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10. Productive Forces and Employment Regulation 

Productive forces—encompassing technology, machinery, and human skills—drive economic growth, but their 
evolution often clashes with traditional employment regulations. While deregulation is often proposed to enhance 
flexibility and reduce labour costs, it can also lead to lower labour shares in income. A balance is needed, as strict 
employment regulations may protect workers but also hinder the adoption of new, more efficient, technological, 
and productive systems.  

Key aspects of productive forces and employment regulation include: 

 Definition of Productive Forces: These are the instruments of labor (machines, technology) and human 
labor power (skills, knowledge) that generate wealth. 

 The Drive for Flexibility: Since the 1970s and 80s, OECD policy has often emphasized deregulating labor 
markets to allow economies to adjust to new market signals and increase productivity. 

 Impact of Regulation: High-cost, rigid regulations can protect workers but may also impede economic 
adjustment. Conversely, reducing employment protection (deregulation) can significantly decrease the 
share of income going to labor. 

 Interplay with Product Markets: Effective reform requires pairing labor regulation changes with product 
market reforms to foster innovation and growth. 

 Modern Challenges: New technologies (e.g., AI, automation) continue to alter the productive landscape, 
necessitating adaptive regulations that foster growth while protecting worker welfare. 

 Employment Services: Modern regulation focuses on active labor market policies and investment in public 
employment services to help workers adapt to new productive forces.  

Regulation vs. Performance 

While neoliberal views argue that regulations hinder development, other perspectives suggest that, if designed 
correctly, labor regulations can boost "decent work" and productivity rather than just acting as a hurdle. For 
example, shortening working hours in specific, high-fatigue sectors can increase overall productivity. 

* OECD: The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and development 

Around the world, governments are trying to spark job creation, boost productivity, and make labor markets more 
inclusive. Thereby, regulatory frameworks play an important role as they clearly shape markets and the welfare of 
workers. 

However, much of today’s policy debate still assumes there is a universal and unchanging “correct” model of 
regulation—often one centered largely on rules that affect workers directly. Yet creating more and better jobs isn’t 
only about adjusting labor laws. Labor and product markets constantly influence one another, countries differ 
enormously in how their economies function, and labor markets themselves are evolving quickly. 

Designing regulation that works with markets, not against them 

In this context, solutions that tackle regulation only from one margin, that are not tailored to local contexts, or are 
unable to adapt to changing environments often fall short. The point is not whether to regulate but how to design 
regulations that match the complexity of the economies they aim to shape. 
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A modern approach to regulation starts from one simple idea: Regulatory frameworks must work with market forces 
rather than against them—so that more people can access better jobs. This blog lays out how to design a regulatory 
framework that keeps pace with economic realities, one that recognizes labor and product markets are 
interconnected, fits country conditions, and adjusts as the economy changes. 


