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Executive Summary

The Financial Services Union (FSU) is a trade union in Ireland’s financial sector with roughly
10,000 members. Ireland’s labor laws more resemble those in the US and Canada than those

in other European countries, as a result, its trade union density is just 22 percent.!

In March 2025 amid other negotiations, FSU arrived at an agreement with the Bank of Ireland
stipulating that Al would not be used in employment decisions. It stated that the bank would
prioritize reskilling over layoffs and would “keep humans at the center of work organization,
with full respect for the human-in-control principle.” PAl interviewed Dr. Gareth Murphy, head
of industrial relations and campaigns at FSU. Shared uncertainty over Al implementation
made the Al agreement beneficial for both employer and union by providing an open-ended,

principles-based approach that can be adapted as technology changes.

KEY INSIGHT 1 Uncertainties about Al use and risks shared by employers and
Read analysis employees provided an opportunity for the union to frame

pre-emptive protections as mutually beneficial.

KEY INSIGHT 2 Given the speed at which Al is moving, unions can seize on oppor-
Read analysis tunities to put Al on the negotiating table.

KEY INSIGHT 3 When employers and labor share a sense of humility about the
Read analysis future of Al technology, they can develop broad agreements that

encompass shared values.

KEY INSIGHT 4 Broad, principles-based agreements require strong enforcement

Read analysis and implementation to succeed.
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1 There is no legal
requirement that
collective bargaining be
conducted in Ireland.


https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/data/datasets/oecd-aias-ictwss/Ireland.pdf

Labor Context

The Financial Services Union (FSU) is a trade union in Ireland that represents staff in the
financial sector. It began in 1918 as the Irish Banking Officials Association (IBOA) and later
rebranded in response to sectoral changes and growing membership in the non-bank
financial and technology sector known today as fintech. FSU has grown to roughly 10,000
members in the aftermath of the global financial crisis that struck in 2008. The union is a
voluntary organization with a network of locally elected representatives in the Republic of
Ireland, NorthernIreland, and Great Britain. Its membership spans more than 200 companies,

with the Bank of Ireland group counting as a major membership division.

Ireland’s private sector has predominantly a company-level bargaining system, similar to
that in the US. Ireland has no statutory system for permanent employee representation.
Agreements are thus made between employers and employees on a voluntary basis. Today,
some 34 percent of workers in Ireland are covered by union collective bargaining agree-
ments, while 22 percent are direct members of unions. While the country’s union density
has begun to decline, unlike many other Western countries, Ireland’s drop in union density is
a relatively recent phenomenon. In November 2025, the national government’s Department
of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment, led by a coalition of center-right parties, Fianna
Fail and Fine Gael, developed an action plan to promote collective bargaining in hopes of

reversing this decline.

The financial sector is traditionally relatively conservative because banking was long a
middle-class, well-paid occupation. Technological change and the threat of automation
have rendered financial staff positions more precarious. According to FSU’s Murphy, “The
class nature of the workforce has changed, and our union has changed to reflect that.” Since
banking tends to quickly adopt new technologies, FSU has had experience in negotiating

their onset, such as during the rise of ATM machines in the early 1990s.2

PARTNERSHIP ON Al

How banking sector workers in Ireland won Al protections

2 From PAl’s interview
with Dr. Gareth Murphy on
October17,2025. For more
on Ireland’s labor context,
see Eurofound’s Ireland
research.


https://www.irishlabourhistorysociety.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Historical-Directory-of-Trade-Unions-in-Ireland.pdf
https://ie.linkedin.com/company/fsuireland
https://ie.linkedin.com/company/fsuireland
https://www.financedublin.com/yearbook/bodies/called/financial-services-union
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/en/countries/ireland/background
https://www.worker-participation.eu/national-industrial-relations/countries/ireland
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/data/datasets/oecd-aias-ictwss/Ireland.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/jan/15/ireland-two-main-centre-right-parties-form-coalition-government
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/jan/15/ireland-two-main-centre-right-parties-form-coalition-government
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/irelands-action-plan-to-promote-collective-bargaining-2026-2030.html
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/en/countries/ireland
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/en/countries/ireland

Al and Laborin Ireland

Al presents a new area of interest for FSU. In recent years, Ireland has become a major hub for
Al and data center construction. FSU has published a number of reports and surveys of its
membership on Al, revealing a range of worker concerns. Its 2024 membership survey found
that 88 percent of respondents “believe Al will lead to job displacement and 60% report
feeling less secure in their roles than they did five years ago,” and 61 percent of respondents

were concerned about “Al being used in hiring, firing, and promotion decisions.”

In March 2025, FSU reached an agreement on Al with the Bank of Ireland, a major retail
bank headquartered in Dublin that offers a range of financial services, with roughly 10,000

employees. Key provisions of the agreement include:
« “Employees have the right not to be subject to decisions that affect them legally, or
significantly, based solely and exclusively on automated variables.”

- “In terms of training, employers should provide necessary training to adapt to new

technologies, during working hours.”

+ “Humans will be kept at the center of work organisation, with full respect for the

human-in-control principle.”
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https://apnews.com/article/ai-data-centers-ireland-6c0d63cbda3df740cd9bf2829ad62058
https://www.fsunion.org/latest/accounting-forworkersin-the-age-of-ai/
https://www.fsunion.org/latest/news/fsu-and-bank-of-ireland-launch-ai-agreement/

Key Insights

PAl interviewed Dr. Gareth Murphy, head of industrial relations and campaigns at FSU, to gain
perspective on how the union approached this negotiation and to better understand how

FSU members viewed Al.

KEY INSIGHT 1

Uncertainties about Al use and risks shared by employer and employees
provided an opportunity for the union to frame preemptive protections
as mutually beneficial.

Both the bank and the union were uncertain as to how Al might precisely impact workers. The
agreement was thus intended as an anticipatory pact that focused on shared values before

such time as Al implementation would force the issue.

As Murphy explained, FSU’s position is not to reflexively oppose new technology. In fact,
FSU members speculated that Al might offer some useful applications, including reducing
administrative tasks. “Our tone and approach was, ‘Look, we know Al is coming and we can
see —and our members can see — how it can be beneficial, but everyone is aware of the risks
of Al. So what we’re trying to do is minimize the risks and maximize the benefits, and that’s

win-win for the employer.””

As explained by Murphy, the industrial relations team at Bank of Ireland was anxious about
accidentally hampering innovation at the bank by being too prescriptive. At the same time,
the union understood that the bank’s representatives were nervous about the potential risks
of new technology that might facilitate unauthorized uses by employees in such a highly
regulated industry. Holding a conversation about Al made bank representatives look more
closely at the technology. Similarly, FSU members — including some who were not much

interested in Al — were stirred to look into Al once an agreement was in place.

For FSU, it was important to ensure that various business units at the bank would not start
using Al tools without first notifying and consulting with the union. In general, he noted,
employers can learn much from workers to help mitigate risks when Al is introduced in
high-stakes areas. According to Murphy, this decision was about “moving from an area of
unilateral say for managers to an area of joint or co-regulation. We wanted to make sure that
in this new area, workers were entitled to have a voice and influence the future direction of

the deployment of Al at the bank.”
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KEY INSIGHT 2
Given the speed at which Al is moving, unions can seize on opportunities
to put Al on the negotiating table.

The FSU-Bank of Ireland agreement came about because an EU-wide opportunity in the
banking sector coincided with focus on a domestic banking issue, creating a big opening

for a conversation about Al.

First, the European Banking Federation, which represents employers, worked with UNI Europa
Finance to develop a set of Al principles for the entire EU banking sector. Though the resulting
document holds no legal weight,® FSU then reached out to discuss these principles with
employers in a quest foragreement. “That’s what the voluntary model of collective bargaining
does to you. You have to take advantage of moments to get what you want,” noted Murphy. “If
you’re looking to get something particularly new ... getting something new onto an agenda —
whether it’s gender pay or pay transparency, or whatever it is — is tricky. You have to be really

opportunistic.”

Second, the Al agreement was also stimulated by a more local dispute between FSU and the
Bank of Ireland about bonus transparency. “We were in there on a bonus issue. And it just
kind of emerged through those discussions,” reported Murphy. The union saw that Al could
potentially impact bonus transparency and managed to link the issues. In cases where Al
does not pose an immediate issue, unions and employers can thus use other points of nego-

tiation to start a meaningful dialogue about Al governance.
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opportunity in the
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coincided with
focus on a domestic
banking issue.

3 See the Joint Decla-
ration on Employment
Aspects of Artificial
Intelligence.


https://www.ebf.eu/
https://www.uni-europa.org/sectors/finance/
https://www.uni-europa.org/sectors/finance/
https://www.ebf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Joint-Declaration-on-Employment-Aspects-of-Artificial-Intelligence.pdf
https://www.ebf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Joint-Declaration-on-Employment-Aspects-of-Artificial-Intelligence.pdf
https://www.ebf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Joint-Declaration-on-Employment-Aspects-of-Artificial-Intelligence.pdf
https://www.ebf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Joint-Declaration-on-Employment-Aspects-of-Artificial-Intelligence.pdf

KEY INSIGHT 3

When employers and labor share a sense of humility about the future
of Al technology, they can develop broad agreements that encompass
shared values.

Recognition that Al technology was rapidly evolving made it important for FSU to seek
outside expertise in order to inform its views and bargaining stance and understand what it

should negotiate for. For example, FSU:

« Consulted with UNI Global Union, in particular, their papers on Al, and with Dr.
Christina Colclough, a former UNI Global Union employee and current PAI board
member. Colclough helped set the stage for FSU’s understanding of Al as far back
as 2018, when she worked on the First OECD Al Principles published in 2019, and she

remains a current partner of FSU to this day, recently appearing in an FSU podcast.

« Partnered with the University of Limerick in 2023 to conduct research on how Al
might impact membership. FSU gathered information from members via surveys

at membership meetings and additional forms of internal research.

At the time of its research with the University of Limerick, Al wasn’t being used as quickly
as FSU leadership had expected. Many workers’ concerns were more hypothetical and
anticipated changes in five to ten years. Murphy said he suspects Irish banks have taken a
cautious approach out of fears that Al will go wrong and cause them reputational damage.
In this sense, starting Al-related conversations from a position of humility, where gaps in
knowledge were acknowledged, allowed FSU and the Bank of Ireland to see the Al agreement

as mutually beneficial.

Union representatives elected to use broad definitions because no one truly knows what will
be happening in five years: “We don’t really know if one particular usage will accelerate in
banking and one completely not. We couldn’t be too specific, out of our own ignorance. We
have to make it broad, because we still don’t know where this is going to go.” The Bank of

Ireland concurred that a broad scope was useful.
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https://uniglobalunion.org/news/uni-tuac-welcomes-the-first-oecd-ai-principles/
https://www.fsunion.org/latest/work-matters/
https://www.fsunion.org/assets/files/pdf/fsu_employee_tech_surveillance_booklet_2023.pdf

KEY INSIGHT 4
Broad, principles-based agreements require strong enforcement and
implementation to succeed.

Because the agreement is necessarily vague, Murphy notes that the union must work hard to
ensure that it is implemented properly: “Employers are employers, and they will try to pull a
fastone onyou...The implementation of the agreement in large part is down to us. You know,
it will be as strong as we make it ... especially because it’s a principles framework, right? It’s

light on detail.”

FSU wanted more specific commitments from the Bank of Ireland, including an employ-
er-backed Al training fund. Reluctant to imply or concede that Al was being rapidly integrated,
the bank opposed the training fund and was apprehensive about introducing specific protec-
tions regarding Al. According to Murphy, “We would have put more detail on all the points,
and [Bank of Ireland] would have reduced it to be more framework- or principle-based.”
Murphy said FSU would ideally have included details about time-based warnings in advance

regarding Al use, with strict, clearer language around job numbers or roles and job impacts.

FSU is now looking ahead for signs of what will most impact work and workers. “That would
be my closing remark: Come back to me in two years’ time and I'll tell you, ‘Did we do much
with it? You know, did we make it meaningful or not?’” He said conversations around Al need
to be global because Al-related labor is distributed internationally. “We need international

frameworks and global agreements.”

Meanwhile, it can be difficult for unions to balance long-term strategy with short-term
struggles: “Unions are [so] focused on day-to-day fights and collective struggles and
individual cases that we aren’t looking too far enough down the road at the big strategic
challenges that face working people.” Global union federations, he said, can assist in miti-

gating this problem.
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Conclusion

Murphy emphasized that an established labor-management relationship will ease ongoing
negotiations. “It’s kind of hard to be too aggressive or confrontational with people you talk to
every day. You have to ring that person tomorrow about somethingelse, soyou don’twant that
tension to be boiling over. In a voluntary system — even more so — constructive relationships
are very important.” FSU will continue to actively monitor the agreement’s implementation,

and FSU and Bank of Ireland will reshape the agreement if necessary.

Union leadership would like to continue educating union members and managers alike on
the agreement’s existence and specifications. FSU would like the Bank of Ireland to educate
managers, the board, and division heads so they know that they should brief the union
on anything Al-related. The union will continue to press for widespread awareness of, and

training on, the agreement.

Meanwhile, Murphy perceives opportunities to attempt similar agreements with additional
banks in Ireland. “We try to establish a pattern in bargaining,” he said. “If you get something
new or good, try to establish it as a sectoral norm.” FSU has held preliminary talks with some

banks and hopes to have additional Al agreements signed in the future.
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