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Working conditions and industrial relation in the home care
sector. The case of the Netherlands

1. Introduction

Home care is a specific type of labor involving services provided to clients within the con-
text of their own homes (Murphy et al, 2022). This includes both long- and short-term
health care provisions, as well as cleaning and household services. The home-care sector
is a significant component of contemporary economies. According to the European
Commission (2021), about 6 million people are employed in this sector within the 27 EU
member states, with 3.8 million engaged in care-related activities. Given the ageing pop-
ulations in Europe, this sector is expected to continue growing in importance. The ser-
vices provided by the home-care sector enable people to live longer in their own homes,
even when they require care, and help dual-earner families to work more hours (European
Commission, 2021). However, working conditions in this sector can be precarious (Arm-
strong & Armstrong, 2009) and challenging to regulate (WHO, 2012), particularly since a
portion of the work is often undeclared (European Commission, 2021).

In the Netherlands, the home care sector is not treated or perceived as a single sector, but
rather as several sub-sectors, each with distinct groups of workers, working conditions,
and regulations. Home care work is spread out over both the public sector and the private
sector. The public sector, as defined by Statistics Netherlands, encompasses "nursing,
personal,and household care provided in the home setting to chronically ill individuals, the
elderly, disabled individuals, and those temporarily in need of such care" (Statistics Neth-
erlands, 2024). Receiving home care from workers in the public sector always requires a
medical indication (Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport, 2023). Workers in
this sub-sector are often trained nurses or other healthcare specialists. The private sector,
on the other hand, is less well-defined and monitored. The International Labour Organi-
zation (2015) uses the term domestic work to describe a similar sector, defining it as "work
performed in or for a household or households." For the purposes of this study, we narrow
this definition to include cleaning, personal assistance, and care services provided by
workers to clients in the context of the client’s own home. This part of the sector is where
most undeclared work is found (European Commission, 2021) and where working con-
ditions are most under pressure. (European Commission, 2015).

This report addresses the regulation of working conditions by the system of industrial re-
lations in both the public and private parts of the home care sector and the strategies
used by social partners to influence them. First, an overview of the home care sector in
the Netherlands will be provided, beginning with a discussion of the industrial relations
within the sector, including the actors involved and their influence and power. Following
this, collective labor agreements (CLA) will be discussed and assessed for their scope and
labor conditions from 2017 to the present. Lastly, the available data on the home care



sector will be described and interpreted to give an overview of the experienced labor con-
ditions over the same time period.

While reading this report, it is important to be aware of the following: all the information
and figures in this report concern the proportion of declared work in the public or private
home care sector. A substantial proportion of home care involves undeclared work. While
exact numbers are difficult to determine, estimates suggest that the personal and house-
hold services sector in Europe has a 50% undeclared work rate, reaching 70% in the
household employment sector (European Commission, 2021). Given the general ac-
ceptance of undeclared work in the Netherlands (WHO, 2012), these estimates are likely
representative of the Dutch home care sector.

11. Methodology and period under study

A desk analysis of academic and grey literature on industrial relations in the Home Care
sector in the Netherlands was conducted, followed by an analysis of the contents of the
CLAs covering the sector. The period under study is 2017-2024 to include the time prior,
during, and post the Covid-19 period, which has brought about many changes across the
labour market; the home care sector included. Next, open source statistical data from Sta-
tistics Netherlands on working conditions in the Home Care sector during the observation
period were analysed. This data is available through AZW Statline. AZW statline has col-
lected information concerning the care sector since 1994, providing open data to the Min-
istry of Health, Welfare, and Sports (VWS) and to the general public. Finally, the information
was supplemented with a total of five semi-structured expert interviews with represent-
atives of trade unions and employers’ organizations, which were conducted in May 2024.
The interviews lasted between one and 1,5 hours and were recorded after consent. The
interviews were conducted in Dutch, and quotes used in this report were translated af-
terwards. The interviews were transcribed ad verbum and analysed using Atlas.ti. Acom-
bination of deductive and inductive (open) coding was used.

2. Industrial relations in the home care sector

The home care sector in the Netherlands is not treated as one sector, but rather home
care workers are spread over multiple sectors depending on the type of activity they carry
out. This is reflected in the industrial relations in the sector.

2.1. CLAs covering home care work

There are two collective labour agreements (CLA) in place that cover home care workers:
Verzorg-, Verpleeghuizen, Thuiszorg, en Jeugdgezondheidszorg CLA (VVT) (covering
workers providing medical services in the homes of people) and Schoonmakers- en
glazenwassersbedrijff CLA (SGB) (covering workers providing cleaning services). These



CLAs cover part of the work in the sector, but leave other segments of the work uncov-
ered, such as food and groceries delivery or garden assistance. Moreover, if workers are
employed by private households, they are not covered by the CLA.

The CLA on the home care sector is hegotiated by the social partners: trade unions FNV,
FBZ, CNV, and Nu'91l, and the employers’ organizations ActiZ and ZorgthuisNL. In 2016,
the labour agreement was signed by ActiZ and BTN (called Zorgthuisnl since 2018) on the
side of the employers’ organisations, and by CNV, FBZ, and Nu'91 on the trade unions’ side.
In 2018, trade union FNV joined the signing. Since 2019, Zorgthuisnl replaced BTN. These
six parties have been involved in the last two CLA negotiations. In the process of the CLA
negotiations, the social partners are advised by the Social and Economic Council (SER).
SER provides advice in the form of compiled reports considering statistical data, previous
CLAs, policies and their influence on the sector, and the demands of the social partners.
For example, the CLA of 2022-2024 was informed by the 2021 SER report “aan de slag
voor de zorg”, giving SER an influential position.

The CLA covering the (window) cleaning sector is negotiated by trade unions FNV and
CNV Vakmensen, with on the employers’ organizations side Schoonmakend Nederland
(prior to 2020 OSB), and Raad voor Arbeidsverhoudingen Schoonmaak- en Glazen-
wassersbranche (RAS) as the advisory body. These parties have remained stable since
the start of our observation window: 2017. RAS also functions as an educator for workers
in the cleaning sector, providing workers with education, examination and certification to
ensure quality of work. Interestingly, despite it being mentioned in the scope of the CLA,
both the employer’s organizations and the involved trade unions mention not to include
domestic workers in their representation. “When you talk about “domestic work, I findita
bit shaky. Because the collective labor agreements that we have and the companies that
are affiliated with us are mainly business-to-business companies in broad terms. So, we
have clients and those clients are mainly companies. Or organizational institutions or uni-
versities. Home cleaning, there are some companies that do that, so private cleaning. But
we don't fully cover that.” (Employers’ organization representative). For the most part,
cleaning in homes of clients is part of the informal sector, either hidden in undeclared
work, or partially visible using the home regulation services act. This indicates that the
home care sector is not truly and fully represented by the industrial relations system in
the Netherlands.

The majority of the formalized care sector is covered by the VVT CLA. A possible additional
CLA that might also cover home care workers would be the Sociaal Werk (Social work,
SW) CLA. While the maijority of this CLA is focused on improving environments of those in
need of the services, workers under this CLA can also be involved in supporting care
teams, providing coaching and other services to clients (Sociaal werk werkt, 2024). How-
ever, there focus would be more on administrative tasks, coaching, undertaking activities,
and assisting in budget and debt management, rather than care or cleaning tasks. For this
project, this is outside of the scope of the studly.

2.2 Power distribution



The trade unions FNV and CNV are involved in negotiations concerning both CLAS. As the
two largest trade unions in the Netherlands, their continued influence has been made
possible to multiple fusions over time, creating a broader platform for multiple sectors. In



