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8. Social Services for all 
 
 

1.  Social services are based on principles of solidarity, equality of access, universality, 
continuity, affordability, proximity, user protection and democratic control. They include 
a broad range of specific service areas, ranging from childcare, elderly and homecare 
to social protection bodies, community services, probation and social integration 
services. Legal frameworks must underpin these principles and ensure that services 
are provided to all citizens irrespective of income or geographical location. Only in this 
way can important societal objectives – such as a high level of employment, equal 
opportunities, the fight against poverty, economic and social justice, and social and 
territorial cohesion – be reached. 

2.  Social services are delivered by different levels of government as well as by non-profit 
and for-profit providers, including multinational companies (MNCs). EPSU is the 
recognized social partner for the health and social services sectors, irrespective of 
whether services are provided in private or public form, and for local and regional 
government and represents workers throughout the different areas of social services 
irrespective of type of provider. 

3.  Countries with good quality social services and comprehensive social security systems 
perform better in international comparisons. Social services support and assist people 
throughout their lives, not only when they are in the most vulnerable situations. 
Investment in social services pays off through enhanced integration and inclusion. 
Social services improve people’s capacity for work and increase labour market 
participation, including for disadvantaged groups such as people with disabilities, 
whether social and/or physical.  

The availability of good quality and affordable child and elderly care means that women 
are not forced into part-time work, can work full time and gain economic independence, 
develop a career and stay on the labour market instead of leaving it in order to take 
care of parents or children. Social services have a fundamental role in supporting 
gender equality, women’s access to the labour market and a better work-life balance of 
both women and men. 

4.  Social services depend on collective sources of funding from general taxes and/or 
social contributions. This funding is responsible for a large number of the four million 
jobs that have been created in health and residential care in the EU between 2000-
2010, and it is vital to meet growing demands for services linked to an ageing 
population and longer life expectancy. Public, non-profit provision of social services 
ensures that much needed public funding is spent on the services provided and is not 
lost to private profits. Profit maximisation is in contradiction with general interest and 
social welfare objectives and governments at all levels have the responsibility to ensure 
that regulation is in place to enforce public service obligations, including through 
evaluation, monitoring, verification and sanctions.  

5.  Social services are needed more than ever in this period of economic recession with 
people more likely to be affected by unemployment, poverty, ill-health, crime, racism 
and other forms of violence. Yet social services are being cut. These cuts have a major 
impact on society, creating social problems and increased social costs in the long term. 
Emerging research reveals growing levels of social exclusion but also ways in which 
such exclusion can be tackled, which is driving the development of new services. 
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Greater awareness of the consequences of poverty and growing international 
commitment to tackle this problem is also playing a role. Cuts in national social 
protection systems are also shifting responsibilities to the local level, increasing the role 
that the local and regional government sector plays in funding and providing social 
services; this role must be supported through appropriate additional resources. 

6.  In many countries the social services sector is predominantly female and characterized 
by low pay and poor working conditions, part-time work, self-employment, a high level 
of workforce turnover, an ageing workforce, and problems with recruitment and 
retention. In many countries the privatisation of social care has led to ‘zero hours’ 
contracts, inadequate contact time with clients and wages below the statutory minimum. 
This has been made worse by low union density and lack of strong trade unions. 
Unionisation, social dialogue and collective bargaining need to be strengthened 
urgently in order to improve wages and working conditions. Collective agreements in 
many countries and for a range of sub-sectors outside the public sector either do not 
exist, are limited in scope, are not properly applied, or do not reach the workers most in 
need, for example migrant care workers in households.  

7.  EPSU affiliates strive to ensure that conditions of work and pay are developed through 
collective bargaining processes and that they can guarantee all workers a decent living. 
We also support the design of packages of services for frail elderly people, parents 
needing childcare, handicapped persons, etc. in the context of structured employment 
relations. This also allows for innovative service policies and to upgrade the quality of 
work with an essential aim to better reward people whose skills have traditionally been 
undervalued. For particularly vulnerable workers, such as migrant workers working in 
households, strong and effective legal protections are needed and public employment 
agencies need to play a more proactive and supportive role. 

8.  Strengthening and/or developing social dialogue and collective bargaining in the social 
services sectors at national and European level is key to improving the quality of 
employment and services. The gender dimension must be highlighted and effective 
measures to address and overcome the gender pay gap need to be taken given the 
high percentage of women workers in this area. Improving the quality of work, not least 
for those employed in personal social services, is a key priority for EPSU and its 
affiliates. This relates to pay and working conditions, access to initial training and 
qualification to access social professions and to continued professional development, 
wellbeing at the workplace, adequate staffing levels, regulated working time and rest 
periods. 

Action points: 

 

 

 Promote and fight across Europe for universal social services as public services, 
organised collectively on the basis of public service principles and underpinned by 
clear legal frameworks. 

  Fight against budget cuts in social services and for adequate funding and staff for 
social services. 

  Pursue the professionalisation of these jobs for better collective guarantees. 

  Organise and increase trade union membership in the social service sector and 
increase collective bargaining coverage. 

  Explore the viability of EU legal instrument(s) on social services, based on Article 14 
of the Treaty to develop regulatory framework(s) for social service providers. 
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  Oppose social protection and social insurance bodies from being subject to 
marketization and competition rules, be it in the EU internal market or in 
international trade agreements.  

  Advocate the development, implementation and monitoring of standards for the 
quality of services and jobs, building on the EU voluntary quality framework for 
social services of general interest (SSGI), which recognises the need for high 
quality services and employment. 

  Demand and lobby for national and European investment plans to focus on the 
development of social services, ensuring full respect for collective agreements and 
legal minimum wages where they exist, and the training, recruitment and retention 
of qualified staff, in particular in the fields of elderly/long term care, care for people 
with disabilities, child care and mental health care. 

  Support access to training and qualifications, higher levels of professionalisation, 
representation and defence of workers’ rights by trade unions; and develop effective 
recruitment and retention policies at all levels. 

  Encourage the collection of further information, knowledge and data about social 
care providers, employers’ organisations, coverage of the workforce by collective 
bargaining and collective agreements and the representativity across EPSU 
countries to strengthen EPSU’s role in this area. 

  Ensure cooperation on social services within EPSU and in any developing 
European sectoral social dialogue to build a clear profile based on a holistic and 
integrated strategy and to support national collective bargaining in social services. 

  Promote the sectoral social dialogue at national and European level with 
representative public and private employers’ organisations.  

  Cooperate with PSI and its affiliates in other regions in further developing trade 
union strength in the social services area. 

  Develop over the next Congress period further work on employment services, 
elderly / long term care, care for people with disabilities, child care, drug abuse, 
mental health care and social housing. 

  Exchange with relevant civil society organisations at European level with a view to 
promoting a public service approach for social services. 

 


