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11. Health and social services (HSS
1
) : combating 

liberalisation and meeting future needs 
 
 

1.  Increasing liberalisation in the area of health and social services, both within countries 
and at European level, is weakening solidarity and cohesion, exacerbating inequalities 
with a negative impact on living and working conditions, as well as on job quality and 
security. Market principles and commercial interests, including the drive to make 
profits, clash in many cases with both the public and the workers’ interest.  

2.  Demographic change and an ageing population will increase the demand for high-
quality health care and social services in Europe. Investment in the sector and its 
workforce is urgently needed to tackle questions of staff shortages and to address 
challenges related to qualifications, new skill needs and professions, the right skills mix 
and shifting tasks between health and social care workers. Improvement in 
management competence and capacity is also needed. 

3.  The increased involvement of profit-making companies, non-profit organisations and 
small enterprises in the delivery of health care and social services has also lead to a 
rising number of employers who deny trade union rights to their workers and reject the 
implementation of collective agreements.  

Action points: 

 
 

 

 

 Health and social services faced by the crises and austerity measures 
Develop joint action to counter the consequences of the financial and economic 
crisis and austerity measures with a view to improving sustainable financing of 
personnel, infrastructure and service quality. Special attention is to be given to 
women – constituting about four fifths of all workers in the sector – in combating job 
cuts in the public sector and the decline in the supply of public or publicly financed 
health and social services which generates negative effects on the possibilities to 
reconcile work and family life. Continue policy and advocacy work on the HSS 
aspects of e.g. EU internal market rules, economic governance, and specific 
policies, such as the “Social Investment Package” (2013), Social Services of 
General Interest (SSGI), Personal and Household Services (PHS), the Action Plan 
for a EU Health Workforce (2012) and active inclusion (2008). 

  Privatisation and marketisation of health and social services 
 Continue the fight for quality health and social services and against various forms of 

marketisation that worsen or actually lower the quality of jobs or services and 
undermine the financial sustainability of health and social services. To this effect 
EPSU will collate trade union strategies and practices to safeguard and improve pay 

                                                
1
   The Standing Committee has requested to include a definition of the area covered by HSS, as 

follows: 
“Health care and social services include a wide range of services, including but not limited to the 
following: Hospital services, primary and out-patient health services, long-term residential care for 
elderly and/or disabled people, home & community care including home helps, mental health care, 
community and cultural services, social work, social support services and socio-educational services, 
child care and child protection services, social housing, employment services.” “Social services” cover 
a very large number of different areas, provided by different levels of government, non-profit and for-
profit providers. The Working Group Social Services has been operated jointly by HSS and LRG. 
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and working conditions, the coverage of collective agreements and the fields and 
issues included in them, including for workers in private companies. Monitor the 
development and activities of the different multi-national enterprises in the health 
care and social services sectors and further support the establishment of European 
works councils in health and social care in those companies eligible. 

  Decent work / sufficient and qualified staff 
Develop and implement strategies for decent work and protection of workers in the 
health care and social services sectors from inhumane treatment and precarious 
work. 

  Defend and promote the principle of equal pay for equal work at the same place, as 
well as equal pay for work of equal value. 

  Promote at the relevant national, regional and/or local level the definition and 
application of staff-patient-ratios and mechanisms for the forecasting and calculation 
of quantitative and qualitative needs for certain categories of staff in order to ensure 
the proper functioning of health and social care institutions/services and specific 
departments. 

  Call for appropriate funding and long-term public investments in ealth care and 
social services.  

  Improve the societal recognition of care work, combat the undervaluation of jobs in 
the sector and support the professionalisation of the workers. 

  Support recruitment and retention of health and social care workers through 
improvements in employment conditions, using, among other things, the work of DG 
SANCO on models of good practice on health worker retention and better human 
resources management. 

  Social dialogue, collective bargaining and collective agreements 
 Strengthen industrial relations and social dialogue in the health care and social 

services sectors at European, national, regional and local level, in particular by 
setting up or supporting joint activities or projects with relevant employer 
organisations organised at Member States and/or at EU-level. 

  Promote the implementation of and monitor the impact of cross-sectoral and 
sectoral European social dialogue texts on the role of trade unions and the 
improvement of employment, working or pay conditions. 

  Occupational safety and health in health and social services 
 Establish a work package on occupational safety and health to be tackled under 

both EPSU’s own work and the activities in the context of the sectoral social 
dialogue with HOSPEEM. Launch joint actions of EPSU members and with relevant 
hospital employers to prevent the risk from and to reduce the negative 
consequences of muscular-skeletal disorders and skin diseases. Develop good 
practice examples and guidance to implement outcomes of relevant cross-sectoral 
(e.g. tackling third-party violence and harassment) or sector-specific initiatives 
(prevention from injuries with medical sharps; ageing workforce). Organise and 
support activities to further institutionalise the role of trade unions in the 
implementation and monitoring of national and European legislation on occupational 
safety and health. 
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  Qualifications/skills/competences of health and social care workers 
 Ensure the follow up to the revised Directive 2005/36/EC on the recognition of 

professional qualifications. 

  Influence the work of committees / working structures at the interface of labour 
market and professional qualifications to deal, among other things, with the 
collection and exchange of information and where appropriate the preparation of 
regulations related to skills mix and task shifts. 

  Cross-border migration of health workers / ethical recruitment practices 
 Fight unethical practices in the cross-border recruitment of workers in the health 

care and social services sectors, by promoting the principles of the EPSU-
HOSPEEM Code of Conduct on Ethical Cross-border Recruitment and Retention 
(2008) and of the World Health Organisation Code of Global Practice of 
International Recruitment of Health Personnel (2010). 

  Put pressure on the EU and national governments to invest in health care, the 
attractiveness of health professions and the working conditions of health workers in 
both sending and receiving countries and improving the cooperation with 
governments and public authorities at all levels to work towards better legal 
protection of migrant care workers in private households, in small or medium sized 
enterprises or for those self-employed (including the bogus self-employed). 

  Support relevant stakeholders in reducing the negative consequences of the flight of 
skills and qualified persons and “care drain” in the sending countries. 

  Share information on the contents and success of strategies and campaigns for 
organising, recruiting and integrating migrant workers. Promote the conclusion of 
bilateral agreements between trade unions affiliated to EPSU and the ETUC, 
covering a range of issues for the benefit of their members, including the possibility 
of reciprocal agreements for temporary membership in trade unions. 

 


