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About the In4BTE project 

Worker buyouts (WBOs) or employee buyouts (EBOs) (also, less used, worker takeovers) – according to the 

Eurofound definition1 - “refer to a restructuring process in which employees buy a majority or total ownership 

stake in their own company and, in effect, become the owners. These buyouts generally serve to avoid the 

loss of jobs caused by financial distress. “The In4BTE project aimed to explore and introduce successful 

worker buyout cases from 6 countries, especially where information, consultation and participation rights 

played an important role in a well-heeled transfer process. During 2019-2021, 14 case studies were drawn up 

and published from Bulgaria, France, Italy, North Macedonia, Spain and the United Kingdom. The final report 

on the project not only includes these case studies but also detailed insights on the national context, such as 

national policies, the role of worker representatives, financial mechanisms, key elements, barriers, risks and 

transferability, and it also gives a short overview on relevant points at EU level.     

The objective is to raise awareness of WBOs as a real alternative for businesses to survive and overcome a 

company crisis imposed by external factors (consequences and impact of the crisis due to Covid-19) or 

internal ones (lack of successors, financial shortage, etc.) during the current economic climate. WBOs will be 

essential not only as a response to increased unemployment and the financial restrictions faced in the time 

of the crisis, but also to support restoration mechanisms and to boost community development, contributing 

to a prompt recovery. 

This policy recommendation mainly targets EU level decision makers but also includes recommendations at 

national level.  We aimed to draft this text based on facts and evidence found and drawn up in the final 

report, case studies and experience of the project partners and experts. Inputs were also taken from those 

experts and policymakers who participated in the project and shared their thoughts on the five European 

events organised in the framework of the in4BTE project between 2019-2021.     

1 https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/eurwork/industrial-relations-dictionary/employee-

buyout 
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Policy pointers at European level 

Issue Policy recommendation Rationale / Evidence 

1. WBO as a tool and alternative for 

businesses to overcome crisis 

situations is not well known.  

Advantages of participation-based 

and democratic governance is not 

widely recognised. 

More awareness raising at 

EU level.  

As a policy maker in a 

decision-making position, 

learn and engage about 

promotion of WBOs. 

Invest more in learning 

about the process. 

Every year thousands of 

enterprises face a restructuring 

or succession process. Evidence 

shows that a WBO is a real and 

successful alternative for saving 

companies and jobs.  

2. Gaps in current legislations. Continue to provide general 

policy support. 

Aim to fill the gaps in the 

current policy at EU level, 

especially regarding ICP 

rights. 

While there are several laws and 

directives on ICP rights and 

business transfers, there is no 

specific law on WBOs. 

3. Diverse national settings and 

experience with ICP rights. 

Be aware of the differences 

and target national support 

measures. 

ICP rights are not only 

recognised at international and 

European level but are well 

implemented into national law 

in several different ways, 

depending on the given 

country’s industrial relations 

system. 

Regarding the legal framework, 

ICP rights are not automatic. 

Research shows that in practice 

there are good cases but also 

ignorance around these rights.   
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Issue Policy recommendation Rationale / Evidence 

4. Lack of co-operation between 

players.  

Involve and engage social 

partners.  

Promote cooperation 

between players, such as 

social economy and trade 

unions via EU-funded 

projects and events.  

In the social economy, social 

partners often do not play a 

significant role. In those cases 

and countries in which social 

partners have a stronger voice, 

WBOs are more successful and 

prevalent. Higher trade union 

density helps to facilitate the 

process. 

6. Need to include / highlight in EU 

strategies.  

Include WBOs in existing 

strategies, e.g. Social 

Economy Action Plan, EPSR, 

and promote them. 

Promote the adoption of WBOs 

as a means to support social 

entrepreneurship, SME 

development, employment, 

post-Covid recovery. 

7. Financial support initiatives. Include WBOs in the Multi-

annual Financial Framework 

(e.g. ESF+, InvestEU, ERDF, 

EASI, Internal Market funds, 

Neighbourhood 

Instruments). 

Promote the adoption of WBOs 

as a means to support social 

entrepreneurship, SME 

development, employment, 

post-Covid recovery. 

Policy pointers at European level 
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Policy pointers at national level –  

Country specific recommendations 

Bulgaria 

Issue Target audience Policy 

recommendations 

Rationale 

1. Job loss in sectors hit by 

Covid-19 crisis.  

National-level 

policymakers, 

social partners. 

National Recovery and 

Resilience Plans to 

support workplaces 

following the principles 

of WBO, the circular 

economy, etc. 

Exercising the 

information and 

consultation right and 

offering an adequate 

and timely re- and 

upskilling of employees 

for their new functions. 

2. Twin transition towards 

green and digital 

economy destroys the 

production / services 

chain. 

National-level 

policy makers, 

company level 

stakeholders. 

Transfers of essential 

activities to the 

workers instead of 

outsourcing them. 

Active social dialogue 

to enhance this reform 

by applying negotiation 

and collective 

bargaining practices to 

achieve a win-win 

situation.  

3. Shortage of reliable 

statistical data and good 

practice examples for 

the social market 

economy and the 

transferability of 

successful models. 

European and 

national-level 

policymakers, 

company-level 

stakeholders. 

Systematic gathering 

and analysis of reliable 

statistical data and 

good practice 

examples for the social 

market economy and 

the transferability of 

successful models. 

The trends will allow 

relative legislation 

stability and the 

transformation of the 

existing workplaces in 

the fast-changing 

labour market. 
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In the context of overcoming the challenges of the Covid-19 crisis, social market economy initiatives adopted 

by workers can create instruments for employment in sectors with significant job losses. Some workplaces 

can be transformed following the principles of the circular economy. Such an approach can guarantee 

sustainability and should be financially supported by the EU and National Recovery and Resilience Plans. 

Information and consultation rights and adequate and timely retraining and upskilling of employees for their 

new functions are of vital importance within the measures. 

The twin transition towards a green and digital economy Europe-wide opens new space for transferring 

some activities to workers instead of outsourcing them. The different restructuring processes caused by 

digitalisation can use the successful worker buyout models presented within the In4bte project. The social 

dialogue enhances this reform by applying negotiation and collective bargaining practices for a win-win 

situation.  

We find it is crucial to gather and analyse reliable statistical data and provide good practice examples of the 

social market economy and ensure the transferability of successful models within relative legislative 

stability in order to support workplaces in a fast-changing labour market.    

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Bulgaria 
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France 

Issue Target audience Policy 

recommendations 

Rationale 

1. Awareness is limited in 

certain groups. 

National-level 

policymakers, 

civil organisations 

and social 

partners. 

Organise awareness-

raising campaigns.  

Social economy and 

WBO as a tool is widely 

recognised and the 

ecosystem supports the 

process, however there 

is still potential.  

2. Social partners are often 

not involved in the 

process. 

National-level 

policymakers, 

company level 

stakeholders. 

Support and involve 

social partners, 

especially trade union 

representatives. 

3. People engaged in the 

process. 

Stakeholders 

participating in 

the process. 

Engage them better 

with information, 

teamwork, real 

involvement, 

knowledge about 

financial tools and in 

general, about the 

process. 

To succeed, it is 

important to have 

charismatic leaders 

who implement the 

project and who have a 

core source of 

legitimacy. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
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Italy 

Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

1. There is no lack of 

awareness but the 

WBO process is still 

not widely known and 

appreciated.  

Workers. 

Social and 

Institutional/political 

players. 

Public opinion. 

Synergic actions to 

promote and support 

WBOs. 

Enhance the value of the 

contribution of WBO 

companies to general 

taxation. 

Involve financial subjects 

(public and private) in a 

joint informative 

campaign on WBOs.  

The agreement signed 

on 21 January by 

Legacoop, 

Confcooperative, Agci 

Cgil, Cisl and Uil aims 

to give an organic and 

shared design to the 

promotion and 

management of 

WBOs among the 6 

organisations. 

2. Strong policy 

framework and 

supporting ecosystem 

but problems 

encountered when 

putting it into 

practice:  

2.1 The process takes too 

long. 

National/local 

policymakers. 

Facilitate bureaucratic 

steps. 

Develop a specific use of 

the information and 

consultation rights to 

facilitate and speed up 

the WBO application.   

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
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Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

2.2 Workers must “learn” 

to be employers and 

manage the 

company/cooperative. 

Social players. 

Workers involved in 

WBOs. 

Develop specific training 

system for WBOs 

through the involvement 

of social players. 

Promote specific and 

flexible financial lines of 

the European Social  

Fund without deadlines. 

Accompany workers in 

managing the new 

company/cooperative. 

Support research & 

development in 

recovered companies. 

The Italian system 

foresees that the 

players (financial 

backers, cooperative 

associations, trade 

unions) can provide 

the worker-members 

with experts who will 

accompany (and train) 

them for about 5-10 

years. 

2.3 Block competition 

from other potential 

buyers. 

National-level 

policymakers. 

Right of pre-emption for 

workers. 

Italian Decree Law 

145/2013. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Italy
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Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

2.4 Delays regarding the 

disbursement of 

financial supports 

(loans, social safety 

nets, etc.) by private 

and public financial 

subjects. 

National-level 

policymakers. 

Credit system. 

Facilitate and speed up 

bureaucratic steps for 

self-financing of workers 

(social safety nets). 

Facilitate and speed up 

the process of accessing 

funding (loans, 

mortgages, etc.). 

Create one (or more) ad 

hoc funds to finance the 

transfer of ownership to 

workers. 

Encourage the allocation 

of resources to support 

WBOs, including through 

the use of the European 

Social Fund. 

Law 49/1985 and 

subsequent 

amendments (the so-

called Marcora Law) 

established an ad hoc 

financial company 

(Cooperazione 

Finanza Impresa), that 

is an institutional 

investor in WBOs and 

cooperatives in 

general. 

3. Social partners are 

often not involved in 

the process, lack of 

synergy between 

players. 

National-level 

policymakers. 

Company level 

stakeholders. 

Support and involve 

social partners, 

especially trade union 

representatives. 

The agreement signed 

on 21 January 2021 by 

Legacoop, 

Confcooperative, 

Agci, Cgil, Cisl and Uil. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Italy
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Good practices and suggestions from Italy: 

Needs Players Objectives 
Italian potential transferable good 

practices  

Training Workers “Learn” to be 

employers 

Well-developed training system 

Sectoral Funds for the financing of 

workers' training. 

Become owners of the 

enterprise 

Manage the 

company 

The Italian system foresees that the 

players (financial backers, cooperative 

associations, trade unions) can provide 

the worker-members with experts who 

will accompany (and train) them for about 

5-10 years.

Financing Self-financing Article 8 of Legislative Decree 22/2015, as 

an incentive to self-entrepreneurship, 

establishes the possibility for unemployed 

workers to apply for the early payment of 

their unemployment benefit. This money 

can be used by workers to join a 

cooperative and take over the company in 

which they worked. 

Buy the company and 

its equipment 

Right of pre-emption 

for workers 

Article 11 of Decree Law 145/2013  

introduces the right of pre-emption for 

workers who intend to rent or purchase 

their company in crisis, or a part thereof. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Italy
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Needs Players Objectives Italian potential transferable good practices 

Financing of WBOs Legislators Financial support 

for workers 

The Italian legal system provides numerous 

financial support mechanisms for workers who 

decide to set up a cooperative and take over the 

ownership of their company. In addition to the 

normal support circuit, which is valid for 

everyone and which includes mortgages or bank 

loans, there are three other ad hoc sources of 

financing: self-financing (see above), the Funds 

of cooperative associations, and the Special 

Fund for interventions which safeguard 

employment levels. These ad-hoc funds have 

been established by: 

 Law 49/1985 and subsequent amendments

(the so-called Marcora Law)

 Law 59/1992: mutual funds managed by

Cooperative Associations

 Decree of the Ministry of Economic

Development of 4 December 2014 “Nuova

Marcora”.

Create an ad-hoc 

financial subject 

Cooperazione Finanza Impresa (CFI) 

(established by the Marcora Law) distributes and 

manages the Special Fund for interventions 

which safeguard. employment levels. CFI is an 

institutional investor (98.3% of CFI is controlled 

by the Ministry of Economic Development) and 

assists workers in the preparation of their 

industrial plan and in the start-up of activities. 

All granted loans must be repaid in instalments 

over a set number of years (maximum 10) during 

which CFI monitors the economic/financial 

situation of the company together with its 

performance. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Italy
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Needs Players Objectives Italian potential transferable good practices 

Promotion and 

support of WBO 

Trade 

unions 

Cooperative 

associations 

Synergic actions The agreement signed on 21 January 2021 by 

Legacoop, Confcooperative, Agci Cgil, Cisl and Uil 

aims to give an organic and shared design to the 

promotion and management of WBOs among 

the 6 organisations. The conditions and 

modalities of collaboration are briefly defined in 

the following points: 

• establishment of a permanent table for 
comparison and monitoring;

• promotion of the WBO as a possible solution 
to open crisis tables;

• information and training of the sectoral and 
territorial operators of the 6 organisations;

• raising awareness of institutions and other 
local and national organisations;

• evaluation of the feasibility and sustainability 
of the projects in common venues, through 
joint monitoring and, at the same time, 
mentoring actions;

• promotion of training activities for workers 

in order to strengthen their entrepreneurial 

and technical skills;

• Dissemination of information and best 
practices.

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Italy
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     Germany 

1. Strengthening the co-determination rights of works councils in the transfer of business

In the German legal system, the right of first refusal is generally very seldom used. In particular, there is 

no right of first refusal in the case of a transfer of a business. As a substitute, a right of co-determination 

in the Works Constitution Act can be a helpful instrument for a transfer of a business to employees in the 

event of a change of ownership or threatened closure of the business. Furthermore, as a democratically 

elected body, a works council guarantees fair participation of all workers and legitimate representation 

of workers in the transition phase. Works councils know the company and can therefore make qualified 

decisions on whether it makes sense to continue the business. When assessing the prospects of success, 

works councils should be able to obtain external advice at the expense of the company or subsidised by 

public funding. 

2. Supportive legal and fiscal rules for employee-owned companies

In Germany there is a legal and fiscal regulation for employee share ownership in companies. Employee 

share ownership is fiscally encouraged. However, there is no definition and no legal form for employee-

owned enterprises. Therefore, there is often legal uncertainty when a company is majority employee-

owned. In order to avoid the uncertainty and to support employee-owned enterprises, a complementary 

regulation in cooperative law and the law on corporations is helpful. 

3. Investors in employee-owned businesses

In particular, promising enterprises or enterprises with high assets often require a significant financial 

investment from employees willing to take over the enterprise. The proliferation of employee-owned 

enterprises requires a financial investment institution for new employee-owned enterprises. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
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Spain

Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

1. Lack of a legal 

framework. 

Workers. 

Social and 

Institutional/political 

players. 

Public opinion. 

Pass a law on WBOs. Legal framework is key 

for the promotion of 

WBOs. 

2. Insufficient legal 

framework. 

Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Introduce the right to pre-

emption for workers, shorten 

terms, no interruption of the 

activity in restructuring and 

insolvency laws.  

The current law for 

restructuring and 

insolvency is a barrier 

for WBOs, because it 

doesn't contain 

measures in favour of 

WBOs. 

3. Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Change the General Law on 

Social Security to avoid the 

derivation of the social 

security debt from a bankrupt 

company to a succeeded 

company when there is no 

negligence or criminal action. 

It is a big risk for 

workers to buy out the 

company if the new 

company may be liable 

for the social security 

debt of the previous 

company. 

4. Workers. 

Social and 

Institutional/political 

players. 

Change the Law on Labour 

Societies to avoid WBOs 

becoming non-social economy 

companies because, due to 

financial and tax requirements, 

some WBOs must be set up 

through an intermediate 

company. 

Loss of social economy 

companies. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
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Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

5. Absence of a 

commercial 

enterprise 

model that 

regulates 

employee 

ownership 

apart from the 

cooperative 

model. 

Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Development of European 

labour law. 

It is an opportunity to 

bring an excellent legal 

formula for WBOs of 

recognised success in 

Spain to other 

European countries. 

6. Lack of tax 

incentives. 

Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Company owners. 

Experts. 

Improve taxation of both 

sellers and buyers in terms of 

personal income tax and 

corporation tax.  

It is key to encourage 

the buyer and the 

seller.  

7. High price of a 

company that 

can be sold to 

workers. 

Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Company owners. 

Experts. 

Enable the division of non-

productive assets so this 

operation can be considered 

"valid economic cause" for tax 

purposes. 

It is an opportunity to 

facilitate the 

procedure. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Spain
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Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

8. Lack of funding 

for buyers. 

Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Experts. 

Special funds for WBOs. 

Special guarantees to fund 

WBOs. 

Funding and its financial 

expenses could be considered 

deductible expenses for tax 

purposes. 

Improve funding. 

9. Workers. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Experts. 

Modification of 

Unemployment Benefit law to 

facilitate permanent workers 

capitalising this benefit to buy 

shares in the company in 

which they work. 

Improve funding. 

10. Lack of a strong 

ecosystem in 

the promotion 

of WBOs. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Promote a network and find 

synergic actions to promote 

and support WBOs. 

More coordinated and 

transparent promotion 

of WBOs and response 

to existing projects. 

11. There is no lack 

of awareness 

but the WBO 

process is still 

not widely 

known and 

appreciated. 

Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Public Opinion 

Experts. 

Universities. 

Promoting academic research 

activities and regulatory 

analysis, as well as activities 

aimed at providing information 

on the process.  

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Spain
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Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

12. Little 

specialisation in 

WBOs and 

scarce financing. 

Workers Social and 

institutional/political 

players. 

Give and finance support for 

the materialisation of 

processes. 

If there is political 

willingness to promote 

WBOs, different 

measures must be 

promoted. 

13. Once the WBO 

process is 

completed, the 

new company 

struggles to 

grow and 

consolidate. 

Social players 

Workers involved in 

WBOs. 

Develop a specific training 

system for WBOs through the 

involvement of social players. 

Accompany the workers in 

organising the new roles in the 

company, managing the new 

company, governance and 

partner agreements. 

It is absolutely 

necessary to help with 

the consolidation of the 

new company. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
Spain
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North Macedonia 

Issue Target audience Policy recommendations Rationale 

1. Lack of awareness and 

absence of developed 

WBO practice.  

National-level 

policymakers, 

enforcement 

agencies, civil 

organisations and 

social partners. 

Organise awareness-

raising campaigns; Provide 

technical assistance to the 

Ministry of Labour and 

Social Policy, enforcement 

agencies and social 

partners to increase their 

technical and operational 

capacities to support the 

development of WBOs as 

a practice in the country.  

WBOs emerge out of 

economic downturns 

and market difficulties. 

Moreover, WBOs 

emerge in labour-

intensive sectors which 

are characteristic of the 

Macedonian economy. 

2. Lack of a strong policy 

framework and a 

financing enabling 

environment. 

Policymakers. Recognise that the WBO is 

a successful tool and 

create a policy framework, 

the required financial 

instruments and 

supporting by-laws to 

support the development 

of the practice. 

The Law on Labour 

Relations recognises 

and regulates ICP 

rights. However, these 

regulations do not 

target WBOs 

specifically. 

3. Covid-19, changes in 

government policies, 

employment patterns, 

industrial structure and 

global competition have 

brought about dramatic 

shifts in industrial 

relations that need to 

be taken into 

consideration by 

policymakers. 

Policymakers. Policies aimed at 

economic development to 

recognise WBOs as a 

successful policy tool.  

Employee-owned 

enterprises are more 

resilient than corporate 

business in times of 

economic and financial 

crisis. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 
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United Kingdom 

Issue Target audience Policy 

recommendations 

Rationale 

1. There is a lack of 

awareness amongst 

many business owners. 

Business owners. There is a need to 

continue to raise 

awareness about the 

EO model among 

business owners across 

the UK. 

For worker-owned 

companies, ownership 

is a practical and 

attractive option as a 

succession route.  

2. Need to continue to 

provide favourable tax 

treatment of the 

Employee Ownership 

Trust (EOT). 

Policymakers. Continued support for 

favourable tax 

treatment of the 

Employee Ownership 

Trust (EOT). 

This government action 

has been very effective 

in helping grow the 

number of employee-

owned businesses in 

the UK. 

3. Access to expert advice 

and support. 

UK Government 

and devolved 

governments. 

Expert advice should 

be provided for EBOs 

across the whole of the 

UK, in the way that it 

already is in Wales and 

Scotland. 

An independent 

evaluation for Co-

operative 

Development Scotland 

cited a tenfold return 

on investment in gross 

value added for every 

pound invested in on-

the-ground support. 

Policy pointers at national level –  Country specific recommendations 






