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No Longer Just an HR Issue:
Labour Market Cartels Are Reshaping the EU Competition Law Landscape

In recent years, the way competition authorities view the functioning of the labour market has
changed radically within the European Union. What once appeared to be primarily an HR matter
has now become a key area of the classic cartel prohibition: authorities scrutinise corporate
agreements affecting the poaching, hiring, or retention of employees with the same severity as
traditional price-fixing cartels. The reason is straightforward. The free movement of workers and
competition for labour are just as integral to the market as competition over prices or services.

If two companies collude on wages, agree not to hire each other’s employees, or coordinate their
recruitment strategies, this not only harms workers but also distorts the labour market as a whole. EU
authorities now focus explicitly on this phenomenon and impose unprecedentedly high fines. A turning
point came with a widely publicised EU decision in 2025, when the Commission imposed fines
exceeding €300 million on companies that had secretly agreed not to poach each other’s employees. The
authority explicitly stated that such “no-poach” agreements are prohibited by their very nature, without
the need to assess any additional circumstances. At the same time, several national competition
authorities took action in similar cases, signalling the emergence of a unified European approach: labour
market cartels are now at the forefront of competition law enforcement.

From a corporate perspective, this shift means that any practice capable of influencing employee
mobility or competition for labour may immediately fall under competition law scrutiny. The risks are
not limited to formal agreements. Informal discussions with competitors about wages or recruitment
plans, the exchange of sensitive HR data, or any form of coordination regarding whom to hire and under
what conditions can also raise serious concerns.

As a result, modern HR processes must now be subjected to competition law review in the same way as
sales activities or supplier negotiations. Companies should reassess their recruitment communications,
internal HR processes, and any situations in which they obtain or share information about competitors,
their employees, or wage practices. Compliance is no longer optional: hundreds of millions of euros in
fines and increasingly strict enforcement practices make it clear that every European company must take
labour market competition seriously.

The key message is that the free movement of workers is not merely an HR issue—it is a competition
law matter. Any communication or practice that aligns recruitment, retention, or wage-setting with other
companies now carries significant risk. Transparent, independent, and strictly internal decision-making
is therefore essential, and every manager should consider how well their organisation’s processes meet
these new European expectations.



