information and consultation 

procedures have taken place regarding different aspects of the planning/designing of 

digitalisation and work processes and tools, while more than half of respondents do not know if 

such procedures had taken place: this could suggest that such procedures are not well 

publicised, but mostly (39) reflects a significant lack of such procedures in the sector, due to the 

absence of a legal obligation attached to ‘digital’ aspects. 

 

 

 
39. Indeed, a large share of the respondents should be well informed about these topics, given their 

involvement (at different levels) in trade unionism: 56% of them are members of a trade union, 27% 

represent their trade union in the workplace, and 19% participate in trade union structures outside 

the workplace (note: it was possible to give several answers to this question, so the percentages 
should not be added up). 



DIGIQU@LPUB – National case study France 
 

58 

    

2.2.10 Conclusions on the sector 

For the last 10-15 years, digitalisation has significantly increased in the public sector, 

taking a large number of forms, of which teleworking and digitalisation of the services to users 

are among the most common. 

 

The work content has evolved with digitalisation: in many places, (local) support functions 

are disappearing, ‘administrative platforms’ are increasing. While digitalisation tends to reduce 

the share of routine tasks, there is no evidence that it necessarily brings more quality ‘work’ for 

the employees (indeed, it is associated with a greater workload).  

 

The right to disconnect seems hardly effective for all officials, and there is mixed 

evidence on the work-life balance. 

 

The impact of digitalisation is found to differ between institutions. On working time, 

there is rather mixed evidence concerning the balance between personal and professional life, 

and compliance or otherwise with the (French) ‘right to disconnect’. Examples are a local 

community with a teleworking agreement with safeguards [no additional hours] compared to 

some State services [with their ‘culture of working late’ and a greater workload thanks to ICT]. 

Regarding physical/mental health, in certain conditions, positive effects of teleworking can be 

observed (rest, flexible time management) while in some other circumstances, the negative 

effects seem greater (isolation, less team feeling). Mental health can also be an issue in 

departments/services where unattainable work objectives are assigned to the workers. The same 

is true for some new services in the public administration which are emerging with the 

acceleration of digitalisation (e.g. the new ‘administrative platforms’). 

 

A frequent trend towards work intensification is also observed, with an increase in the 

inflow of work (the workers ‘absorb’ more work due to the fluidity allowed by digitalisation) Even 

if productivity is high, it does not necessarily mean a better service to users. 

 

Globally, digitalisation is a challenge for work collectives which have to adapt (remote work 

and risk of isolation, difficulties for management, different modes of interaction). 

 

There also seems to be a cost problem regarding digitalisation in the public sector, with 

various issues emerging (consulting firms having more than their ‘share of the pie’, sometimes a 

problem with the quality of IT equipment for staff, systematic involvement of the private sector is 

also never usually challenged). 
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Finally, there seems to be a widespread ‘problem of trust’ in the public 

administration: this combined with digitalisation creates adverse consequences 

(monitoring of agents, telework limitations in local agreements, etc.). 

 

 

Section 2.3 Hospital sector 

2.3.1 Overview of the sector 

All information in this section is taken from DREES (2022). 

 

At the end of 2020, the French hospital sector consisted of 2,989 health establishments with full 

hospitalisation capacity (counted in beds) or partial hospitalisation capacity (i.e. without 

overnight stays, counted in places). The public sector comprises 1,347 establishments 

(geographical entities) divided into four categories: 180 regional hospital centres, 936 hospital 

centres (including the former local hospitals), 92 hospital centres specialized in psychiatry and 

139 other public establishments, corresponding mainly to long-term care units. The private sector 

includes 972 private for-profit clinics and 670 private not-for-profit establishments, including 20 

cancer centres. Between 2013 and 2020, the number of public or private geographical entities 

fell from 3,125 at the end of 2013 to 2,989 at the end of 2019 (-4.3%), as a result of 

reorganisation and restructuring. This evolution is more marked for public hospitals (-5.1%) than 

for private for-profit (-4.6%) and non-profit (-1.9%) facilities. 

 

Over the last ten years, the organisation of healthcare provision has evolved: the continuous 

decrease in full hospitalisation capacity has been reflected in a significant increase in the number 

of partial hospitalisation places. In 2020, there were 387,000 full hospitalisation beds in health 

care institutions, 82,000 fewer than in 2003. This decrease is mainly due to a reduction in the 

capacity of long-term care units, due to the transformation of certain units into establishments 

for dependent elderly people. It is also explained by a fairly regular decline in short-stay beds (-

38,000 beds in 17 years). This decrease was made possible by the development of ambulatory 

care, which has allowed for alternative forms of care to full hospitalisation. As a result, partial 

hospitalisation capacity has increased to a total of 80,000 places in 2020. However, the number 

of places has grown more slowly since 2013. On the other hand, medium-stay capacity has 

increased. Between 2017 and 2019, the average bed occupancy rate was 82.6% (40). The rate is 

lowest in short-stay care (77.5%) and highest in long-term care (93.1%). 

 

 

 
40. In 2020, due to the many interventions cancelled in response to the COVID-19 crisis, the number of 

full hospital days fell much more sharply than the number of patient beds, automatically resulting in a 
fall in the bed occupancy rate (at 77.2%). 
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At the end of 2019, 1.36 million workers were employed in the hospital sector. The public sector 

employs 77% of the hospital sector's salaried workforce (1.1 million workers), with the remainder 

in the private sector (for-profit and not-for-profit) (309,000 workers). In 2019, hospital 

employment represents 5.3% of salaried employment and 4.7% of total employment in France. 

 

The number of salaried medical staff (including interns, acting interns and midwives) in the public 

hospitals at the end of 2019 was 139,000 (vs 25,000 in private hospitals), i.e. 84% of the 

employees employed in the entire hospital sector. They are divided into 92,000 doctors and 

equivalent (19,000 in private hospitals), 33,000 interns and similar staff (2,600 in private 

hospitals) and 13,000 midwives (3,700 in private hospitals). The number of salaried non-medical 

care staff in the public hospitals stands at 638,000 at the end of 2019, including 263,000 nurses 

(90,000 in private hospitals) and 226,000 nursing assistants (59,000 in private hospitals) as well 

as 148,000 other healthcare personnel (60,000 in private hospitals). The number of salaried non-

medical non-healthcare staff in the public hospitals was 273,000 at the end of 2019 (73,000 in 

private hospital). In addition to these salaried staff, hospital activity is also carried out by liberal 

medical personnel (non-salaried) practising in health care institutions. There are nearly 42,000 of 

them and 84% of them are in private for-profit clinics. 

 

In this study, we focus only on the public hospital sector. The trade union representatives 

interviewed are all from the public hospitals, as are the focus group participants, and only 5% of 

the DGQS (web survey) respondents work in the private hospital sector. 

 

Since 2010, the number of workers in public hospitals has been slowing down: the annual growth 

rate fell from 1.7% at the end of 2010 to 0.8% at the end of 2016. In 2016, the number 

decreased by 0.13%, for the first time since 2003, a decline which accelerated in 2017 (-0.18%) 

and 2018 (-0.28% or -2,916 workers). This decline concerned exclusively other healthcare 

personnel, the number of which fell by 7% between 2015 and 2018, due in particular to the 

decrease in the number of assisted contracts in the hospital civil service, while the number of 

workers in all other categories rose slightly. In 2019, a slight rebound was observed in the 

number of employees in the public hospital sector, which increased by 0.2% (+2,200 workers). 

As the number of subsidized contracts in public hospitals gradually ceases to decline, the number 

of non-medical care staff is stabilising after four years of decline. The lifting of this brake explains 

most of the rebound in public hospital salaried staff in 2019. 

 

2.3.2 History and patterns of digitalisation in the sector 

All the trade union representatives interviewed mention that computers and tablets using wifi and 

Bluetooth technology have become widespread. These are essential tools for both care and 

hospital management. In some professions, workers are also equipped with mobile phones 

necessary for their activity (e.g. stretcher-bearers to run errands as quickly as possible). 
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All the trade union representatives report two main digital tools currently used in the hospital: 

computer software – extended to manage patient information and the different parts of the 

hospital (invoice, planning, work organisation and staff schedules, etc.) – and job platforms (see 

below). 

 

INT13 also refers to the use of other information and communication tools: 

• The use of e-mail is not yet completely widespread but in many places professionals have a 

professional e-mail address. 

• Intranets within hospitals have also spread massively.  

• There are also more and more links and flash codes (e.g. in some maternity wards, with 

shorter stays, there is a flash code to advise the mother). 

• Finally, there are more and more distance training courses and tutorials, as well as micro-

training modules that allow as many people as possible to be trained as quickly as possible. 

 

The focus group for the sector (FG2) is more nuanced concerning the widespread use of digital 

tools. The most widely used devices are computers. Nurses also use wireless landline phones, 

which imply restrictions, particularly on the phone numbers that can be called. The intranet is 

used daily (more than the Internet) as well as emails, but more by secretaries than nurses. For 

nurses, there is often an address for the service and email is used to communicate with 

management, more specifically to receive information from management (see below). All the 

participants in the focus group refer to recurring problems with the internal hospital network. 

 

The last five years have been particularly characterised by three phenomena, some of which are 

linked to the Digital Hospital strategy and the Hopen programme (see box 1). First, the use of 

digital tools has spread. These tools have enabled the development of telemedicine and remote 

monitoring. In a context of reductions in the number of beds, the advantage has been ‘to 

develop more facilities for being at the patient's bedside without being there’ (INT11). The 

drawback is the dehumanisation of care. Second, there has been a systematic transition to 

computerised patient records. The advantages of these are traceability and reversal of the 

burden of proof, and the downside is the intensification of work (see below). Third, the wide 

range of software has led to operational difficulties. At the hospital, many information systems 

coexist. Hospitals often operate as Territorial Hospital Groups (THG) bringing together several 

establishments with no uniformity in terms of software. Within the same hospital, the main 

software used depends on the department. According to INT11, this is for cost reasons (some 

software is cheaper than others): ‘as there was no core IT profession within the hospital and IT 
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engineers were not interested in the hospital, it was senior technicians, supervisors or levels 

below engineers who implemented the IT systems’ (INT11).  

 

INT13 notes that ‘this creates major difficulties: when a patient has to change departments, we 

don't have the right information in the right place’. In addition, the software has not been 

developed with professionals. It is designed only by IT engineers. As a result, it is not intuitive 

enough and is difficult to use for some workers. ‘When you are a caregiver or a nurse in the 

hospital, you are not a computer scientist. We need to have easy-to-access software’ (INT13). 

The consequence is an increase in training needs. Greater investment should have been made in 

software but also in securing the data and in the skilled staff to deal with it.  

 

Nevertheless, INT12 also underlines that today, there is common software for invoicing, 

economic and financial data, vehicle management and work orders. 

 

Box 1. From the Digital Hospital strategy to the Hopen programme 

Launched in 2011, the Digital Hospital strategy was the national strategy for hospital information 
systems for the period 2012-2016. The aim of this strategy was to raise the level of maturity of 

information systems in all healthcare institutions towards a common core, in order to improve the quality 

and safety of care. 

The common core of the digital hospital strategy is made up of five functional areas: (i) imaging, biology 

and anatomical-pathology results; (ii) computerized and interoperable patient records; (iii) electronic 
prescriptions feeding into the care plan; (iv) resource scheduling and the patient’s agenda; and (v) 
medico-economic management. 

Six years later, the programme has been welcomed by healthcare institutions for its methodology and 

usefulness. Its indicators reveal a real digital dynamic. However, not all the priority areas for 

digitalisation have progressed at the same rate. For example, while nearly 50% of hospitals have met 
the requirements for electronic prescriptions, only 15% have achieved the goal of an interoperable 

electronic patient record. 

In order to continue the trend initiated by the Digital Hospital programme, the Hopen programme, 

launched in 2022, constitutes the new 5-year national action plan for hospital information systems. 

Hopen has taken up the objectives of increasing the maturity of the five priority functional domains, 
raising its requirement level and integrating new priorities, such as communication and exchanges with 

external partners as well as online services for patients, in connection with the implementation of new 
regulatory requirements (the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), deployment of the National 

Health Identifier, certification of accounts, administrative simplification). 

The objective is also to achieve territorial and regional harmonisation of digital services, in particular by 
convergence of information systems within Territorial Hospital Groups (THG)  

 

Over the next five years, union representatives anticipate four main trends in digitalisation. First, 

the individualisation of care will increase with the digital technologies that have already been 

introduced to hospitals; this will allow for a different kind of care ‘almost directly with [electronic] 

chips’ (INT11). Second, the reduction in bed numbers and the development of ambulatory care 
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will intensify the development of telemedicine and remote monitoring as regions lose their access 

to healthcare (INT11 and INT13). Third, health data will be centralised, helped by the 

digitalisation of shared medical records (INT11). The advantages are that all a patient’s medical 

data will be centralised in one place, and that the system allows for control and traceability. The 

downside is dehumanisation and the question of data protection. The risk is that some mutual 

insurance companies will charge according to health status. Fourth, the standardisation of 

software will continue (INT11). INT13 also points to two other developments: the improvement 

of voice dictation for secretary jobs and the improvement of communication networks, as there 

are currently insufficient WiFi terminals, particularly in large establishments. 

 

2.3.3 Work organisation 

2.3.3.1 A very low level of telework 

All the trade union representatives underline that hospital civil servants are the public sector staff 

who telework the least. The administrative services are the only services in the hospital structure 

that can work remotely. But it was not in the hospital’s culture. INT11 specifies that ‘the question 

of control appeared to be the main obstacle. The management likes to have the staff under 

control’ (INT11). Telework was almost non-existent and only appeared with the pandemic. 

According to INT11, teleworkers realised that excessive telework caused problems of work 

organisation because work in the office was accumulating and then they were late. Today, there 

is still some teleworking because it suits the staff, but it has not been maintained to any great 

extent. The frequency depends on agreements. INT13 regrets the fact that telework is not more 

developed in the hospital civil service although ‘it could be for many positions’. 

 

The DGQS reveals that 70% of respondents telework on average one day per week or less and 

21% prefer not to say. This last figure is striking and there is some question as to whether it 

indicates the presence of informal teleworking practices. 

 

The focus group (FG2) confirms this frequency of one day of telework per week, following up to 

3 or 4 days during the COVID-19 pandemic. The participants who can telework consider that the 

permission to telework is largely dependent on the manager. Telework creates monitoring 

practices which do not normally exist in the hospital. A secretary noted that she is not monitored 

by her manager, except when she is teleworking. 

2.3.3.2 Work intensification, especially for nurses and midwives 

In the public hospital sector, the French surveys on working conditions (2013, 2016, 2019) show 

that work intensity is greater for nurses, midwives and caregivers than for all other hospital 

sector workers. Nurses and midwives are the two professional groups that most frequently 

declare an excessive amount of work (around 65% in 2019, upward trend), working under 

pressure more frequently (65% in 2019, upward trend), having to hurry always or often more 
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frequently reported (72% in 2019, upward trend). Frequent interruption for an unplanned task 

has also increased. In parallel, the same data source underlines that the workers' opinion of the 

resources available in the hospital sector is mixed but evolved negatively over the period 2016-

2019 (DREES, 2021). As regards material resources, perceptions are improving. However, the 

feeling of having enough time to do one's job properly and the feeling of having enough 

colleagues fell by 4% points and 3% points respectively between 2016 and 2019 (DGAFP, 2021). 

 

In this context, all the trade union representatives interviewed insist that digitalisation has 

resulted in an intensification of work. This can be explained in two ways. 

 

Firstly, digital technologies have led to processes that allow tasks to be programmed, with 

calculated times for each. Staff are then allocated to carry them out, but in reality, things do not 

happen in this way. INT13 points out that this difference between prescribed work and real work 

has increased the intensity of the work: ‘On paper, it works. The patients are put in boxes on the 

computer schedule and then at the end, there is no real study of the workload. The management 

says ‘you have 12 patients to take care of’, but if 5 of them are very complex cases, it's not the 

same as having 12 easy patients. So it's this notion of real evaluation of the workload that is not 

yet underway and that digitalisation does not yet allow’. For INT11, the increased prescribing of 

tasks is one of the two sides of an increase in control brought about by digitalisation. The second 

consists of increased control over the workers themselves: ‘from the moment it is computerised, 

we have more control over whether the work is done or not. So there's a lot less choice about 

what I do or what I don't do’. This strengthening of control as a vector of work intensification is 

also reported by INT13: ‘There is an increase of control: in certain places, in particular stretcher 

bearers, there is increased traceability on running time. It is pressure that is not necessarily well 

experienced by professionals.’ 

 

Secondly, digital tasks are added to care-related tasks. The best example is certainly double 

traceability. INT13 reports that the secretaries continue to print out the reports and put them in 

the doctor's box even though he has an e-mail address. INT11 insists that health establishments 

have not properly integrated new jobs related to computerisation and specifies that ‘secretarial 

time should be added so that the nurses are released from this time which is not their 

responsibility’. 

 

The continuing use of paper is certainly one of the most important findings from the focus group 

(FG2). Nurses insist that all information transmitted between them in the service is in paper 

format (for safety reasons). In addition, the patient file has a hybrid format (digital + paper). The 

reason is that digital tools used by various departments cannot always communicate together, 

even within the hospital itself. For continuity across the different services, paper patient files are 

still necessary. This hybrid format has two consequences. Firstly, it creates different uses 
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according to the categories of staff: medical staff (doctors) use information in digital format and 

can share information with each other, but the same does not apply to non-medical staff (nurses, 

caregivers). Secondly, it leads to an increase in secretarial tasks for secretaries. Scanning 

documents and gathering information for the patient file are very time-consuming, especially 

since more information about the patient is needed (for example, retrieve more information 

during patient admission; complete the missing information when appointments are made 

directly on the platforms (Doctolib), which is increasingly the case). 

 

The intensification of work can be mitigated by saving time on certain tasks enabled by 

digitalisation. INT13 thus notes that ‘the nurses have access to their tablets, they will not be 

obliged to return to the patient file which is at the other end of the corridor in the paper file, they 

will directly find the medical instructions’. Similarly, when the patient is discharged from the 

hospital, ‘the nurse does not have to wait next to the doctor when he makes his check-up visit. 

He puts his prescription in the computerised patient file. The nurse sees that it’s done and so the 

patient can leave. All this can save time’. But this remains insufficient, and the interviewee hopes 

that in the future, digitalisation will make it possible to gain in efficiency and recover time for 

patients. ‘As we are already understaffed, this would limit tensions. If we could recover some 

time with effective digital technology, we would have better public health care’ (INT13). 

 

In the focus group FG2, some participants also recognise that digitalisation has brought a certain 

ease and greater comfort, such as the speed of searching for the patient's file (physical archives 

are very time-consuming to consult) and some time savings through the use of e-mails to 

communicate with patients. INT12 emphasizes that digitalisation has also reduced social relations 

(between colleagues) as the staff member himself records information in the computer: ‘Instead 

of transmission [of patient records] around the table, after each one has gone round the rooms 

of her/his patients, everything is in the computer because we had to save time. This has negative 

effects on learning the job’. This reduction in human contact in the workplace is also due to the 

widespread use of communication by e-mail: ‘all the memos, the information that was discussed 

in meetings, posted, validated by colleagues, is transmitted digitally and we say “if you knew, we 

would have sent it to you'‘’ (INT13). This view is more nuanced in the focus group (FG2), as 

documents are transmitted in paper format, which more often makes it necessary to call other 

services directly to get the right information. 

 

These observations confirm several studies which showed that the computerisation of health 

services has led to a reconfiguration of tasks. This has altered the autonomy and quality of the 

working life of hospital staff (Grevin, 2011; Mieg, 2017; Haliday and Naudin, 2019), with an 

increase in the time spent updating information on the various IT tools, to the detriment of 

interpersonal communication. 
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The DGQS confirms that digitalisation has led to an intensification of work. 60% of respondents 

point out that digital tools have increased their pace of work/work intensity while 22% think the 

opposite. 53% of respondents disagree that digital tools have reduced the time needed for 

routine repetitive tasks. 66% of respondents disagree that digital tools have given them time to 

focus on significant aspects of their job. However, concerning autonomy to schedule work tasks, 

the results are much less clear-cut than the comment made by the union representatives 

interviewed. On this subject, 34% of respondents agree that digital tools have given them more 

autonomy while 38% think the opposite. 

2.3.3.3 Unclear effects on autonomy 

Employees in the hospital sector have less autonomy than employees in the whole economy, but 

it is increasing, so that the gap between them is narrowing. According to the French survey on 

working conditions (2013, 2016, 2019), strict following of instructions is less frequently reported 

by hospital sector employees in 2019 (35%) than in 2016 (40%); this brings it closer to the level 

observed for all employees, which has remained stable over the period (34% in 2019) (DREES, 

2021). Conversely, although less frequently reported, the setting of quantified goals to be 

achieved is now happening more often. Goals were set for 19% of employees in the sector in 

2019 (compared to 17% in 2013), compared with a 31% average for employees in all sectors. 

 

Digitalisation results in reduced autonomy in work organisation (see above). According to INT13, 

‘computerised management of schedules makes professionals look like pawns’. 

 

But concerning the content of the work, INT13 points out that nurses can gain autonomy: ‘If she 

has any doubts about certain elements, she can also get information on her tablet or access Vidal 

(medicine dictionary) to check medical prescriptions’. 

 

However, this segmentation between autonomy in the organisation of work and autonomy in the 

content of work is questionable. According to INT11, the increased control reduces the 

possibilities for choice in work. Digitalisation makes it possible to better monitor the achievement 

of objectives and reduces the workers’ discretion in the care of patients (see the above 

discussion on control). The feeling of increased control was also noted by the focus group 

participants (FG2). 

 

The DGQS confirms these ambiguous effects of digitalisation on autonomy. 32% of respondents 

say that digital tools have given them more autonomy to organise their work tasks while 39% 

think the opposite. 

2.3.3.4 Conflicts of value exacerbated 

Those working in the hospital can experience conflicts of values. According to the French survey 

on working conditions, in 2019, 49% of employees in the sector say they receive conflicting 
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instructions, the same as in 2013, compared with 45% in 2016. This is more than the general 

percentage for all employees (41% in 2019). Nurses and midwives are the most affected (59% in 

2019) (DGAFP, 2021). 

 

These value conflicts can take on a more personal dimension, measured by the feeling of having 

to do things one disapproves of. The mismatch between workload, the demands associated with 

the job and the means available to carry it out is likely to fuel these feelings. 

 

Digitalisation exacerbated value conflicts: ‘for example, you have a goal: at the end of the day, 

you have to have taken everyone's blood pressure. If you're with someone who's not well, if you 

make the choice to sit down with that person and talk with them, you know that then the rest of 

the job won't get done. But that person is not well. So there are times when your choices are 

constrained at work. It can be seen as a way of compartmentalizing the work’ (INT11). 

 

In the focus group (FG2), the nurses also report that starting up the doctors’ computer, changing 

the paper in the printer and resolving computer problems are now included in their work tasks: 

they are on the front line (the IT department is called in only when they cannot find a solution 

themselves). 

2.3.3.5 Digitalisation: a loss of meaning at work? ‘The biggest patient in the 
hospital today is the computer’ (a psychiatrist quoted by INT11) 

The use of ICT in health care services, intended to save time, proves to be time-consuming: time 

to start up digital tools, to process files, to send processed files. In the focus group (FG2), the 

general feeling of the participants seems to be: ‘We spend too much time on administrative work, 

to the detriment of the patient’, as one participant says. 

 

INT11 thinks that the electronic prescription ‘is a big waste of time’. INT12 has a more nuanced 

opinion: ‘when you are the subject of a complaint, traceability saves your life in some way’. 

Digital tasks have radically changed the very meaning of the nurses’ work: ‘Is it a nurse’s job to 

sit in front of a computer typing a report of a meeting or an interview?’ (INT11). 

 

The nursing staff spend more time in front of their computers to deal with computerised patient 

records. INT12 points out that this requires the nursing staff to set out all care activities, 

examinations and prescriptions: ‘It adds considerably to the administrative workload. Caregivers 

are very unhappy that they spend part of their time not caring’. According to INT11, the account 

previously written on paper is now entered into a secure, traceable computer file, but with a loss 

of business resources initially intended for care: ‘The computer tool that was introduced into the 

hospital was also a way for the administration to have more quantified information on the 

workload, on the work, on the fact of facilitating the transmission of data. It was a saving for 

them but with a significant loss of substance for the care’ (INT11). 
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Many professionals feel that care management has become in practice a matter of cost 

management and power, relegating the primary task of taking the time to care for patients to the 

background (Clot, 2015). According to INT11, ‘in the end, the digitalisation of care services has 

been a waste of time and has made many people resistant to IT’. The situation is different 

outside the care services. Things have been done in a more pragmatic way. 

 

2.3.4 Working time 

Workers in public hospitals are more often subject to atypical working hours than employees as a 

whole. According to the 2019 French survey on working conditions, more than half of them work 

in the morning between 5 a.m. and 7 a.m. and in the evening between 8 p.m. and midnight. 

More than 60% of them work on Sundays, more than two thirds work on Saturdays. A third work 

at night and almost 20% work alternating hours (DGAFP, 2021). Nevertheless, these figures are 

lower in the public hospital sector, particularly those on Saturday work. 

 

Public hospital workers also have to work overtime more than those in other public services and 

private sector employees. Nearly 40% of them work overtime every day or often and 25% of 

them do not have 48 hours of consecutive rest per week. 22% cannot be absent for a few hours 

in the case of unforeseen personal or family events (DGAFP, 2021). 

 

The union representatives interviewed indicate that digitalisation itself has generally had no 

effect on working time. INT13 notes that ‘digitalisation has impacted the quality of work rather 

than working time. Professionals work overtime, but it is not digitisation that is doing this’.  

 

According to INT11, at most, the software has made it possible to manage working time more 

effectively: ‘We are clearer on the management of working time, but that has not changed much 

about working time itself. The workforce being what they are and given the issues, things are 

still just as complicated’. INT11 points out that the working time management software has 

sometimes been designed with the involvement of workers and health managers, which has 

made it possible to better configure the software. INT12 notes, however, an increase in working 

time as staff give up their break times: ‘Free time used to exist. There were coffee breaks, for 

example. This time has disappeared because caregivers spend their time typing up information, 

they close themselves off, they immerse themselves in their computers’. 

 

The findings from the DGQS are less categorical than the findings of the trade union 

representatives. 64% of the respondents consider that the number of working hours set in their 

contract has not changed. For 34%, working hours have increased (somewhat, 19% or 

significantly, 15%). 13% of respondents say that digital tools and processes have increased paid 

overtime and 30% that they have increased unpaid overtime. However, it may be difficult to 
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distinguish the specific effects of digitalisation from those related to work organisation and lack 

of resources. 27% of respondents confirm that digital tools have reduced the number and/or the 

duration of break periods, while only 7% consider that they have increased. 

 

The participants to the focus group (F2) consider that digitalisation does not generally result in 

overtime. However, some staff may work overtime due to network failures: they may have to 

finish their working day later (overtime hours are not paid in this case). When asked about the 

additional hours offered in other services/hospitals, some participants explain that they 

sometimes have replaced other staff but rarely through such platforms. They nevertheless 

underline that there are several tens of offers (especially for nurses) of (formal) overtime hours 

at any moment, for tasks representing from 7 to 12 hours of work. Such ‘overtime hours’ 

proposals can be offered through specific platforms, emails from the managers, or even from 

WhatsApp groups, to which some of the interviewees have subscribed (41). 

 

2.3.5 Health and safety and outcomes for workers 

2.3.5.1 Effects on mental health 

All the trade union representatives interviewed highlight the effects of digitalisation on mental 

health. According to Lhuilier (2010), the fact that caregivers work much less with patients can be 

detrimental to the quality of care and constitute an additional stress factor. Digitalisation 

reinforces this finding. In addition, there is the pressure of knowing that all the information 

entered can be consulted and that each person’s activity can be quantified, hence the 

development of an uneasiness in health care establishments (Piperini et al. 2020). 

 

INT12 points to the increased mental burden, especially due to the multiplication and frequent 

change of passwords (‘there are several passwords to access the computerised patient file. The 

passwords change every month. The mental load linked to the digital exercise is terrible’) and the 

widespread use of communication by e-mail (‘this managerial management by e-mail is 

detestable. It is assumed that you have read the content and understood the information. And if 

you don’t understand, you don’t have the skills’). INT12 mentions an increase in stress caused in 

particular by the frequent change of tools and software. The focus group (FG2) helps to 

understand the situation better. Some difficulties may also occur due to the ‘log-in’ procedures on 

computers shared by several people. Indeed, the person who is assumed to be logged in is the 

one who turned on the computer in the morning. Similarly, if a colleague on leave is replaced, 

the temporary staff member cannot log in with his own identifier, but must use his colleague’s ID 

(different accreditations are planned for different users), with password/logins ‘automatically 

 

 
41. The participants in the focus group do not normally use this system. 
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inserted’. The FG2 also underline that digital tools can be a source of stress when IT 

malfunctions (hardware, software or network problems). 

 

INT11 and INT13 confirm this effect of digital tools on mental health, when people are called at 

home on their mobile phone to go back into work: ‘there is an anxiety to know if we are going to 

be called back’ (INT11). INT13 mentions the psychosocial risks (PSR). However, this 

deterioration in mental health must be linked to the organisation of work: ‘Stress, burnout, 

mental fatigue, I think it is all linked to the organisation of work. Perhaps digital technology is a 

factor in the increase of PSR, but these are primarily due to the organisation of work’ (INT13). 

INT11 recalls that with the computerised patient records, traceability has been improved. 

However, ‘the reversal of the burden of proof (42) has led to the institution being taken out of the 

responsibility process and the fault being placed on the head of the staff member This can be a 

source of stress for some workers.’ 

 

The DGQS shows that digitalisation has made the overall situation worse. 40% of respondents 

think that digitalisation of their work has caused or worsened psychological problems (stress, 

mental fatigue, burnout, etc.) while only 2% feel that it helped them to better handle a pre-

existing physical pain/condition. Surprisingly, given the findings of the trade unions, fewer 

respondents felt effects on mental health than on physical health (see below). The main mental 

problems are stress (for 26% of respondents) and mental fatigue (26% of respondents). 

2.3.5.2 Strong physical constraints and physical health 

Hospital care leads to exposure to physical stresses that are particularly widespread in the sector, 

more so than for employees in general. These include prolonged standing, other tiring postural 

constraints, carrying heavy loads, long or frequent walking, and painful or tiring movements. 

According to the French surveys on working conditions (43), these physical constraints remained 

at a similar level over the 2013-2019 period, except for other tiring postural constraints (which 

affected 47% of employees in the sector in 2019, compared to 40% in 2016). These five types of 

constraints are most frequently reported by care assistants, then by maintenance workers and 

nurses and midwives (DGAFP, 2021). 

 

Digitalisation may have relieved some physical constraints. The DGQS shows that 26% of 

respondents say that the main use of digital machines in their work is to lift, to move, to change 

the position of heavy loads or persons. This is the third main usage (with results close to the 

first). However, this technological assistance turns out to be insufficient, as only 1% of 

 

 
42. Indeed, with the implementation of computerised patient records, it is no longer up to the victim of a 

medical error to prove an error but up to the doctor to prove that he did not commit a fault. 

43. These surveys are carried out every three years by the Department of Animation, Research and 
Statistical Studies of the Ministry of Labour. 
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respondents feel that they are less subject to painful physical stresses. INT13, one of the trade 

union representatives, mentioned ‘bed movers’, machines that help move beds and avoid the 

carrying of heavy loads. But these are not digital machines.  

 

Regarding the effects on physical health, union representatives do not mention any improvement 

in health. On the contrary, they report negative effects related to the use of computers. INT12 

thus highlights musculoskeletal and vision problems. For INT11, the effects are broader: ‘The 

computer tool causes carpal tunnel, back and vision problems.’ For INT13, physical problems are 

more related to the intensification of work caused by digitalisation than to the digitalisation itself. 

 

Regarding the postures induced by the widespread use of IT, INT12 emphasised that the hospital 

had equipped workers with ergonomic chairs and desks: ‘nurses are quite demanding on that. So 

we made investments.’ 

 

INT11 qualifies this point and indicates that the ergonomic aspect of the use of machines was a 

big difficulty at the beginning: ‘It was complicated at the beginning, especially in the secretariat 

areas.’ Furthermore, according to INT11, many establishments now consider the effects of 

digitalisation on physical health, but certain good practices are not yet widespread and ‘this also 

comes from the staff’. 

 

The DGQS shows that digitalisation has worsened the situation overall. 48% of respondents think 

that digital tools have caused or aggravated a physical pain/condition (back pain, neck pain, 

hand pain, eye problems) while only 3% feel that it has helped them to better handle a pre-

existing physical pain/condition. The main physical problems are vision problems (for 22% of 

respondents), neck pains (16% of respondents), head pains (16% of respondents), then hand 

pain (12% of respondents) and back pain (11%). 

 

Some focus group (FG2) participants stress that digitalisation causes certain health problems, 

postural as well as certain headaches and eyesight problems: ‘It adds occupational diseases [sic], 

whereas in our profession there are already quite a lot’. In addition, the hardware is not always 

suitable and staff emphasize some differences among the services. The example given is that of 

computer screens with inappropriate lighting. Some services are well equipped with screens 

filtering blue light, or other adapted equipment (adapted seats, etc.). 

2.3.5.3 Strong emotional requirements 

Emotional requirements are inherent to the care activity. Psychiatry, oncology, palliative care and 

long-stay services are demanding activities because staff are dealing with death and because 

they require a relational commitment. According to the 2019 French surveys on working 

conditions, in hospitals, 90% of orderlies, nurses and midwives are in contact with people in 
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distress (DGAFP, 2021). Consequently, the fact that they always or sometimes have to hide their 

emotions is frequently declared by employees in the sector. 

 

These emotional demands are all the more difficult to manage in a context of work 

intensification. Digitalisation is not a problem in this but rather a solution: it can appear as a way 

out, as priority can be given to digital tasks to the detriment of those related to care. This may 

result in some nurses withdrawing. INT11 thus emphasizes that IT has become a refuge for 

some healthcare staff. This is mainly true of young people lacking experience: ‘We have seen 

students who hid behind the computer to avoid contact with patients because they lacked 

training and knowledge of pathologies. Nursing training is very much criticised today’. This 

phenomenon is all the more serious because it occurs in a context of declining social 

relationships (see above). 

 

According to INT12, this produces a division of labour between certain nurses and certain 

caregivers: ‘Before, when a patient rang the bell, it was either the caregiver or the nurse who 

went. Now, the nurse is in front of her computer, she doesn't go anymore. It's the caregiver who 

goes there systematically’. 

 

Furthermore, nurses and midwives as well as doctors are more exposed to situations of tension 

with the public. This is true of 20% of nurses and midwives and 17% of doctors, according to the 

2019 French survey on working conditions (DGAFP, 2021). On this point, the DGQS shows that 

digitalisation has not brought about any significant change. 52% of respondents disagree that 

digital tools have improved the quality of their interactions with public service users. 21% of 

respondents feel that they are more exposed to physical or verbal violence from users than 

before, while 40% consider this is not the case.  

 

2.3.6 Skills and learning 

In order to adapt to digitalisation, professionals have had to use various types of software and 

develop computer skills: ‘The only skills we have improved are computer skills, but not in terms 

of care’ (INT12). However, according to INT11, training is often poorly integrated into the 

process of setting up new technologies. INT13 also notes that ‘IT training is not very well 

developed’. INT11 gave an example: ‘I saw nurses in psychiatry having to type meeting reports 

that were 5-6 pages long, they were typing it with one finger, they hadn’t mastered the tool at 

all’. 

 

Training issues are aggravated by the fact that the software has not been developed with input 

from the staff. It is designed only by computer scientists, which means that it is not intuitive 

enough and is difficult to use for some workers (see above). 
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More specifically, INT 13 explains that the training problems are due to two factors. The first is 

the lack of staff: ‘We don't have enough people to send people to training because, during that 

time, we still have to take care of the patients. This is a big problem, with training courses being 

refused because of a lack of staff’. The second is the high cost of training, due to a lack of 

internal trainers: ‘We don't have these professionals internally. As a result, we have to look 

outside for expensive training’. INT11 also emphasized that the nursing staff was not trained 

because computer training was very expensive. 

 

As a result, workers are often forced to adapt by themselves: ‘If we arrive in a service, we deal 

with it. There is no understudy, no explanation because there is a lack of staff. This is also linked 

to the multiplicity of applications’ (INT13). In the view of INT13, young professionals have easier 

access to the digital tools than older ones, especially since the software has been developed by 

external IT specialists, and is not geared to the work at the hospital. 

 

But training does not solve everything. INT11 argues that when the medical secretariats were 

computerized, the workers were trained to use a computer and to use basic software (Microsoft 

Office). But when they returned from the training, there was no equipment, which partly 

cancelled the benefit of the training. 

 

The results of the DGQS confirm the differing amounts of training given to hospital staff. 55% of 

respondents replied that the introduction of digital tools in their everyday work required them to 

develop new skills, while 40% did not need training because they identified no new digital skills 

or they already had the required skills. 26% of respondents said they needed to develop both 

general digital literacy methods and specific digital skills, but only 20% of them have received 

training from their employer on these two aspects. 29% of respondents said they needed only 

some specific digital skills required by digital tools and/or software. Regarding this aspect, 

training has benefited more respondents (40% of them) than those who said they needed it. 

42% received no formal training or learned informally in their environment. For those who were 

given training, 69% of respondents considered that it met their needs. 

 

In the focus group (FG2), some caregivers or nurses explain that requests for training related to 

digital applications commonly used at the hospital are systematically refused to them, which 

made one of them comment: ‘because we are not administrative staff, while we have to perform 

some administrative work’. In practice, participants have mainly been trained by colleagues on 

some digital applications that they use, which is the most common form of training (together 

with self-training). As a possible substitute, a tutorial is available (with no one to help if questions 

or misunderstandings arise). According to one of the participants, new entrants are not trained in 

the general software of the hospital. 
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2.3.7 Reconciling work and personal life 

All trade union representatives highlight that the boundary between private and professional life 

has changed and become more blurred. According to them, two changes explain this 

development. 

First, there are several platforms (Hublot, Whoog, Meetgo) where hospital workers (called 

‘mercenaries’ by INT11) can register when they need to, to provide work to other services or 

establishments in order to be better paid. INT12 and INT13 specify that workers are paid 

overtime. INT12 points out that these applications have made it easier for managers to address 

the shortage of nursing staff (which dates back fifteen years) but they constitute disguised on-

call duty work: ‘we used to spend our time calling people at home on their personal landline or 

mobile phone to come back to work. We had the numbers listed as part of the white plan, so we 

diverted the white plan with the agreement of the management and also with the agreement of 

certain employees to recover the numbers of the staff members.’ 

 

Staff working time does not seem to be monitored using these applications. In principle, workers 

should not perform more than 3 days per month of unscheduled work through these platforms. 

But, in reality, managers would not be able to know how much time an agent has already worked 

when doing an assignment through these platforms: ‘When we ask some managers: how do you 

check the consistency between the agent’s working time and what he has done elsewhere on 

Hublot? They tell us: normally, it's 3 days max per month so that's an extra 21 hours, so we stay 

within the statutory time’ (INT13). As a result, according to INT13, the overtime can be huge. 

This assessment is confirmed by INT12: ‘Sometimes, staff members accept things that are totally 

illegal. For example, if I need a nurse this afternoon, I send a mission on Whoog. A nurse 

answers. I don't know if she was on morning duty or night duty. We can’t see that. We realised 

that there were people who replied that they were available in the afternoon even though they 

were on morning duty. And, as a result, they were working the equivalent of two days, which is 

totally illegal. This puts patients at risk. Managers have no way of monitoring this.’  

 

Second, the smartphone has also become an easier way to call people back to work. This has 

changed the lives of staff, especially since some departments have asked for email addresses and 

phone numbers to call people. The privacy/professional life divide has been changed by instant 

messaging applications and WhatsApp groups. On this subject, trade union representatives have 

nuanced views, with various assessments. According to INT13, WhatsApp and the discussion 

groups are not only linked to the hospital: ‘Of course there are things that go around on 

WhatsApp (Could you take my Monday night? Did you see what happened this morning on the 

service?). If there was not that, we would wait until the next day to see with the colleague. But 

WhatsApp is also family, friendly, the private circle. It’s a non-disconnection’. INT11 appears 

particularly worried by the fact that, even when not working, staff continue to be aware of what's 

going on in the Teams application, which weakens the resting time. ‘Being on WhatsApp groups 
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where they see that there are colleagues in trouble could prompt some to volunteer to go to 

work’. INT12 goes further and sees WhatsApp groups as a way of disguising on-call duty: ‘It is 

often initiated by the manager. For example, so-and-so is ill, who can replace him? It becomes 

the equivalent of a disguised on-call duty that is absolutely illegal’. 

 

The principal result of the DGQS is that only 7% of respondents believe that digitalisation has 

increased their personal time while 43% consider that digitalisation has increased their work time 

at the expense of their personal time (see above). But, at the same time, 26% of respondents 

feel that digitalisation has affected the amount of time that they spend outside of their work. 

Maybe the platforms for job offers could explain that. When they telework from home, 39% of 

respondents feel that it is difficult to clearly differentiate between their working time and their 

personal time. 

 

A right to disconnect was introduced by the circular of March 31, 2017, which calls for ‘time 

charters’ to be put in place as part of social dialogue. For INT11, this is a first step forward. This 

right is recalled in the agreement of July 13, 2021 on telework in the civil service. 

 

The participants in the focus group (FG2) explain that they are able to disconnect, after their 

daily work or on holiday. But they also report that some of their colleagues are always 

psychologically connected, for instance sending emails during their holidays. 

 

2.3.8 Career prospects and employment security 

Union representatives all mentioned a lack of resources at the hospital. There are not enough 

jobs, which leads staff to work permanently in degraded conditions. Digitalisation, which is part 

of this context, results in an intensification of work and a loss of the meaning of work by 

diverting care workers from the act of care (see above). 

 

This general situation in the hospital is causing discontent and even discouragement among staff. 

From this point of view, it does not improve career prospects. According to INT12, there is a lot 

of professional insecurity, reflected in the high mobility of hospital workers: ‘there is enormous 

mobility, professional wandering. This is linked to the introduction of the managerial logic 

according to which people have to be moved, put in subjective insecurity to give their best, break 

the routines to be more productive. The result is that you no longer belong to the hospital’. 

 

Beyond the general situation, INT13 indicates that professional mobility is hampered by the 

diversity of the software used and the incomplete training: ‘some caregivers or less trained 

professionals have sometimes refused to change departments or to take up another post 

because they knew it was such and such software in another department and it scared them. 

There is the notion of digital divide which is important’. 
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The DGQS confirms these observations concerning career prospects and job security. 48% of 

respondents consider that digitalisation has not improved job security and future prospects while 

only 12% think the opposite. And while 48% of respondents see their job as less interesting and 

attractive, 22% think the exact opposite. Consequently, digitalisation has not made workers more 

confident in their future prospects, as only 40% of respondents have this feeling while 9% think 

the opposite. 

 

2.3.9 Workers’ rights 

Digitalisation has not had any effect on employee representation, except during the health crisis, 

when the relevant bodies functioned remotely. There is currently a reform underway of the social 

dialogue instances which aims to merge the technical committees and the health, safety and 

working conditions committees into a social and economic committee, but this reform is 

unrelated to digitalisation. 

 

Concerning the representation of workers, INT11 points out that the ministry wants to introduce 

electronic voting for the whole civil service. FO is opposed to it because the effects on the 

participation rate have been very negative. According to INT13, from a trade union point of view, 

digital technology has facilitated access to staff thanks to e-mails: ‘We can send information, 

links and videos by e-mail. Before, we had to put leaflets in envelopes to send to everyone. Now 

we send them by e-mail’. 

 

2.3.10 Conclusions on the sector 

Digitalisation in the sector has developed in a context of decreasing means (reduction of hospital 

capacities). The widespread use of digital tools (computers and tablets using Wifi and bluetooth 

technology) and the generalisation of e-mails and intranet have enabled innovations 

(telemedicine and remote monitoring) which have made it possible to support the reduction in 

resources. 

 

A wide variety of software has been deployed, differing from one hospital to another, and even 

from one department to another, creating operational rigidities (compatibility problems, training 

problems). Hospital civil servants are the public sector agents who telework least often. The 

administrative services are the only services within the hospital structure that can work remotely 

(one day per week or less). 

 

Digitalisation has led to work intensification in two ways: firstly, the introduction of processes to 

plan tasks with calculated times for each task; this has resulted in a greater difference between 

prescribed and actual work, which is a factor in work intensification. Secondly, digital tasks have 

been added to the care tasks and have proved to be time-consuming, although they were 
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designed to save time. However, time is saved on certain tasks by digitalisation, which can 

mitigate work intensification. 

 

By adding digital tasks to care-related tasks, digitalisation exacerbates already significant value 

conflicts. Working in the hospital is a source of value conflicts (the feeling of having to do things 

one disapproves of) because of the mismatch between workload, the demands of the job and the 

means available to do it. 

 

Concerning autonomy, the effects are ambiguous: as tasks are increasingly prescribed, 

digitalisation reduces autonomy in the organisation of work (see above) but workers can gain 

autonomy in terms of content of the work. This indeterminacy appears clearly in the results of 

the web survey (DGQS). Digitalisation results in enhanced monitoring of the work process and 

workers themselves. 

 

Digitalisation constitutes an additional stress factor and increases the mental load in four ways: 

less work with patients, which is detrimental to the quality of care; traceability, in the broad 

sense (possibility to consult and quantify each worker, reversal of the burden of proof); the 

frequent change of software and passwords (particularly on shared computers), the call back to 

workers during rest times on their mobile phone. 

 

With regard to physical health, digitalisation may have improved some physical stresses by 

providing technological assistance to workers, but this is not sufficient to counter negative effects 

related to the use of computers (back pain, neck pain, hand pain, eye problems). 

 

Training is insufficient. It is made more complicated by the specificities of the hospital: software 

systems developed by outsiders, lack of resources (not enough computers to practise on), lack of 

staff (lack of trainers, lack of colleagues to replace workers being trained). As a result, workers 

are often forced to adapt and train themselves or with the help of colleagues. 

 

Digitalisation has led to a blurring of the boundary between private and professional life in two 

ways: first, the development of employment platforms (that publish job offers or assignments to 

boost understaffed services) accessible to hospital workers already in a post, without any real 

supervision of their overall working time; second, people being called back to work through their 

smartphone, especially via messaging applications and Whatsapp groups. 
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Section 2.4 Overall sectoral cross-cutting conclusions 

 

All three sectors have experienced a large growth in digitalisation since the 2010s. 

Digitalisation takes many forms (44). In particular, the working time spent on tablets, 

computers and smartphones (sometimes simultaneously!) has boomed in the last few 

years. 

 

In terms of work content, developments have varied significantly between 

occupations, but some important changes have taken place since the introduction of new 

digital processes/software/tools. New tasks (for instance related to software applications) have 

been added to existing jobs, which now regularly include administrative and data entry tasks 

(reporting for example), increasing the workload. In the electricity and the hospital sectors, 

digital planning of the day and digitalisation of files enables optimisation and segmentation of 

tasks; each task is associated with a specific time and contingencies are not included. Work 

intensification is observed in many jobs/professional positions in the three sectors. In 

all sectors, social and hierarchical ties have been loosened by the use of 

communication channels involving e-demands, e-mails or smartphones and are detrimental to 

general relationships between employees. Direct and physical interactions have fallen very 

significantly, which has an important impact on work teams. 

 

‘Digitalisation entails a systemic change of paradigm, concerning not only the tools, but also, 

deeply, human interactions (way of working, way of thinking)’ (INT2). 

 

In all sectors, the rather high cost of digitalisation in all sectors to the benefit of consulting 

firms has resulted in a significant multiplication of software applications. Serious 

inefficiencies of the software used have been emphasized, notably due to recurrent 

problems of interconnectivity (between different software systems), development problems and 

to a lack of employee participation in their implementation: 

 

‘In the context of a happy ‘digitalisation’ serving the well-being of humankind which controls 

it, it is essential to support the deployment of digitalisation and to regulate it through social 

dialogue’ (‘Europe’ project manager, UFFA-CFDT). 

 

 
44. In the electricity sector, these include digital work orders, employee’s digital administrative record, 

virtual reality, scheduled maintenance, voice servers and telephone dispatchers, computers, tablet 

computers, smartphones, large number of software systems and business applications, teleworking, 

etc. In the public administration, they include business applications, teleworking, online training, 
remote connection (access), optical fiber, user-web side /agent-web side for administrative 

formalities, development of (open-souce) big data, digital spy devices, limited-access (for agents and 
users) ‘social’ network, internal network (agents), ‘chat’ tools for agent and users, etc. In the hospital 

sector, they include electronic prescriptions, computers, digital imaging, biology and anatomical-

pathology results, computerised and interoperable patient records, resource scheduling and patient 
agenda, etc.  
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Digitalisation is also often associated with physical and/or mental problems in the 

sectors. While teleworking can have a positive effect on employees’ working conditions, the 

digital devices/processes/tools implemented in the sectors regularly have negative effects due to 

work intensification (increased workload and pace of work), mental workload, workers’ isolation 

and stress. 

 

Finally, career prospects and employment security are challenged by digitalisation. In 

the public administration and electricity sectors, digital tools and devices seem often to be used 

with the objective of productivity gains and to reduce the workforce (substitution effect). In the 

public hospital sector, digitalisation contributes to an ‘attachment loss’ vis-a-vis the civil service, 

and partly explains the difficulties with career development, creating forms of professional 

insecurity.  

 

In short? 

A quote from a trade unionist may sum up the research: ‘There is a lack of joy in the digital 

space’ (Int5). Indeed, in a nutshell, our research results suggest that human presence is key for 

fluid and acceptable use and development of digital tools/process. From this perspective, digital 

devices are complementary to rather than a replacement for workers, and it is very important to 

avoid rigidity/constraints/adverse effects potentially created by algorithms/digital applications. 

Finally, by definition, in the public service sector, the values of service and humanity are central! 
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Section 3. DIGITALISATION AND SOCIAL DIALOGUE 

 

Section 3.1 Introduction: contextualising the national system of industrial relations 

3.1.1 Structure of social dialogue and collective bargaining in France 

In France, employers’ and workers’ representatives traditionally hold an important position in the 

labour regulatory framework, notably through joint governance of various social protection 

organisms and through their active role in the regulatory role of collective bargaining (Sénat, 

2021). Branch-level bargaining defines the general framework for work organisation and provides 

guarantees (minimum wage levels, etc.) for the branch. The State involvement ensures that this 

is then mandatory for all firms in the sector (through the ‘extension procedure’).  

 

In the private sector, collective bargaining covers both mandatory and optional topics. At the firm 

level, collective bargaining may take place between shop stewards (bargaining is a prerogative of 

trade unions (45)) and the employer on the calendar, topics and frequency of bargaining. By 

default, the employer is required to organise collective bargaining (at least) every four years in 

enterprises with more than 50 employees on: (i) remuneration, wages, working time and 

distribution of the added value produced by the firm, and (ii) professional equality between 

women and men (including measures aimed at reducing pay gaps, and quality of working life). 

Firms with more than 300 employees should also organise negotiations (at least) every four 

years on employment and career path management (Gestion des emplois et des parcours 

professionnels/GEPP (46)). There is no specific obligation to negotiate on digitalisation and its 

consequences in the company (47), or on the ‘right to disconnect’. Yet, bargaining initiatives on 

these topics can be conducted at company level, such as the first innovative agreement 

concluded by Orange in 2016 (48). 

 

At the branch/sectoral level, collective bargaining should take place every four years, notably on: 

(i) wages, (ii) measures related to professional equality between women and men and possible 

catch-up measures, (iii) implementation of tools against sexual harassment and sexist behaviour, 

and on related measures, (iv) working conditions, employment and career path management, 

and on the acknowledgement of exposure to occupational hazards, (v) professional insertion of 

disabled workers, (vi) priorities, goals and means ensuring the vocational training of employees. 

In addition, every five years at this level, collective bargaining must take place on (i) the 

necessity to update professional equality between women and men, and (ii) implementation of 

 

 
45. Please note that works councils as consultative bodies have rights of information-consultation but do 

not normally have the capacity to negotiate and conclude collective agreements. 

46. Literally, Employment and career path management. 
47. Nevertheless, there are some related information-consutation rights, that we present at the end of 

this section. 

48. ‘Premier accord portant sur l’accompagnement de la transformation numérique à Orange’, agreement 
signed on 27 September 2016. 
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an inter-company savings plan when no agreement has been concluded on this issue. Specific 

collective bargaining must also take place on the arrangements for part-time work when one 

third of those employed in the sector holds a part-time job. 

 

There is a complex interaction between the law, industry-wide collective agreements and 

company-level collective agreements, confirmed by the Law of August 2016 (El Khomri Law), 

which gives precedence to certain collective bargaining areas at the company-level, although in 

practice, the scope of this law is relatively small (Radé, 2017). Typically, a collective agreement 

(branch- or company-level), can provide more favourable conditions than those in the law, but if 

those in the law are more favourable, they will apply. Now, since the new Law from 2016, 

company-level agreements have precedence over sector-level agreements, with notable 

exceptions (minimum wages, employee classification, professional equality between women and 

men, additional guarantees). There are some domains, moreover, in which there can be no 

derogations from sector-level agreements, if such exist: prevention of occupational hazards, 

professional integration, workforce size for trade union delegates, bonuses for dangerous work 

(Miné, 2017). 

 

At the company-level in the private sector, the work councils have information-consultation 

rights. The labour code stipulates that the social and economic committee must be ‘informed and 

consulted (…) on the introduction of new technologies, all important rearrangement modifying 

health and safety conditions or working conditions’. The introduction of a new technology also 

requires recourse to external expertise. Consultation means that the works council issues an 

opinion within a certain time limit. This opinion is non-binding, i.e. there is no obligation to follow 

the opinion issued by the workers’ representatives.            

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

In the public sector (public administration and (state) hospitals), a decree states that technical 

committees (49) are consulted on questions and draft texts related to 9 specific topics, including 

the issue ‘of technological developments and the working methods of administrations, facilities or 

services and their impact on the staff’. Consultation is required ‘each time that the evolution of 

technologies or working methods results in changes of the agents’ working and labour 

conditions’. It is yet to be seen how this consultation evolves with the transformation of technical 

committees into social committees. 

 

The present report focuses on three sectors providing public services: the electricity, public 

administration, public and private hospital sectors. The first sector was subject to specific rules 

related to its previous public status until 2000. For the public administration and the (public) 

 

 
49. Note that these CT/Technical committees will be replaced in late 2022/early 2023 by the new Social 

committees, merging the CT with the existing CHSCT/Health and Safety at Work Committees (similarly 
to what happened in the private sector – please refer to section 3.4.1 for more details). 



DIGIQU@LPUB – National case study France 
 

82 

    

hospital sector, the specificities of public sector collective bargaining (state, local authorities, 

hospital) normally apply (50): these rules are presented in section 3.4.1: see infra (Collective 

bargaining in the [public administration] sector). 

 

3.1.2 Quality of social dialogue 

In general terms, the report by Combrexelles (2015) underlines that while France has 

implemented various legal reforms since the early 2000s related to social dialogue, these have 

failed to significantly enhance collective bargaining. Indeed, a rather stable (and good) level of 

bargaining is observed at the sector or company level. In addition, on the qualitative side, the 

report’s assessment is that ‘socially innovative agreements’ are rather rare: this notably comes 

from an employer’s vision of collective bargaining as a constraint or a cost, while workers’ 

representatives consider bargaining to be difficult in a crisis context. This report insisted at the 

time on the need to give more space to bargaining (at the sector- or company-level). It strongly 

influenced the law adopted in August 2016 (and mentioned before). 

 

Yet, years later, and despite healthy annual collective bargaining (e.g. Dares, 2021), social 

dialogue is often judged to be deficient or patchy in France. This is due to various factors: (i) a 

long-standing culture of conflict: strikes are seen as a normal way to balance the power 

relationship to the benefit of trade unions, and employers find it hard to consider collective 

bargaining as anything beyond a legal obligation (Sénat, 2021), (ii) a persistent weakness and 

low unionization rate, which amounts to around 10% in the early 2020s and may undermine 

trade union legitimacy and influence (see Graph 4). Unionisation is moderate in the public sector 

(at around 20% - higher than in the private sector), with the highest rate (23.1%) in the state 

public services (public hospitals and local/regional authorities: 15.6% and 14.1%). 

 

 

 
50. Please note that there are some notable exceptions in the public sector. For instance, the Public 

employment service (Pôle Emploi) is an administrative public body and so is governed, in principle, by 

state law. Yet, lawmakers have decided that the employees of Pôle Emploi’s are governed by private 
law (Sénat, 2011).  
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Graph 4.  Unionisation rate in France (1945-1919) 

 

Source: Dares, Ministry of Labour. 

 

 

3.1.3 Some developments since the 2017 Ordonnances Travail 

The 2017 ‘Macron’ decrees (Ordonnances Travail, or ‘Ordonnances Macron’) have also made 

numerous changes to the Labour Code regarding worker representatives. These decrees, 

reflecting a strong wish to strengthen social dialogue at the firm level, made significant changes 

to the structure of worker representative bodies (in the private and public sectors). In the private 

sector, these decrees in practice reduced the number of employee representatives at company 

level and the hours worked by union delegates, reorganised the Works Councils (as well as doing 

away with the separate CHSCT, Health and Safety at Work Committee), and reduced or did away 

with the role of ‘proximity’ employee representatives. There was thus a shift from the old 

Comités d’entreprise (Works Councils) to the new Comités économiques et sociaux (Social and 

economic Committees). Overall, this often resulted in a significant drop in resources for the 

worker representatives. The first results of on-going evaluations of the decrees showed that, 

while more company-level collective agreements have been concluded (linked to new modalities 

for implementing changes in legislation), they have not given new momentum to social dialogue 

at the company level. Nor have these reforms resulted in more widespread or effective social 

dialogue (Comité d'évaluation des ordonnances travail, 2021). French trade union confederations 

share similar opinions on the effect of the reform of the works councils, strongly criticising the 

impact they observe on social dialogue, as they stated in early 2022. For instance, CFDT 

considers that a ‘narrow vision’ of social dialogue has been implemented, resulting in further 

centralisation of this dialogue, a weaker link between the local workplace and representatives, 

minimum-level provisions in the agreements, and more difficult and busier work for employee 

representatives. CGT also considers that industrial relations have been diluted and rationalized, 

that collective guarantees have been weakened, that the (previous) works councils have been 

strongly centralised, and that local representation of employees has been abandoned. Note that 
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in the public sector, similar changes will be made in late 2022/early 2023 to the Technical 

committees (the equivalent of works councils in the public sector). We present these changes in 

section 3.4.1. 

 

3.1.4 Representativeness of trade union confederations 

We described above the long-standing and persistent weakness of unionization in France, with a 

rate of less than 10% in the early 2020s. Yet, it is important to note that the rate of unionization 

is traditionally much higher in the public services, even twice as high i.e. around 20% (source: 

Ministry of Labour).  

 

In the period 2017-2020, the representativeness of trade union confederations can be expressed 

through the concept of audience syndicale (‘trade union influence’). This audience focuses on the 

ability for a trade union to sign collective agreements; to do so, at national, cross-sectoral 

(interprofessional) and sectoral level, a particular union must represent 8 % of the votes cast. At 

the national and intersectoral level, five trade union organizations currently meet this criterion: 

CFDT (26.77%), CGT (22.96%), FO (15.24%), CFE-CGC (11.92%), and CFTC (9.50%) – (source: 

Ministry of Labour). 

 

3.1.5 The scope of collective bargaining on digitalisation is limited to teleworking 

At the national level, digitalisation is not yet a standard topic for collective bargaining, with the 

notable exception of teleworking. Before or after the beginning of the sanitary crisis, the main 

French trade union confederations had an opportunity to specifically present their views on 

teleworking, a tool that has been extensively used since then (see next sections for their 

positions on this type of work organisation). A first national cross-sectoral framework agreement 

had been concluded in 2005 on teleworking. More recently, the 2017 reform of the Labour Law 

(‘les ordonnances Macron’), stipulated that regular teleworking should be organised through a 

collective agreement or a specific Charter written by the employer. In November 2020, a new 

national cross-sectoral framework agreement on teleworking was concluded, which reaffirms 

previous principles but fails to address certain features more precisely (such as, for instance, 

defrayment of the costs/allowance of teleworkers). It is important to note that the 2020 

framework agreement on teleworking was initially non-binding. Yet after its extension (with a 

qualification on professional expenses) in April 2021, its provisions become mandatory within its 

scope of implementation (i.e. in all companies belonging to a sector represented by MEDEF, 

CPME and U2P employers’ organisations). 

 

Teleworking seems to be an area of digitalisation that is managed quite well by trade unionists, 

as shown by the numerous negotiations that have taken place in the last decade: ‘We have 

acquired some expertise, and the introduction of teleworking often allows us (at last) to dialogue 
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with the employers on work organisation, a domain in which it is often difficult to enter into 

dialogue with our employers (in France at least)’ (‘Project manager (51), UFFA-CFDT (52)). 

 

 

Section 3.2 Trade Unions’ position on digitalisation at national level 

 

3.2.1 A brief review of collective works drafted with the participation of trade 

unions 

Some collective reflections (with the participation of trade unions) on digitalisation have been set 

down in the well-known Mettling report (2015) or in other collective works, such as a recent 

study put together by the French association Réalités du dialogue social (2020).  

 

Produced at the initiative of the French Ministry of Labour, the Mettling report (2015) was drawn 

up with the participation of employer and worker representatives as well as other experts and 

focuses on the impact of digitalisation on working conditions, labour organization and 

management. The Mettling report underlines some major impacts of digitalisation: the 

widespread use of digital work tools, impacts on all skills (with new skills) and all jobs (some will 

disappear, some new ones will appear), the work environment of managers and new forms of 

employment. The report delivers the following key messages: (i) there is an urgent need for a 

shared diagnosis regarding the adaptations to be implemented for digitalisation; (ii) these 

adaptations must be limited to what is needed to ensure a successful digital transition; (iii) the 

need for tailored adaptation of the legal framework; (iv) the importance of avoiding a digital 

divide (unfavourable to small and medium companies); (v) the need for changes to health policy, 

given that intensification of work and (digital) connections can lead to important risks to a 

‘balanced’ life, and to good health. 

 

A recent reflection on the impact of digitalisation on social dialogue was recently conducted by 

representatives of trade unions and businesses as well as experts, organised by the French 

association Réalités du dialogue social and summarised in a recent report (Réalités du dialogue 

social, 2020). The study focuses notably on new practices and new interpersonal relationships 

triggered by digitalisation. In particular, the forms of social dialogue between company 

management and trade unions have partly been changed by the use of new tools, offering new 

possibilities and challenging older ways of working. There is often a clear need to adopt certain 

 

 
51. We did not conduct a regular full interview with this contact. Nevertheless, he has been kindly willing 

to share some views and perspectives on digitalisation by phone and by email, notably giving 

recommendations of names of stakeholders at the national and European levels (see also section 4). 
52. UFFA or Union des Fédérations de Fonctionnaire et Assimilés (CFDT), Union of federations of civil 

servants and assimilated employees (Public sector). UFFA is made up of ten CFDT federations 

representing state employees with civil servant status in the 3 public ‘functions’ (state, local 
authorities, hospital sector). 
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digital tools, while some collective agreements already establish digital practices and tools linked 

to social dialogue. Yet, again, a serious lack of follow-up of collective agreements can be seen, 

despite the (administrative) requirement to notify such agreements. The study observes that 

industrial relations are only partially digitalised and that in practice, the partners in social 

dialogue do not really fully trust the digital tools. Although the potential for improving social 

dialogue is far from being fully exploited, all actors recognize that a ‘digitalised relationship’ is no 

substitute for dialogue (notably, the groundwork and face-to face dialogue). 

 

3.2.2 Specific views and positions of the main French trade union confederations 

In addition to collective reports, some documents in various formats specifically related to 

digitalisation and its impacts were made public in the mid-2010s by the main French trade union 

confederations (CFDT, CFE-CGC, CFTC, CGT, FO).  

 

The point of view of CFDT - Confédération française démocratique du travail (53) 

 

In one quite recent document, CFDT (2016) underlines various important points: 

 

• There is no consensus on the effect of digital technologies on growth, yet CFDT considers 

that they enhance collective well-being (by promoting new services).  

• As many jobs may change through digitalisation, job losses could happen not only in low-

skilled occupations but also in skilled ones, which may also result in increased polarisation of 

employment and wages. New jobs could also be generated by new practices, hence the net 

effect on employment is still uncertain. In any case, it is vital to ensure adaptation and 

training in tomorrow’s jobs.  

• The impact of digitalisation on the public services must be considered: the civil servants’ 

views are ambivalent, with worries about employment (productivity gains, pressure on the 

workload, reporting tools) as well as high expectations of solutions to help them in their daily 

work. CFDT considers that tailored digitalisation could help to deliver high-quality public 

services.  

• The digital transition is profoundly changing the French model of social 

protection. Digitalisation also triggers challenges related to the quality of working life, 

notably on the need to keep track of the workload, to guarantee the ‘right to disconnect’, 

and to ensure the implementation of collective rules through social dialogue. 

 

In another presentation (CFDT, 2015), CFDT also focused on new trade union practices in the 

use of ICT and considers in this perspective that digitalisation radically transforms social relations 

(54). The presentation also underlines that: 

 

 
53. French Democratic Confederation of Labour. 

54. Please note that to our knowledge, CFDT did not express specific views on teleworking in these two 
publications (CFDT, 2015; CFDT, 2016), but rather, later, notably in a shared statement with CFTC 
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• ICT is complementary to traditional union practices, notably providing new ways of reaching 

workers 

• New technologies also increase the versatility of activities and speed up some of the existing 

practices. Digitalisation improves reactivity to economic developments and can also reinforce 

pre-existing social inequalities in TU actions.  

• Some employers are tempted to bypass social dialogue by using digital tools, for instance 

through ‘online surveys’ instead of a dialogue process with the trade unions (CFDT, 2016). 

• There is a need to adapt communication and training tools to facilitate access to unionism 

and increase union presence on social media. 

 

The point of view of CFE-CGC - Confédération française de l'encadrement - Confédération 

générale des cadres (55) 

 

A lengthy report by CFE-CGC (2017) deals with various important topics, one of which is a 

reflection on digitalisation: 

 

• Discussions on digitalisation should focus on the structure of economic activity and on the 

way to ensure global effectiveness in the general interest, while it is fundamental that people 

should remain in control of technological progress (subsequent flexibility should be avoided).  

• Digital platforms are taking over part of the added value of traditional sectors: they should in 

consequence pay an appropriate level of taxes, to ensure that the income thus generated is 

more equally distributed.  

• On the topic of teleworking, it is important to strike a balance between freedom to organise 

one’s own work and the need to safeguard work teams. CFE-CGC hence asks for national 

collective bargaining to adapt the legal framework on teleworking.  

• It is also vital to implement specific measures to avoid isolation of workers and to ensure a 

balance between professional and personal life (notably through an effective ‘right to 

disconnect’ and by regular tracking of workloads).  

• It is important for work representatives to be able to use the company’s digital tools (and in 

particular, to communicate trade union information through them).  

• The impact of digitalisation on work and employment should also be highlighted, and so the 

possible effect at national and sectoral levels should be carefully studied and preempted. 

• There is no such thing as technological determinism, and digital deployment is a key factor 

in France’s future. It is of prime importance to defend the acquired rights of workers. 

 

 

 
and UNSA (Union nationale des syndicats autonomes, National union of autonomous unions, largely 

but not only made up of public sector unions), in May 2020.  
55.  French Confederation of Managers. 
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The point of view of CFTC - Confédération française des travailleurs chrétiens (56) 

 

In a recent reflection, CFTC (2021) underlines different points: 

 

• Digitalisation should enrich labour (rather than expand it) in the sense that it can free 

workers from repetitive tasks and reorient them to more creative or relational activities. In 

this view, CFTC considers that automation and robotics do not necessarily destroy 

employment and occupations: there can be complementarity between robots and workers, 

for instance, which can allow upskilling of workers.  

• Digitalisation (notably since the pandemic) has changed management and work 

organisation: this can make some tasks easier yet can also foster a blurring of personal and 

professional life, and increased workloads, individualization and isolation of workers.  

• Digitalisation is a very important subject for social dialogue (teleworking, right to disconnect, 

etc.). Digital tools should enrich the information available to workers’ representatives. It is 

also urgent to regulate this field to ensure that digitalisation serves the collective interest 

and that humans remain at the centre of economic activity, through social dialogue.  

• CFTC calls for a special national discussion forum to discuss robotics and digitalisation, in 

order to create a new social contract between employers and workers.The point of view of 

CGT - Confédération générale du travail (57) 

 

A document on the effect of digitalisation CGT (2017) highlights several ideas: 

 

• Digitalisation has the capacity to generate social regression. Indeed, digitalisation contributes 

to the development of work bodies in which the hierarchical relationship between manager 

and worker is confused by an ‘illusion of autonomy of the worker’ and new management 

conditions. CGT considers that digitalisation increases employee monitoring, notably because 

it favours continuous evaluation, performance, and productivity.  

• Digitalisation increases working time, blurs the boundaries between private and professional 

life, putting at risk the right to rest, and enhances psychosocial risks, with non-effectiveness 

of the ‘right to disconnect’.  

• The consequences of digitalisation on work conditions and organisation are often dramatic.  

• Digitalisation also poses a serious threat to employment and could destroy many jobs, a 

process which would not be balanced by the creation new ones; many (other) jobs are likely 

to undergo profound changes. As long as employees are protected and given new rights, as 

well as a better share of productivity gains, digitalisation may work to the benefit of 

employees. 

 

The same document also reflects on trade union practices in the digital age: 

 

 
56. French Confederation of Christian Workers. 
57. General Labour Confederation. 
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• It is important to analyse the current discourses which call on workers to adapt to 

digitalisation, something which does not come naturally. The impact of digitalisation will 

depend on us and what we do with it (or what we let others do with it), in the sense that 

digitalisation is also a political issue (contrary to a frequent argument aiming to depoliticise 

workers, telling them that they have no power over their destiny). 

• Regarding trade unionism’s vision in the digital age, CGT moves away from the concept of a 

‘trade unionism 2.0’. The confederation warns against the risks of using technologies (such 

as corporate referenda) as a means to bypass unions and to create an individual social 

contract between employers and workers. CGT considers it is important to strike an 

appropriate balance between digitalisation viewed as a threat versus digitalisation viewed as 

an opportunity.  

• CGT does not aim to change its position but plans to open up to new challenges brought by 

new/atypical forms of employment (also including unemployed people and workers in 

precarious employment).  

• CGT does not wish to introduce flexibility into union collectives and update them with 

digitalisation but insists on the importance of collective (union) time, and on the prospect of 

social struggles and emancipation: productivity gains should entail a reduction in workloads 

and working time. The use of new digital tools may help to renew union practices if this is 

done intentionally (with choices made to innovate) and in a combative way (i.e. new virtual 

spaces are not incompatible with basic practices).  

 

On the issue of teleworking, CGT (2017) insists on the following points: 

 

• This way of organising work creates new social relationships, endangering the traditional 

status of the worker. It may create work overload, blur the boundaries between professional 

and private life and result in work intensification.  

• Non-formalised forms of teleworking are often common (in time and space: evening, week-

end, holidays, on public transportation, etc.).  

• There is an urgent need for regulation of teleworking (e.g. implementation of work time 

slots) and also to limit it to autonomous workers: CGT wishes for a balance to be struck 

between the ‘autonomy’ benefit and the risks linked to teleworking: this could take the form 

of a rotation between physical presence at the workplace and ‘external’ work. 

 

The point of view of FO – Force Ouvrière (58) 

 

A document by FO (2015) reports that: 

 

 

 
58. or ‘Blue-collar’ Force. 
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• ICT has generated new work practices that are often poorly managed and regulated. Indeed, 

digitalisation and ICT shine a light on numerous flaws in the labour law because they 

aggravate existing phenomena. There is therefore a need for regulation and new regulatory 

frameworks (notably, regarding a ‘right to disconnect’).  

• It is important for workers to take ownership of digitalisation, to benefit from the related 

opportunities and to avoid the risks.  

• It is important to assess the nature of the jobs threatened by digitalisation, and to 

reintroduce a collective, human element to companies. 

• Teleworking combines benefits (reduction in travel time, better work-life balance) with 

serious issues or uncertainty related to: the boundary between professional and private life, 

working time, work organisation, worker isolation, and effectiveness of collective rights.  

• Robotics also bring some known benefits, as well as enhancing or generating standardisation 

of tasks and taylorization of work, which can lead to a loss of worker’s identity and 

autonomy.Section 3.3 Electricity production and distribution sector 

 

3.3.1 Collective bargaining in the sector 

Parmantier (2011) explains that for more than sixty years, between 1946 and 2000, social 

dialogue in the electricity sector took the form of joint negotiations between the general 

management of EDF and Gaz de France (GDF), which were public and nationalised at the time, 

and the trade unions, particularly the CGT. During this period, there were no branch agreements. 

The public authorities, in particular the Ministry of Industry, were very present at the social 

negotiation table.  

 

In 2000, the law of 10 February 2000 on modernisation and development of the public electricity 

service set the conditions for opening up the market to competition, and at the same time 

launched the start of social negotiations at the level of the Electricity and Gas (E&G) professional 

branch. Thus, employers’ organisations (59) were set up and collective agreements were signed, 

not only within E&G but also by the representatives of the multiple employers in the branch. 

Following this renewal of professional relations in the electricity sector, several agreements 

regarding the status of E&G employees were signed: pension reform, reform of the health 

scheme, salary negotiations. The status of the E&G branch is still specific: the personnel are not 

covered by a collective agreement like the other sectors but are subject to the ‘National 

conditions of employment (“Statut National”) of the personnel of the electricity and gas 

industries’, created in 1946 at the time of nationalisation.  

 

Parmantier (2011) explains that in 2007, when the sector was opened up to competition, after a 

year and a half of consultations at the level of the professional branch, the French government 

 

 
59. L’Union Française de l’Electricité (UFE) et l’Union Nationale des Employeurs des Industries Gazières 

(UNEmIG). 
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adopted two decrees intended to modify the system of staff representation in the branch, with 

the creation of works councils and staff delegates in companies and groups. The notion of 

companies was thus added to the notion of professional branch. According to Parmantier, the 

trade union negotiations were thus more concerned with local issues than with political issues. 

Finally, the opening up of electrical activities to competition introduced legislative (staff 

representation bodies), normative (IFRS) and legal changes. The tradition of consultation at the 

top with the trade unions has persisted and has allowed these changes to take place with little 

social conflict, given the real evolution of social relations in the electricity sector (Parmantier, 

2011).  

 

Today, negotiations are still conducted at two levels, at the company level and for the whole 

electricity industry. This branch includes 157 companies, and almost 93% of these employees 

work in the companies that evolved from two historical companies: EDF and GDF. 

 

The demands currently being made at national and sectoral level concern the nationalisation of 

EDF, the separation of electricity activities, the calls for an exit from the European energy market 

and the creation of a ‘public energy service’ (CGT trade union, see above). 

 

3.3.2 Role and importance given to digitalisation in the national industry-wide 

agreements 

In the electricity and gas industries, the question of digitalisation and its effects on the quality of 

employment is rarely discussed between trade unions and employers in the sector. The collective 

agreements signed concern remuneration, social dialogue, social activities, pensions, training, 

family rights, etc. Since the 2000s, only one branch-level agreement has been signed in this 

sector: an agreement on the prevention of psychological risks signed in 2010, which only very 

slightly addresses the effects of digital technology on mental health. There are no agreements in 

the electricity and gas industry on the right to disconnect, teleworking (60) or other subjects 

related to digitalisation.  

 

However, the demands of the national federations on the subject of digitalisation and its effects 

are numerous. According to INT10, the CGT trade union is demanding a right to disconnect and 

a fixed boundary between private and personal life. According to INT8, the CFE CGC trade union 

is particularly vigilant about psycho-social risks, the balance between personal and professional 

life and the right to disconnect, as well as about situations of isolation.  

 

In the companies in the sector, a few agreements on digital technology have been signed: 

 

 

 
60. A telework agreement was signed at cross-industry level (all private sectors) in 2020. 
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• At EDF, the TAMA agreement (working differently, managing differently) sets out the new 

uses of telework, grants new flexibility on working hours, addresses the issue of health and 

safety and the work collective, attempts to improve the efficiency of meetings (61), allows 

working to be carried out directly on the sites, makes employees themselves responsible and 

reduces the importance of the hierarchy in the organisation. According to EDF’s 

management, ‘this agreement promotes health and safety with shared vigilance on new 

induced risks and a balanced and controlled use of digital technology, the perpetuation of 

innovative social dialogue methods and the development of less carbon-intensive mobility 

solutions’. 

• EDF also has a 4-year social agreement (2022-2025) that provides a framework for the right 

to disconnect, training and support related to the introduction of digital tools. This 

agreement introduces working groups, preventive communication and pilots who are in 

contact with users of digital tools and designers so that the designers adapt the digital tool 

to the users. Other agreements signed at EDF level includes support for change and the 

development of professional careers. 

• At ENEDIS, there is also an agreement on teleworking (2021) and another on the right to 

disconnect (2022). The latter agreement stipulates that managerial requests cannot be made 

outside working hours. Indicators showing the volume of e-mails exchanged during working 

and non-working hours, by unit and by area, are communicated each month to the units and 

to the trade unions. No tools to defend this right are provided by the agreement (i.e. days 

without emails, no access to servers after a certain time) but rather a pedagogical approach 

steered from the local level. 

 

In practice, despite the agreements, few measures have been implemented to mitigate the 

negative effects of digitalisation on employment. Only 24% of respondents to the DGQS state 

that a charter of good practices on digital tools and teleworking has been introduced, only 13% 

of respondents state that the physical office environment has been improved (chairs, desks) and 

only 16% of respondents declare that the employer has set rules on the right to disconnect.  

 

Despite these few agreements signed at company level, the interviewees underline that at 

company level the issue of digital technology is rarely discussed in the ESC (economic and social 

committee), unless it has a formal impact on working conditions (62). However, there have been 

debates in the (old) CHSCT (health and safety committee, now CSSCT) at local and national level 

at EDF on the effect of digital technology on employees’ health, following the publication of the 

results of the MyEDF digital survey (INT 8)). According to the DGQS, fewer than a third of 

employees say that trade unions and employees have been informed and consulted on the 

 

 
61. This improved efficiency of meetings requires a time frame with an obligation to report back and draw 

up an action plan at each meeting. 

62. If the new technology/IT process has such an impact, there is a specific procedure, and a consultation 
takes place in the Economic and social committee. 
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strategy, implementation and reasons for implementing digital tools. ‘In the end it is always 

management that decides’ (INT9).  

 

Generally speaking and according to INT10, INT8 and INT9, there is no co-determination in the 

choice of whether to introduce new digital tools or methods at ENEDIS and EDF. ’The unions are 

not at all involved in the digital strategy’ (INT8).  

 

3.3.3 Trade union approaches and priorities for the collective bargaining agenda on 

digitalisation 

Even though information, consultation and negotiations on the subject of digital technology are 

rather limited, some issues are discussed in the social dialogue at company level. These topics 

are part of the social agenda of the trade unions. One of the most important negotiation topics 

for ENEDIS and EDF unions is the issue of working hours.  

 

The revision (generally downwards) of the ‘time ranges’ database by the management has had 

major effects on the daily life of the technicians (as we have seen previously, on their work rate, 

pressure and stress, pace of work, working time, with the associated psychosocial risks). As INT6 

points out, if the management wants to update these time ranges the issue generally goes 

through the employees’ representative in CSSCT (new health and safety commission) and ESC. 

When these negotiations are launched, the unions ask for some time to build up their own ‘time 

ranges’ database by surveying a sample of staff. In concrete terms, according to INT6, the union 

asks employees how long it takes them to change/repair Linky meters (depending on the model, 

there are three Linky meters, so three ways of changing the meters). On the basis of the 

interviews with the employees, the unions try to obtain detailed information in order to show 

managers/directors that these tasks actually take longer, and depending on the tools used (type 

of Linky meter). Then there is a ‘concertation’ phase, during which management and unions try 

to strike compromises on these times. The national experts propose limited times based on new 

technical tools that would make it possible to go faster. The results of the trade union surveys 

are often very different from the times proposed by management. According to INT8, there have 

already been conflicts during the process.  

 

In addition to negotiations on time ranges, the trade unions have proposals and priorities for 

mitigating the effects of digital technology on job quality: 

 

• Ex-ante or anticipatory approach: several interviewees point to the need for evaluation and 

anticipation of digital tools and their impact. According to INT10, the purpose of the new 

tools introduced must be questioned. According to INT7, companies must carry out an 

impact study on the effects of new digital tools on the organisation of work (by profession 

and by age). INT7 also calls for more transparency and reporting to employees. According to 

him, ‘anticipating enables social acceptance’. This anticipating would make it possible to 
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evaluate the efficiency gains of the tool as well as its effects on employment. These gains, 

thus evaluated in advance, could then be redistributed in monetary form or in the form of 

quality of working life. For example, the next digital tool implemented at ENEDIS, called 

Racing, is to be installed at the end of 2023: it will help to manage the engineering aspect in 

the company. Thanks to this tool, the management expects to ‘save’ 108 full-time jobs. The 

unions want to use this time saving, not to cut jobs, but to improve the quality of working 

life and avoid the risk of overwork.  

• Ex-post approach to job reclassification: INT6 explains that the unions' priority, if job cuts 

linked to the introduction of a new digital tool are unavoidable, is to negotiate compensatory 

measures and retrain staff. For example, INT6 explains that the data entry officials who had 

been replaced by computers had been trained, broadening their skills. Before, they just 

executed tasks, today they are supervisors. But INT6 notes that in practice, the increase in 

skills is often ‘done’ in parallel with job cuts.  

• ‘We are in a situation where digital technology destroys jobs but allows those who remain to 

increase their skills, thanks to the joint action of local managers and the unions. The unions 

must anticipate career paths in response to the deployment of digital tools’ (INT6).  

• Another priority for the unions is legislative change. In view of the risk of digital Taylorism 

and the impact on occupational health and safety, the unions (INT6) and INT8 are asking for 

burnout to be classified as an accident/occupational illness. ‘The digital world is a first 

category generator of burnout’ (INT6).  

 

3.3.4 Conclusions on the sector 

 

• Within the Electricity and Gas industry, the trade union federations voice many 

demands and negotiation activity is intense. Indeed, the tradition of centralising social 

dialogue at the top, introduced at the end of the war, has continued.  

• Numerous agreements have been signed (remuneration, social dialogue, social 

activities, pensions, training, family rights), but they are rarely connected to the topic 

of digitalisation and its effects on employment. The subject of the digitalisation of 

work is not, for the moment, a subject for negotiation at branch level.  

• At company level, the topic of digitalisation is more often discussed. The two key 

companies in the sector, EDF and ENEDIS, have signed agreements on teleworking and on 

the right to disconnect, as well as social agreements that address and set out general 

principles regarding certain effects of digital technology on work. Nevertheless, with the 

exception of some key negotiations (negotiations on working hours), social dialogue on this 

subject is very limited. Co-determination is totally absent and consultations in the CSE are 

rare.  
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Section 3.4 Public administration sector 

 

3.4.1 Collective bargaining in the sector 

In the public sector in general (63), collective agreements are negotiated at the national level (for 

the three public ‘functions’, or within a given public function) or at local level (decentralized 

services, local authorities, public institutions, etc.), except for wages (which are negotiated at the 

national level). Negotiated agreements may correspond to framework agreements, i.e. they may 

be transformed into ‘local’ agreements (for example: ministries) or through action plans specified 

at governmental level. In the case of local agreements, specifications or better provisions must 

be included (otherwise, the rules in the Framework agreements apply). An ‘agreement on 

method’ can also be concluded before the beginning of the negotiations. In general terms, in the 

public sector, an agreement must be published by the employer to be valid. 

 

Until 2011, collective bargaining in the civil service only applied to wages. The Bercy agreements 

(2008) aimed to renew public sector social dialogue, and have led to the law of 5 July 2010 on 

social dialogue in the public sector. This 2010 law has since opened up collective bargaining to 

many other possible subjects (work organisation, training, etc.), yet without any obligation. This 

2010 law has also introduced the rule of majority agreement, which did not exist before. 

 

In the public sector, the joint consultative bodies have been undergoing major changes, similar 

to those implemented in the private sector (see 3.1.3). Indeed, the law of 6 August 2019 makes 

changes to the civil service social dialogue bodies. The Comités techniques (64) or technical 

committees (equivalent to the Social and economic committees in the private sector) will be 

merged with the ‘Health and Safety at Work’ Committees (late 2022/early 2023). In order to 

expand the number of collective agreements in the public sector, law 2019-828 of 6 August 2019 

foresees a future specific decree (ordonnance) on collective bargaining (see hereafter). 

 

It is important to note that provisions in the collective agreements applying to the civil service 

were not binding until recently: the 2021 decree (‘ordonnance’) n° 2021-174 (17 February 2021) 

has now changed this: these agreements ‘will not be a moral commitment but will have binding 

force’. This 2021 decree aims to enhance social dialogue in the public sector, notably by 

 

 
 

 

63. It is important to note, once again, that these features of collective bargaining in the public sector 
cover two sectors examined in this study: the public administration, and (public) hospitals. 

64. Note that there are two other joint bodies in the public sector: the commissions administratives 
paritaires (CAP, or joint administrative commissions) and the Commissions consultatives paritaires 
(CCP, or joint consultative commissions), which are bodies which discuss careers and the follow-up of 

contracts, for permanent officials and contract workers respectively. These joint bodies include some 
elected employee representatives and will also change scope/content, starting in 2023. 
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extending the scope of collective bargaining as well as allowing a ‘trade-union right of initiative’ 

to call for negotiations to be launched on a particular topic. 

 

In the public sector, psychosocial risks have been a topic of collective bargaining, which resulted 

in a framework agreement (22 October 2013), specified through a governmental implementation 

plan in 2013. Yet digitalisation was not a subject discussed through collective bargaining until the 

2021 framework agreement on teleworking, which applies in the three public ‘functions’ (July 

2021).  

 

INT4 reports that until recently, no real collective bargaining was possible in the public sector: 

‘framework agreements were only framework by name’. 

 

INT1 also recognizes that despite weak signals in the last 4 or 5 years as to the need to discuss 

digitalisation, it has not been the subject of any collective bargaining. 

 

3.4.2 Role and importance given to digitalisation in the national industry-wide 

agreements 

As underlined before, digitalisation is not a recurrent topic of collective bargaining in the civil 

service, although digitalisation as a topic was and is becoming increasingly significant. The only 

exception is the Framework agreement on teleworking of 13 July 2021 (65), relative to the three 

public ‘functions’ (i.e. state, local authorities, hospital sector). This agreement notably limits 

teleworking to three days a week (with some exceptions) and contains provisions related to 

private life (right to disconnect, teleworking in ‘third places’, prevention of domestic violence). 

Some implementing decrees have yet to to be released (for instance, related to the defrayal of 

teleworking costs). 

 

INT1 (UFSE-CGT) explains that digitalisation is not a topic addressed through other collective 

means or initiatives (direct participation, info-consultation) in the public administration. Other 

interviewees underline similar findings. For instance, INT4 (CFDT Interco) also finds that ‘officials 

[or their representatives] are never consulted, as ‘this is a basic principle in the administration 

[sic]’. 

 

3.4.3 Trade union approaches and priorities for the collective bargaining agenda on 

digitalisation 

Regarding UFSE-CGT level, INT1 relates that work is being done on two areas related to 

digitalisation: 

 

 

 
65.  https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/download/pdf?id=8dD3wEzkeHMp59Q_y7JrpyvZj44jEoKbW5FqgNLxO1g 

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/download/pdf?id=8dD3wEzkeHMp59Q_y7JrpyvZj44jEoKbW5FqgNLxO1g
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• Reflecting and pushing for the creation of a secured and public IT hub (with, notably, secure 

data transmission, and a videoconference solution). 

• Working on safeguards/means to contain the negative effects of digitalisation on physical 

and mental health. 

 

INT1 (UFSE-CGT Federation) considers that broadly, ‘State’ trade unions are very interested by 

the topic of digitalisation, but have no power to initiate discussions and bargain with the State on 

this point (given the balance of power, although trade unionism is stronger than in the private 

sector). For instance, they were not able to force a discussion on State management of (office) 

property, despite the fact that digitalisation has released some ‘office space’. 

 

INT3 (CFDT Interco) recognizes that digitalisation is not really discussed at the sectoral or 

national (confederal) union level: ‘It is mainly the European and Worldwide Federations which 

bring this topic. There is not yet a digital advisor or a national secretary in charge [of this topic]’. 

At the confederation (CFDT) level, the main related topic discussed has been teleworking, while 

INT3 considers that the effects of digitalisation should be more precisely addressed, notably:(i) 

reconsidering labour contracts, and (ii) taking account of the characteristics of younger 

generations (who are, in particular, very eager to have more autonomy). 

 

This is confirmed by INT4 (CFDT Interco), who considers that at the federal (union) level, the 

topic of digitalisation is currently emerging, while at the local level (firm/agency union level), 

‘there is a lot to do’. She stresses that too often, the only potentially (harmful) effects of 

digitalisation considered relate to the right to disconnect or teleworking, there are far more than 

just these two risks. 

 

It is to be noted that for nearly all (around 95%) respondents to the DGQS, the right to 

disconnect is essential and should be included in the collective bargaining agendas or the labour 

legislation (at workplace/sectoral/cross-sectoral levels). 

 

3.4.4 Conclusions on the sector 

Collective agreements are negotiated at national or local level (except for wages, which 

are agreed at national-level negotiations). Framework agreements are reflected in local 

agreements or implementation plans. The collective bargaining framework is relatively 

new, and its scope has expanded over the last decade. 

 

The law of 6 August 2019 makes changes to the social dialogue bodies in the public 

sector. It also anticipated the future legal rules to enhance collective bargaining in the sector, 

later set out in the 2021 decree. This decree has also extended the scope of agreements, 

and provides a new ‘right of initiative’ for the trade unions by entitling them to call for 
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bargaining on a particular topic. Now, agreements in the public sector are binding! 

Yet, digitalisation is not a recurrent topic of social dialogue in national industry-wide 

agreements, despite the rise in issues linked to it (even ‘before COVID-19’), which require a 

more focused involvement and pro-activism of trade unions on this topic. 

 

The 2021 Framework agreement on teleworking (covering the three public ‘functions’) can 

provide a good basis for renewed bargaining on digitalisation in the public administration. 

Indeed, there is a need to have more in-depth collective bargaining in a sector which, until 

recently, has relatively little history or habits of discussing items at a relevant level. Trade 

unionists should also get used to bargaining and impose new and demanding standards so that 

workers’ rights evolve in line with their needs and the perceived priorities. In particular, there is a 

real need to anticipate technological change and for a precise diagnosis in a situation with 

multiple challenges (disruptive potential of digitalisation in the sector, the impact on the end-

users of public services, the question of data, etc.). 

 

 

Section 3.5 Hospital sector 

 

3.5.1 Collective bargaining in the sector 

The public hospitals are one of the three public ‘functions’ (with State and local authorities), 

which are subject to a common general framework of collective bargaining (see section 3.4.1). 

 

The situation differs for the private hospital sector, which follows the collective bargaining rules 

applicable in the private sector. 

 

3.5.2 Role and importance given to digitalisation in the national industry-wide 

agreements 

Digitalisation started with some precursor establishments. It was not imposed by law. 

Responsibility for digitalisation is not centralised and practices are very diverse: some 

establishments have bought a large number of Microsoft licenses, others have opted for free 

software, others have equipped themselves with Macs, others have chosen Linux. There were 

never really any rules. Decisions on digitalisation were taken by the directors or heads of 

department of the various hospitals. Most of the time, systems were imposed. So digitalisation 

has not been a topic discussed with the unions, even though they would have liked to do so.  

 

‘The only place where it was discussed was when we started to have charters on new 

technologies. Things were set up in the institutions on their own. We started asking questions 

about the cost of IT because IT budgets were high and consumed training time and investment. 

There was never really a discussion about the implementation of IT’ (INT11, FO SPS). 
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Digitalisation was discussed in a roundabout way in the Conseil Supérieur de la Fonction Publique 

Hospitalière (Higher Council for the Public Service in the Hospital Sector) because the staff 

representatives in this body were not adequately equipped. 

 

INT11 underlines that the trade unions are not consulted on whether change is advisable except 

in the institutional bodies, but specified that it is also a question of skills and knowledge: ‘When 

we raise these questions in the institutional bodies, we have engineers who come to present 

things, so we have little confidence in the analysis of the professionals, especially as most of the 

time, trade unionists are not their cup of tea’. 

 

INT12 confirmed this feeling: ‘Digital is the sixth continent. It is powerful, easily accessible, with 

effects on all strata of society. I have the impression that we, trade unions, are always one step 

behind’. 

 

3.5.3 Trade union approaches and priorities for the collective bargaining agenda on 

digitalisation 

INT11 reports that the most important thing is harmonisation: common references and common 

software are needed to transmit information, to have bridges between technologies. This 

harmonisation will lead to productivity gains. INT12 say that these productivity gains must be fed 

into the work, otherwise it would be experienced as a tool that downgrades workers. Part of 

these productivity gains must be recovered in the form of time, by reducing working hours and 

freeing up training time to develop new qualifications and financial recognition. 

 

INT13 identified three priorities: make an inventory of digitalisation in the hospital and its use, 

measure the effects of digitalisation on workers' health and identify corrective measures; carry 

out an assessment of teleworking in hospitals and see how it can be improved, as it is still 

underdeveloped. 

 

With regard to European support, INT 13 said that it could be used to impose minimum efficiency 

standards on software, modernise IT equipment and hardware with a new obligation to secure 

data and standardise software. 

 

INT11 and INT13 would like health professionals to be involved in digital changes. According to 

INT11, any project should be explained upstream and built with the employees to see what their 

needs are and what it can bring them. INT13 called for ‘trial runs, going to other establishments 

to see how it works, getting feedback and moving away from management with purchasing 

groups who go for the cheapest’. 
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Digitalisation is disrupting the structure and functioning of trade unions. INT12 said that digital 

technologies encourage the creation of autonomous professional groups on the basis of a specific 

issue. Social networks increase their audience and act as a sounding board: ‘For example, a 

friend created a group. In a few days, he had 5,000 followers. Then he joined the CGT. The 

problem is that these groups end up being exhausted because they rely on one or two people, 

who are called upon 24 hours a day. It's emotionally draining. It lasts 2-3 years and they end up 

falling apart. The public authorities give them a place in the negotiations. The people who 

represent them are received at the ministry’. 

 

INT11 highlights that the development of digitalisation has made employees more independent in 

their search for information. This change in behaviour has implications for union action. Workers 

get information instantly on their phones and read fewer and fewer union 

communications:’Young people in particular have different information-seeking behaviour. In 

addition to young people, staff are increasingly looking for information themselves on the 

Internet. It is only afterwards that they go to the unions to check things in a way’. 

 

3.5.4 Conclusions on the sector 

Digitalisation has never been a topic discussed with the unions. It was not imposed by law. It 

started with some precursor establishments. It was decided on by the directors or heads of 

department of the various hospitals. 

 

Trade unions would like health professionals to be involved in the change. Their priorities are the 

harmonisation of software to ensure that the resulting productivity gains have an impact on their 

work, an inventory of digitalisation in the hospital and its use, measurement of the effects of 

digitalisation on workers' health and identification of corrective measures, and ideas as to how to 

increase telework. Social networks are also disrupting the structure and functioning of trade 

unions, especially in hospitals, where the use of instant messaging discussion groups is 

widespread. 

 

 

Section 3.6 Overall sectoral cross-cutting conclusions 

 

The 3 sectors have some common history but recent differences, which explain the 

variation in collective bargaining activity 

Until the mid-2000s, the electricity sector in France belonged to the public sector, and as such 

was under the specific collective bargaining framework of this sector (which was at the time very 

limited in scope). Recently, electricity has become part of the private sector and the scope of 

collective bargaining in the sector as such has been enlarged: the trade unions make many 

demands, and there are intense negotiations on many topics (pensions, salaries, workforce and 
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skills planning, etc.). In the public administration and in the (public) hospital sectors, the scope 

of collective bargaining was very limited until quite recently. Only in 2019/2021 were important 

changes made to the social dialogue bodies, the scope of bargaining has been enlarged, and 

public sector agreements have become binding.  

 

Currently, digitalisation is a relatively minor topic of collective bargaining. In the 

electricity sector, the two main companies (EDF, production; ENEDIS, distribution), have 

concluded very few agreements related to digitalisation. The only exceptions are on: the right to 

disconnect, teleworking, monitoring the effects of teleworking and digitalisation. Neither is 

digitalisation a recurrent topic of social dialogue in the (public) hospitals and public 

administration: the only national (framework) agreement concluded on the topic in the public 

sector is the 2021 agreement on teleworking. 

 

Digitalisation has many effects on the quality of work, reflected in trade union 

demands on these issues: this calls for an intensification of social dialogue and 

collective bargaining on the topic of digitalisation in the sectors.  
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Section 4. RECOMMENDATIONS TO NATIONAL AND EU STAKEHOLDERS 

 

Section 4.1 Recommendations to national stakeholders 

The implementation of new digital tools or approaches must be led by co-

construction with workers (who are often the final users). This would prevent top-down only 

approaches, disconnected from the field. It would enhance the relevance of the tools 

implemented, and their acceptation. Face to face training must be planned for all new 

implementation of tools and approaches. An impact assessment on employment must also 

take place before the implementation of new tools. There should be a systematic review 

of implementation (communicated to the officials/employees) conducted by a monitoring 

committee. Account must be taken of the anticipated impact on skills and career paths. 

 

In terms of IT devices, various suggestions have been reported for the public sector: 

(i) Creating a secured public IT hub at national or sectoral level to benefit workers 

(implementation of common digital tools, in particular software, national public Cloud, remote 

access, videoconferencing), (ii) Improving the harmonisation of digital software between 

administrations, or within a given administration, (iii) A general reflection on data and 

AI, which is becoming more and more central (issues of data security, data ownership, the 

respect of the users’ private life). These issues relate broadly to fundamental rights and 

democracy. 

 

Furthermore, it is also important to promote digital acculturation at different levels, 

notably by promoting acculturation of political leaders, senior administrative officials 

(and employers in general) and particularly union representatives, familiarising them 

with the challenges related to digitalisation. Specially designed training should be provided to 

remedy any lack of expertise on digitalisation and enable them to catch up. Support and 

training of workers and managers is also important in order to make work teams more 

effective in a digitalised context. 

 

It is also important to ensure that public services retain a possibility for direct 

contact between users and officials, or that certain local administrations are 

reopened, for better inclusion of populations without any access to digital public services 

or with poor basic digital skills.  

 

It also seems important to monitor the outsourcing/use of (private) consulting firms 

in the ongoing digitalisation in the public sector, following the recommendations in a 
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related recent EPSU report (Weghmann and Sankey, 2022) (66): change of position of the 

public sector in general (generally seen as less attractive than the private sector), question of 

data (who manages them, where are they stored, etc.), the high costs incurred should also be 

questioned. In general terms, (public) employers should carefully consider future/past 

developments (including possible alternatives) when they outsource services to private partners. 

 

Productivity gains provided by digitalisation in the public sector should also be 

redistributed, mainly to improve the quality of working life and of services to the 

users, and not to reduce employment. 

 

In terms of social dialogue and collective bargaining, it seems paramount to increase, 

significantly, information-consultation on digitalisation in the bodies representing 

employees. It is important to go beyond a merely ‘formal’ social dialogue (need for good 

will among the parties, need for a change in the level of collective bargaining, need for 

stakeholders to change their perceptions). More generally, a permanent social dialogue on 

digitalisation is becoming essential, if we are to adapt to a context of rapidly changing 

technologies. It is also vital to extend collective bargaining on digitalisation beyond the topics 

of ‘teleworking’ and the ‘right to disconnect’. Open and direct discussion of the impact of 

digitalisation on productivity gains and their distribution (and the link to work quality) 

should take place between trade unions and the public employer. It is equally important to 

enable trade unions to negotiate the set time prescribed for a given task in jobs 

where this applies, as this significantly reduces autonomy and increases control. Finally, 

various trade unionists have also proposed that the new diseases linked to digitalisation 

(such as burnout) be included in the list of recognized occupational diseases. 

 

Section 4.2 Recommendations to European stakeholders 

 

A European (pre) agreement on digitalisation for the central and federal government 

was reached in June 2022. This agreement will be signed on 6 October 2022 and will 

have to be transformed into mandatory legislation:  

 

‘If the Commission agrees to a legislative implementation, it will provide some 8 million 

workers and civil servants with new or stronger protection on telework, the right to 

 

 
66. In the own words of the authors of the report: ‘The drive to digitalise public administrations poses a 

further risk that private sector involvement in public administration will increase’  (p.3). Their 
proposals include the following: (i) inhouse alternatives need to be thoroughly examined, (ii) 

consultation with relevant stakeholders, in particular trade unions, in advance of any outsourcing, (iii) 

When services cannot be provided inhouse, it is important that much stronger standards are set for 

tendering, bidding and contracting. 
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disconnect, training, health and safety, personal data, outsourcing and human-in 

command artificial intelligence’ (EPSU, 13 July 2022 (67)). 

 

We consider that this European agreement on digitalisation, covering various topics 

related to digitalisation (and not limited to teleworking) should then be extended beyond 

the central administration, and to all public and private sector officials or employees 

providing a public service, in order to raise the level of protection in relation to digitalisation in 

Europe. The goal of greater adaptation of working conditions (in the broader sense) in the 

‘public/civil service’ to digitalisation is of key importance. 

 

Social Europe is still to be built in regard to digitalisation. European trade unionists 

should intensify their involvement and increasingly weigh in on this topic at European level, 

and, in cascade, at the Member States level. This seems essential if digitalisation is to benefit 

humankind in general and workers in particular.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
67. Cf. the public statement by EPSU at https://www.epsu.org/article/eu-social-partners-adopt-

agreement-digitalisation-central-and-federal-government 

https://www.epsu.org/article/eu-social-partners-adopt-agreement-digitalisation-central-and-federal-government
https://www.epsu.org/article/eu-social-partners-adopt-agreement-digitalisation-central-and-federal-government
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Annex 1. List of interviews 

 

 

 

 68. Union nationale des syndicats autonomes, or national union of autonomous unions. 

ID Gender Age Institution Sector Occupatio
nal group 

Position Date  Method 

INT1 Male ? Union fédérale des syndicats de l’Etat – CGT (UFSE-CGT) Public administration - National secretary 11.04.2022 Face to face 

INT2 Male ? CFDT Plaine Commune Public administration - Co-secretary 11.05.2022 Face to face 

INT3 Male ? Interco-CFDT Public administration - Federal secretary (Europe and international) 11.05.2022 Face to face 

INT4 Female ? Interco-CFDT Public administration - Federal secretary 16.05.2022 Videoconference 

INT5 Female ? CFDT Pôle Emploi Ile-de-France Public administration - Shop steward  25.05.2022 Videoconference 

INT6 Male 58 CFDT Enedis Electricity - Shop steward, present in the national and 
regional work councils 

20.04.2022 Videoconference 

INT7 Male ? CFE CGC (CFE-CGC – UNSA (68) alliance) EDF Electricity - Shop steward, joint secretary of the works 
council 

09.05.2022 Videoconference 

INT8 Female 52 CFE CGC (CFE-CGC - UNSA alliance) EDF Electricity - Elected representative (works council) 01.06.2022 Videoconference 

INT9 Male ? CFE CGC (CFE-CGC - UNSA alliance) EDF Electricity - Elected representative at the works council 07.06.2022 & 
9.06.2022 

Videoconference 

INT10 Male ? Fédération nationale des mines et de l'énergie CGT 
(FNME-CGT), 100% seconded from ENEDIS 

Electricity  Federal administrator 18.06.2022 Videoconference 

INT11 Male ? Fédération Force Ouvrière des personnels des Services 
Publics et des Services de Santé (FPSPS-FO) 

Public and private 
hospital 

- Federal secretary 20.04.2022 Face to face 

INT12 Male ? Union fédérale des médecins, ingénieurs, cadres et 
techniciens (UFMICT-CGT), & CGT Santé Action Sociale 

Public and private 
hospital 

- General secretary UMICT-CGT, and Federal 
secretary (CGT Santé Action Sociale) 

23.05.2022 Face to face 

INT13 Female ? Santé Sociaux-CFDT Public and private 
hospital 

- Political leader 26.08.2022 Videoconference 
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Annex 2. List of focus groups 

Public administration - CFDT Finances Headquarters, Paris, 4 January 2023. 
Hospital Sector - CGT office, Trousseau Hospital, Paris, 17 November 2022. 

Electricity Sector - CGT and FNME-CGT headquarters, Montreuil, 12 October 2022 
 

ID Gender Age TU affiliation  Sector  Occupation 

FG1 Male ? CGT Enedis Electricity Technician 

FG1 Female ? CGT Enedis Electricity Human resources employee 

FG1 Male ? CGT Enedis Electricity Project manager 

FG1 Male ? CGT Enedis Electricity Technician 

FG2 Female 56 CGT Trousseau Public and private hospital Nurse 

FG2 Female 23 CGT Trousseau Public and private hospital Nurse 

FG2 Female 52 CGT Trousseau Public and private hospital Caregiver 

FG2 Female 50 CGT Trousseau Public and private hospital Secretary 

FG3 Male ? CFDT Public administration Inspector of Finance 

FG3 Male ? CFDT Public administration Collections officer 

FG3 Male ? CFDT Public administration Inspector of Finance 

FG3 Male ? CFDT Public administration Inspector of Finance 

FG3 Male ? CFDT Public administration ‘Operating system developer’ Inspector 

FG3 Female ? CFDT Public administration Administrative official 

 

 

 


