
Wassenaar Accord endorsed by the social partners. It helped cut pub-
lic expenditures—of which wages are the major part—and also
helped keep up net wages while restraining gross wages. Though pri-
vate sector moderation started in 1980 with some decline in real
wages, its main thrust was not a lagging of wages behind prices but
behind productivity, the primary and enduring element of the Wasse-
naar Accord. Endorsing this moderation very strongly until 1989—
and again between 1993 and 1995—the Netherlands was a forerun-
ner in Europe. The labor share in GDP fell substantially as a result. In
exchange for this moderation, the second major element of the
Wassenaar Accord was the agreement to shorten the full-time work-
ing week and encourage part-time employment.

Since 1980, the entitlements of social insurance have also progres-
sively been diminished or abolished, and the process is still continu-
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Figure 1.1 Negotiated Wages, Private and Public and
Youth, and Minimum Wages, Deflated, 
1957 to 2005

Source: Statistics Netherlands (CBS), Historical Series Statline.
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ing with their parents, have a much lower and hardly growing em-
ployment rate. However, virtually all of the gap between them and
the other groups is bridged by their extensive employment in small
jobs of less than twelve hours per week that are not covered by the
figure. No fewer than 27 percent of women in this demographic cat-
egory hold such a small job, as against 3 to 8 percent of women in the
three other categories. Apparently, a strong role is played by young
women without a household of their own in small part-time jobs.

Figure 2.2 shows, for employees only, the very divergent develop-
ments of the employment rate in terms of persons who are working
(head count) and hours worked (full-time equivalents [FTE], de-
fined as 1,840 working hours per year).3 The former rate shows an
increase between 1979 and 2005 of 10 percent, while the latter rate
remained, on balance, at the same level of 48 percent.4 The FTE ap-
proach brings the employment rates for young persons and women
down considerably while maintaining the position of adult males at a
steady majority share of 60 percent of total employment hours. The
Dutch evolution contrasts with changes in the labor market in the
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Figure 2.1 Employment-Population Rates of Women Age
Fifteen to Sixty-Four, by Household Type,
1977 to 2006

Source: CBS/Statline, Labour Force Survey (LFS), and Sociaal-economische Maand-
statistiek (SEM) 96/11, 29–45.
Note: Employment is defined as working at least twelve hours per week.
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United States, where both head-count and hours-count employment
rates increased, though the latter grew less than the former.

Table 2.2 considers the education of the population in 2002 by
three levels of attainment: low, intermediate, and high. A large seg-
ment of the population had little education, and with a stake of 22
percent in the total EPOP, they also played an important role in em-
ployment with a relatively high EPOP of 58 percent within their own
educational group. There is an increasing overlap between youth and
low educational attainment, since the cohorts manage more than
ever to reach educational levels beyond the youth level when they get
older. The role of the low-skilled in the American economy is much
more restricted, not only because their share in the population is
smaller but also because their chances of employment are less—and
the fewer talented people there remain in the low-skilled group when
it gets smaller, the more often these two aspects of their situation are
seen together.

The educational accomplishments of the employed make up one
side of the story; the other half is the skill level demanded by the jobs
that people occupy. The two are not identical and should not be con-
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Figure 2.2 Head-Count and Hours-Count Employees-
Population Rates, 1970 to 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from Central Planning Bureau (CPB) (2005, table
A.7), keeping annual full-time hours at 1,840.
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1980s (which took ten years to repair), and again in recent years;
there was also a standstill in the early 1990s. During the recent re-
cession, total real disposable household income fell by 3.5 percent, in
strong contrast to the preceding growth and the rise in incomes in
other countries.

An increasing gap has opened up in the growth of consumption
per capita, which has lagged in international comparison. Wage mod-
eration hit the share of wages in GDP, which declined substantially,
by six percentage points, between 1979 and 1986 and has slowly
gone further downward since then. It is currently slightly above 50
percent. The late 1990s showed both a strong growth of GDP and
consumption and a recovery, albeit feeble, of the wage share. At the
same time, productivity growth declined substantially and was par-
ticularly low during the 1990s, as the trend shows. It lagged behind
internationally and tucked down below the American trend (figure
2.4). In other words, economic growth became more labor-intensive
or employment-generating, which is viewed positively but comes at a
potential cost to productivity growth.

The average aggregate economic performance hides important
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Figure 2.3 Macroeconomic Aggregates, 1970 to 2005

Source: OECD, Economic Outlook.
Note: GDP and consumption: volumes per capita of population age fifteen to sixty-
four. Wage share as a percentage of GDP. 
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shifts in the composition of the economy (figure 2.5). Over the 1979
to 2003 period, manufacturing employment (head-count) declined
significantly, by six percentage points, though less than in other
countries. By contrast, employment in services grew, by fifteen per-
centage points, significantly more than elsewhere. As a result, there
is no employment gap left compared with the United States. Struc-
tural change, measured as the sum of absolute percentage-point
changes for the three sectors, was considerable (21 percent) and ex-
ceeded the United States (18 percent). Apparently, the Netherlands
and some other European countries were flexible enough to manage
such enormous change in a short period of time. Within the ex-
panding services, the size of the transportation and communication
industries is virtually identical internationally and has undergone
very little change. Financial and business services in particular ex-
perienced strong growth (up from 6 percent to 14 percent of em-
ployees), but so did communal services and trade. The Netherlands
closely resembles the United States in each of these industries. In
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Figure 2.4 Annual Growth of GDP Volume per Hour
Worked, 1970 to 2005

Source: OECD, Economic Outlook (Germany without correction for unification).
Note: The polynomial trend is added and is also shown for the United States (dotted
line).

2004

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

20

15

10

5

0

−5
20011998199519921989198619831980197719741971

Year

Trend Netherlands
Trend United States



terms of full-time equivalents, however, the service sector has a con-
siderably smaller current employment rate (15 percent) than the
head-count figures suggest and a slower growth of services compa-
rable to other countries. Naturally, this is because of the high inci-
dence of part-time jobs. This low employment rate directly links the
changes in the industrial structure to those in the labor market. In
manufacturing, full-time jobs held by men disappeared, a decline
that was roughly compensated by the growth of services. The net ad-
dition of services to employment was primarily in new part-time
jobs for women and youth.

The high rates of part-time employment of youth and adult
women also keep their unemployment rates down in the statistics be-
cause they inflate the employment denominator, over time as well as
compared to other countries. Adult men have remained largely out-
side these developments. Basically, they have the same employment
and unemployment position at present as before. They have also
largely maintained their share in the overall volume of employment
(FTE).
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Figure 2.5 Head-Count Employment-Population Rate, by
Industry, 1979 to 2003

Source: OECD/Structural Analysis Indicators Database (STAN).
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(defined as thirty-five hours per week)—a difference of more than
1.0 million, or 15 percent. A comparison between the upper and
lower distributions in the figure shows that the difference is concen-
trated in the lower ranges of the distribution. This indicates where in
the distribution most part-time jobs are found.

The consistently defined level of the adult minimum wage is
j8.81 per hour. It may be surprising that so many jobs appear to be
paid below this level, but that is because of the long tail of specific
youth minimum wages, which start at j2.64 for fifteen-year-olds; we
come back to this in chapter 3. The low-pay threshold is defined in
accordance with what has become the standard in international re-
search: two-thirds of the median wage. Consequently, its level fol-
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Figure 2.6 Distribution of Hourly Wages and Earnings
Thresholds, 2005

Source: Estimated from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey (2005), tabulated data.
Note: Truncation of the data explains the flapping wings at the two tails.
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Figure 2.7 Deciles of Hourly Wage Distribution and Low-
Pay Threshold, 1979 to 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure  of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years.
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Figure 2.8 Head-Count and Hours-Count Low-Wage
Employment, 1979 to 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure  of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years.
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Figure 2.9 Part-Time and Full-Time Low-Wage
Employment, 1979 to 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years.
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Figure 2.10 Head-Count and Hours-Count Low-Wage
Employment by Working Hours, 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years.
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cent to 39 percent. Thus, much more than the full net seven-percent-
age-point rise in the youth employment rate is located in low-wage
employment, and their better-paid rate fell from 33 percent to 25 per-
cent. We can say that over a period of twenty-five years, youth em-
ployment has changed beyond recognition. Jobs are much more fre-
quently part-time, low-paid, and flexible at the same time, as
illustrated by figure 2.12. In 1979, 26 percent of all young workers
were found in at least one of the three employment states depicted in
the figure, but in 2002 this percentage had risen to 57 percent.

Similarly, with the steady incidence of low pay among adult fe-
males, 6 percent of their 21 percent net employment rate growth is in
low-wage employment. Finally, the adult male employment rate fell
between 1979 and 2005, from 90 percent to 81 percent. The inci-
dence of low pay among this demographic group grew by four per-
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Figure 2.11 Head-Count and Hours-Count Employment-
Population Rates for Low-Paid and Better-
Paid, 1979 to 2005

Source: CBS, Labour Force Survey, and Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of
Earnings Survey microdata for 1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated
data for other years.
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centage points, and consequently their better-paid wage employment
rate made an astonishing fall from 90 to 78 percent.

Finally, table 2.6 examines the position of immigrants from non-
Western countries vis-à-vis low-wage employment. In 2002 one-
quarter of the FTE employment of this demographic group was in
low-paid hours. Low pay was almost two-thirds more likely for them
than for employees of native origin, up from 50 percent more in
1996. They had a stronger presence in low pay in all three demo-
graphic groups compared to natives, and as a result young immi-
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Figure 2.12 Head-Count Youth (Age Fifteen to Twenty-
Four), by Types of Industry, Job, and
Contract, 1979 to 2002

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years.
a Retail and hotels and catering.
b Less than twelve hours per week.
c Temporary contracts and temp agency work.
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Broken down by age and gender, the main international differ-
ences in EPOPs today are generally concentrated among youth (de-
fined as age fifteen to twenty-four). Since 1979, the youth EPOP in
the Netherlands has shown a unique growth of almost nine percent-
age points, though at the same time the youth share in employment
fell because of demographic decline. The EPOP of adult females has
grown even more strongly, up from 44 percent to an internationally
comparable level of almost 66 percent, an increase of no less than
twenty-one percentage points. Women’s share in employment also
rose, from 25 to 37 percent. By contrast, there is little change or in-
ternational variation for adult men. Their EPOP has fallen to a lim-
ited extent, though more than in the United States, but still is very
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Table 2.1 Employment and Unemployment Levels and
Composition, 1979 to 1983 and 2004 to 2005

Netherlands United States

1979 2005 1979 2005

Unemployment rate 3.4% 5.2% 5.9% 5. 1%
Employment-population rate 
(age fifteen to sixty-four) 64 71 68 72
For youth (age fifteen to 
twenty-four) 55 62 61 54

For adult women 44 65 55 69
For adult men 90 81 87 83

1983 2004 1983 2004

Part-time share of employment 33 46 18 17
For youth (age fifteen to 
twenty-four) 34 69 35 42

For adult women 74 75 23 20
For adult men 11 15 5 6

Source: Eurostat, European Labor Force Survey (ELFS), and Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Labour Force Survey (LFS), by sex,
with correction for 1979. 
Note: Employment data for the 1970s differ widely. OECD Labour Force Survey data
suffer from important series breaks and underestimate employment levels of the
1970s especially for the Netherlands. Here a correction has been made with the help
of figures of CPB (2UOO6) and the OECD’s Economic Outlook Database. The year
1979 is chosen as a cyclically neutral year instead of the often-used mid-1980s which
was at the deep bottom of the cycle and naturally shows a much more favorable de-
velopment since.



Table 2.2 Population and Employment by Level of Educational Attainment, 2002

Employment-Population Rate Concentration Ratio
Population by by Educational 
Educational By Educational For Educational Attainment
Attainment Attainment Groups (Average = 100)

Attainment United United United United
Level Netherlands States Netherlands States Netherlands States Netherlands States

Low 37% 20% 22% 9% 58% 43% 80% 62%
Intermediate 42 48 33 35 79 72 108 103
High 21 32 18 26 87 83 119 119
Total 100 100 73 70 73 70 100 100

Source: OECD, Labour Force Survey (LFS).
Note: Defined by the international classification of education (ISCED) as levels 0 to 2, 4 to 3, and 5 to 7, respectively.



fused. Statistics Netherlands operates a classification of job levels
that closely resembles the international classification of occupations
(ISCO), which builds on a tradition going back to 1960. Table 2.3
summarizes some of its results for the lower end of the range.5 Amaz-
ingly, the lowest-level, elementary jobs have retained their role in em-
ployment, but the next-higher-level jobs have witnessed a strong de-
cline. Interestingly, given the strong increase in employment, there
has been no decline in the absolute numbers of low-level jobs, but it
should be taken into account that they have below-average working
hours and a higher percentage of them are part-time.

It is important to realize that lower-level jobs are increasingly oc-
cupied by better-educated employees. In the early 1970s, virtually all
lower-level jobs were occupied by the low-educated; in 2004, by con-
trast, 43 percent were taken by the better-educated, including some
who were highly educated. Vice versa, the share of low-level jobs
among low-educated employees has roughly doubled, from 37 per-
cent in 1971 to 71 percent in 2004. Since there is no obvious lack of
low-skilled persons, these figures do not necessarily point to a gen-
eral overschooling, which in the end could lead to a 100 percent oc-
cupancy rate of better-skilled persons. Again, there seems to be an
important role here for students, who work small, part-time jobs and
who are still pursuing their education beyond the intermediate level
already obtained, and also for married women, who may continue to
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Table 2.3 Lower-Level Jobs (Twelve Hours per Week or
More), 1977 to 2004

1977 1987 1996 1999 2004

Head-count
Elementary 6.4 6.5 6.7 7.1 7.0
Lower-level 44.0 32.2 25.7 24.6 24.0
Total 48.6 38.7 32.4 31.7 31.0

Hours-count (FTE)
Elementary 6 6.3 6.5 6.4
Lower-level 31.7 25.0 23.8 23.3
Total 37.7 31.3 30.3 29.7

Source: CBS/Statline Labour Force Survey (LFS) (1977), linearly extrapolated back
from 1987 on the basis of Batenburg et al. (2003, 21); hours volume approximated
with the help of class means of three categories: twelve to nineteen, twenty to thirty-
four, and thirty-five or more hours per week.



lows that of the median. This threshold wage differs between head-
count measurement (j10.50) and hours-count measurement
(j10.95). In the hours count, the median wage is at a higher level,
since low-paid jobs weigh less because of the higher incidence of
part-time hours.9

What these wage levels, measured at the price level of 2005,
amount to in U.S. dollars at the purchasing power parity (PPP) ex-
change rate of 2005 is shown in table 2.4. The comparative American
median wage in 2005 amounted to $14.29, with a low-pay threshold
of $9.53 (Mishel, Bernstein, and Allegretto 2007, table 3.4).10 That
seems best compared to the threshold in actual practice of PPP-
$11.70 mentioned in the table. The Dutch figure is considerably
higher than the American. For a forty-hour working week, the adult
minimum wage amounts to $8.90, while the average (weights of
1979) minimum wage of 2005 would be valued at $6.90. The latter is
close to the intended increase of the U.S. federal minimum wage of
$7.25, but below the minimum wage of several American states.

After the thresholds, we consider their evolution and the inci-
dence of low-wage employment over time. One caveat is that the pic-
ture is a rough approximation using tabulated, interpolated data for
six bands of weekly hours of work, together with microdata that may
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Table 2.4 Wage Levels Expressed in Euros and U.S.
Dollar PPPs, 2005

1979 2005

Euros U. S.$ PPPs Euros U.S.$ PPPs

Low-pay threshold (hourly, 
FTE-count) 8.93 10.90 10.95 13.37
Threshold in actual practicea 9.59 11.70

Decile 1 (hourly, FTE-count) 8.70 10.62 9.70 11.84
Decile 5 (hourly, FTE-count) 13.40 16.35 16.43 20.05
Decile 9 (hourly, FTE-count) 21.92 26.76 29.22 35.67
Adult minimum wage (weekly, 
head-count, actual practice) 370.00 452.00 292.00 356.00

Average minimum wage (age 
weights of 1979, weekly) 315.00 384.00 226.00 276.00

Source: Calculated using OECD, National Accounts PPP exchange rates for con-
sumption; see also figure 2.7.
a Disregarding holidays, and so on.



result of growing adult female and youth employment. This has an im-
portant bearing on low-wage employment (table 2.5). Young workers
were faced with a growing incidence of low pay until the mid-1990s
(between 40 and 60 percent) and most have been low-paid since the
end of the 1980s. Young workers are found four times more than aver-
age in low-wage jobs. At the same time, the youth share in low-wage
employment fell from 89 percent to 59 percent for demographic rea-
sons. The adult female incidence and share grew significantly, the for-
mer from 5 to 12 percent and the latter from 8 to 26 percent. Thus,
adult women make up one-quarter of all low-paid today. Their con-
centration in low-paid work has been increasing but is still below av-
erage. The incidence of low pay among adult men also increased, from
0 to 5 percent in 2002; nowadays they make up 15 percent of low-wage
employment, but their concentration is still far below average. In the
same vein, the incidence of low pay among low-skilled employees dou-
bled in the 1990s, to one-third in 2002 after having remained stable
over the 1980s. The concentration of low-skilled employees in low-
paid work increased at the same time to almost twice the average. Their
share in low-wage employment fell, together with their share in total
employment, but over the 1990s it increased again, parallel to the inci-
dence. A comparison between head-count and hours-count shows
clearly that young workers worked longer hours than adults on aver-
age in 1979, while the opposite is true now.

50 Low-Wage Work in the Netherlands

Table 2.5 Low-Wage Employment for Demographic
Groups and the Low-Skilled, 1979 to 2002

1979 1989 1996 2002

Low-paid among:
Youth 40% 46% 59% 61%
Adult women 6 6 12 12
Adult men 0 1 4 5
Low-skilled 14 14 22 33

Among low-paid:
Youth 89 80 60 59
Adult women 8 14 25 26
Adult men 3 6 14 15
Low-skilled 88 62 60

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data.



grants (mainly second-generation) were very substantially overrepre-
sented in low-paid work. Though adult non-Western men were not
overrepresented, the difference between them and native men was
relatively stronger than for women and youth.

The immigrant share in low-wage employment has grown consid-
erably over this short six-year period, from 4 to 12.5 percent, imply-
ing that they were responsible for two-thirds of the growth of the
low-paid EPOP between 1996 and 2002. This contrasts sharply with
their 10 percent share in overall employment growth found earlier.
Between these two years, the position of adult non-Western females
has deteriorated. On an hours-count basis, the situation is slightly
worse than for the head-count, indicating that immigrants work
longer hours in low-wage jobs than natives.

LOW PAY AND INDUSTRIAL STRUCTURE

It is also important to understand how low-wage employment links
to different types of economic activity. Table 2.7 provides some in-
sights by detailing the evolution of FTE low-wage employment at the
meso-economic level of sectors and industries. Aggregate low pay
grew by 4.2 percentage points of total employment, or almost 40 per-
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Table 2.6 Immigrants and Natives on Low Pay, 1996 to
2002

1996 2002

Non-Western Native Non-Western Native
Origin Origin Origin Origin

In low-paid jobs 4.1% 93.0% 12.5% 83.8%
Among low-paid jobs 23.3 15.8 19.7 12.5

Concentration (overall 
share = 100)
All 147 99 164 96
Youth 412 374 403 346
Adult women 124 76 171 65
Adult men 79 26 69 30

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1996 and 2002, and tabulated data.
Note: “Immigrants” includes the second generation born of parents who immigrated
from non-Western countries. Immigrants of Western origin are left out.



cent of the initial level. This differed between the two main sectors of
the economy, services and the rest (agriculture and industry, includ-
ing utilities and construction). In the former, the incidence grew
slightly more than average, but because of its predominant share in
employment, it contributes largely to this average. In the latter, the
pace was only half as rapid. Without the shifting over time of em-
ployment toward services, the increase in the national incidence of
low pay would have been somewhat less—3.7 percent as against 4.2
percent. As a result, most of the increase was due to a rising incidence
of low pay among employees. The diverging incidence between the
two main sectors implies that their shares in total low-wage employ-
ment grew even further apart. On a per capita basis, all of the 2.3 per-
cent increase (see figure 2.11) was concentrated in services.

Within the service sector, the growth within the two notoriously

Low-Wage Work and the Economy 55

Table 2.7 Industry and (Hours-Count) Low-Wage
Incidence, 1999 to 2002

1979 2002

Total low-paid share (national) 10.7% 14.9%
Non-services

Total 35.1 24.8
Low-paid incidence 9.4 11.1 
Low-paid share (national) 3.3 2.7

Services
Total 64.9 75.2
Low-paid incidence 11.4 16.2
Low-paid share (national) 7.4 12.2

Of which:
Retail, hotels, and catering

Total 7.6 9.2
Low-paid incidence 33.3 45.7
Low-paid share (national) 2.5 4.2

Other services
Total 57.3 66.0
Low-paid incidence 8.5 12.1 
Low-paid share (national) 4.9 8.0

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data.
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Figure 3.1 Overview of the Institutions Relevant to Job
Quality and Low Pay

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 3.2 The Dutch Model of Socioeconomic Governance and Wage Bargaining

Source: Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW) (2004, 11).
a Noncoverage is 3 percent management, 1 percent in covered enterprise, and 16 percent in noncovered enterprise.
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Figure 3.3 Percentage of Union Members and Employees
on Strike Among All Employees, 1950 to 2005

Source: CBS/Statline (union members, strikes) and CBS/Tijdreeksen and Central
Planning Bureau (CPB) (2007) (employees).
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Figure 3.4 Union Membership by Personal
Characteristics, 1997 and 2004

Source: CBS/Statline, working conditions.

A
ve

ra
ge

 M
em

be
rs

h
ip

 R
at

e
=1

00 170

100

30

To
ta

l
M

al
e

F
em

al
e

Sex

15
 t

o 
24

25
 t

o 
34

35
 t

o 
44

45
 t

o 
54

55
 t

o 
64

Age

P
ri

m
ar

y
Ju

n
io

r 
Vo

ca
ti

on
al

Ju
n

io
r

Se
n

io
r

Te
rt

ia
ry

Education

E
le

m
en

ta
ry

L
ow

er
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
H

ig
h

er
Sc

ie
n

ti
fi

c

Job Level

12
 t

o 
19

20
 t

o 
34

35
 o

r 
M

or
e

Working
Hours

1997
2004



Figure 3.5 Breakdown of Annual Percentage Growth in
Actual Earnings in Market Sector, Percentage
and Unemployment Rate, 1970 to 2005

Source: Central Planning Bureau (CPB) (2006, table A.6).
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Figure 3.6 Actual Earnings: Nominal, Deflated, and After
Controlling for Producer Prices and
Productivity, 1970 to 2005

Source: Central Planning Bureau (CPB) (2006, table A.6).
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institution than many may think. Their effects depend on their con-
tents. In spite of the independence of employers and unions as con-
tractual partners, they tend to follow government objectives, espe-
cially in bringing the low-wage end of the wage distribution down,
albeit under some pressure from the government’s threat to bring
mandatory extension to an end. However, the effects on actual jobs
seem limited.

CONSTRAINTS ON WAGE FORMATION: THE MINIMUM
WAGE AND EQUAL TREATMENT

The Minimum Wage: Radical Lowering with Little Effect As of Janu-
ary 2007, the minimum wage for adults amounted to j300 per week
gross, or j257 net after tax.6 On top of this, employees, like anyone
else, are entitled to a minimum annual holiday allowance of 8 percent
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Figure 3.7 Lowest Scales, Average Agreed Scales, and
Adult Minimum Wage, 1983 to 2005

Source: Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW) (1991); SZW, Spring and Autumn
Reports; CBS/Statline, historical series of wage rates 1972 = 100, after 2002
extrapolated with series 2000 = 100; figures 1.1 and 3.8.
Note: Except nominal lowest scales, which are indicated as a percentage of the adult
minimum wage.
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second half of the 1980s, when it came in under that threshold. From
that moment on, low-wage employment was positively larger than
minimum-wage employment. However, it did not increase but basi-
cally stayed at the same level until the mid-1990s, while minimum-
wage employment fell strongly together with the minimum wage,
from an estimated 14.5 percent in 1979 down to 6.2 percent in 1993.
Since then, it has increased slightly, to 7.7 percent in 2004 and 6.9
percent in 2005. The relative level of the minimum wage tended to
decline further. Apparently, most of the decline of the minimum wage
hardly affected low-wage employment, which quickly increased be-
tween 1994 and 1998 and has subsequently been fluctuating around
a level that finally exceeds the initial incidence of minimum-wage
employment, albeit by only 1 to 1.5 percentage points (but remember
the caveat in chapter 2 about a possible series break).
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Figure 3.8 Real Minimum Wages (Prices of 2005) and
Relative Minimum Wages, 1970 to 2005

Source: Statistics Netherlands (CBS), Historical Series Statline.
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The first, stylized conclusion is that the adult minimum wage fell
from 70 to 55 percent of the median, while low-wage employment
fully replaced minimum-wage employment and grew somewhat
above it. However, though the increase on balance is modest, it hides
a considerable demographic composition shift toward adults (see
table 2.5). Second, a lower minimum wage may increase opportuni-
ties for low pay, but apparently their use depends on economic and
labor market conditions more than the other way around. It is clear,
nevertheless, that the content given to the minimum wage as an in-
stitution has allowed the growth of low-wage employment. However,
had the minimum wage remained unchanged, most of the same cir-
cumstances would have been labeled “minimum-wage employment,”
though adults might have had less of a role in it.

Equal Treatment: Help for Women on Low Pay and Part-Time Employees
Policies that aim to diminish the gender wage differentials have been
of major importance for low-wage female workers. After 1945, CLAs

84 Low-Wage Work in the Netherlands

Figure 3.9 Incidence of Age-Specific Minimum Wages,
1974 to 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years; Rienstra and
Copinga (2003).
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put female wages proportionally lower than men’s. Later on, interna-
tional pressure to award equal pay for equal work began to grow, and
slowly the formal wage differences and the special female wage scales
were abolished—the last for laundries in 1971 (Tegelaar 1972). In
1975 the Equal Pay for Men and Women Act came into force; the act
was later integrated into the Equal Treatment of Men and Women
Act, both based on European Union (EU) directives. The latter act
also covered equal access to jobs, training, and pension facilities. The
Equal Treatment Commission received hardly any complaints that
touched on wages, from which the Labor Inspectorate concluded that
that men and women were seldom found in the same occupations.
That conclusion put job segregation on the agenda and led to a fierce
debate in the 1990s on the gender neutrality of job evaluation sys-
tems (Pott-Buter and Tijdens 1998). Unions criticized the poor
weights attached to heavy workloads and to aspects of “care,” espe-
cially in health care, but with more refined criteria and adequate
weights, most of that criticism has now disappeared.
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Figure 3.10 Relative Minimum Wage, Adult Minimum-
Wage Employment, and Low-Wage
Employment (FTE), 1979 to 2005

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years; compare also
figure 2.8.
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Figure 3.11 Net-to-Gross Annual Earnings and Marginal
Tax Rate, 1998 and 2007

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Calculated after income tax and contributions to the public pension and the
orphans and widow(er)s scheme, which are integrated into the tax system, and in-
cluding compulsory health insurance, but before employee contributions to social
insurance, occupational pensions and early retirement. The presence of children is
disregarded.
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a result. Thus, SPAK may have contributed to an artificially higher
level of low-wage employment for some time.

Another type of subsidy is aimed at direct job creation in the pub-
lic sector, including hospitals, for low-skilled, long-term unemployed
persons. New measures were introduced in the 1990s for youths and
others, of which the best known were jobs named after Ad Melkert,
then the minister of social affairs (the term was later changed to “ID
jobs”). Indeed, the number of jobs created rose quickly, from 17,000
in the early 1990s to 95,000 in 2002, or from less than 3 percent of all
low-paid persons to almost 8 percent (figure 3.12). However, tradi-
tional measures of job creation for the same group should be taken
into account, especially sheltered workplaces (WSW), when deter-
mining the net effect. Their role declined because the government
fixed the absolute number, and the combined effect of both of old
and new measures was roughly constant at around 15 percent of low-
wage employment, implying a pro rata contribution to the growth of
low-wage employment but not a special impetus. They may have
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Figure 3.12 Government Job Creation as a Percentage 
of Low-Wage Employment (Persons), 1991 
to 2004

Source: Author’s calculations from Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW),
Social Nota, (various issues), and figure 2.8.
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til October 2006, when benefit duration was reduced to thirty-eight
months) and benefit level both increase with the individual’s work
history and may also be lifted to the minimum to prevent household
poverty. The recent change was the result of a long debate, after
which the government finally adopted the agreement reached by SER
while unions and employers agreed to put more effort into prevent-
ing dismissals by using their own industrial training funds.

Those who make up the major part of the labor supply in the low-
wage labor market, youths and adult women sharing a household,
have virtually no UI entitlements. This will not prevent them from
entering the labor market, but it may be one reason they refrain from
leaving. No data are available that allow us to link unemployment
benefits to persons previously on low pay, nor to their level of educa-
tional attainment, but it is clear that unemployment is much higher
among the low-skilled (SZW 2005b, 3). However, because youths
make up a very significant part of this category, the evolution of their
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Figure 3.13 Student Grants and Allowable Net Earnings
Per Annum, 1986 to 2006

Source: Ministry of Education and Informatie Beheer Groep (IBG).
Note: The basic student grant (independent of parents’ income) is for students not
living with their parents—about half is needed for fees today.
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benefits can give us some indication of this link, particularly because
their entitlements have been changed the most over time. Their offi-
cial UI inflows relative to their employment (more than twelve hours
per week) fell from 13 percent in 1987 to 8 percent in 2004, while at
the same time those of persons age twenty-five to sixty-four hardly
changed (7 percent in both years). It seems plausible that the changes
in UI have affected the lower end of the labor market more strongly
and diminished the options for receiving unemployment benefits as
an alternative to paid work.

Another significant aspect of the evolution of UI policy concerns
replacement income. In recent decades, the average replacement rate
of social insurance has declined significantly, from 86 percent to 68
percent (figure 3.14). It is important to realize that this lower rate
also applies to low-paid workers, because since the change of 1987
benefits are topped up only for households at risk of poverty—which
make up no more than a steady 8 percent of all recipients (UWV
2005, 165). The benefit has also fallen considerably compared to the
low pay threshold and the adult minimum wage.13 So even if UI enti-
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Figure 3.14 Benefit-Wage Ratios (1979 = 100) and
Market-Sector Replacement Rate, 1970 
to 2005

Source: See figures 2.7 and 2.8 for low-pay threshold and minimum wage; Uitvoering
instituut Werknemersverze-keringen (UWV) (2005) for average unemployment in-
surance benefits; and Central Planning Bureau (CPB) (2006, table A.6) for replacement
rate.
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lustrate this (figure 3.15).16 The problems are caused by the different
positions of the stakeholders responsible for the practical training of
students and by an in-built weakness: during economic expansion
firms and students alike will try to skip education, while during a
contraction firms will not want to spend on training positions and
people who have already entered may want to stay on. The social
partners have been called upon to increase the number of training
positions, and recently employers, unions, and the government have
agreed to create special informal training positions that qualify more
generally for the labor market and target (potential) dropouts. How-
ever, substantial numbers of people do not participate in any educa-
tion or work, and SER (2002) has observed that stimulating educa-
tion via the social partners will not reach low-educated groups with
low employment rates. SER’s conclusion is that the government must
retain active responsibility for adequate initial education.

Finally, youth from ethnic minorities seem to have much greater
difficulty getting accepted for a training post in a firm, which they
need to successfully complete practice-based vocational education.
In 2005 they made up some 25 percent of all students and 21 percent
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Figure 3.15 Inflows into Firm-Based Vocational Training
from Initial Education, 1970 to 2005

Source: CBS, Matrix of Educational Transitions.
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expert centers). The industry-based financing of the funds also dis-
courages spending on training that would enable employees to leave
an industry.

A central issue in our research is the connection between wages,
job quality, and education or training. Because unions are better orga-
nized among semiskilled and skilled workers, they are not always
able—or alert to the need—to deal with training and education for
low-wage workers, who are less often found in employment anyway.
Most industry-level arrangements are primarily directed at the core
workers. This is certainly the case for the efforts of job evaluation
schemes to define qualification degrees for various jobs. Such efforts
have helped to connect the worlds of formal education and labor
market institutions more intensely than two decades ago. Yet in these
operations low-skilled and low-paid work tends to be neglected or
even forgotten. Approximately one million people in the Netherlands
have difficulty reading and writing in the Dutch language. To im-
prove the employment chances of these low-educated workers after
their initial education is of utmost importance. Over the past decades
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Figure 3.16 Participation in Post-Initial Education, by
Educational Level, 2000 to 2004

Source: Fouarge et al. (2006, 86).
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available, neither for the administrative route nor for the court cases.
Roelof van Zevenbergen and Udo Oelen (2000, xiv) find that the
least-skilled are not overrepresented among formal dismissals,
though employers more often think that a person is low-skilled than
the employees themselves do.

The complement of dismissal regulation—the other “half” of
EPL—is the use of flexible employment contracts. Van Zevenbergen
and Oelen (2000, iv) estimate that 1 million employment contracts
were terminated between October 1997 and October 1999. Almost
half of this number (48 percent) were automatic endings of tempo-
rary contracts. Another 14 percent did not make it through proba-
tion, and 17 percent ended with the consent of both the employer
and the employee. As a result, less than 20 percent of all separations
were channeled through the dual system of dismissals. Apparently
the role of temporary contracts is extremely important.

Flexible employment as a percentage of all employees has dou-
bled, with some cyclical fluctuation, from 7 percent in 1970 to 15
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Figure 3.17 Dismissal Requests at the Center for Work
and Income and in Court, 1970 to 2005

Source: Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW), Dismissal Statistics (several
years); and Central Planning Bureau (CPB), (2006, table A.12).
Note: Missing figures for 1983 and 1987 were interpolated for ease of presentation.
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percent today. In contrast to dismissals, flexible work has clearly in-
creased over time. Much of the rise over time—and particularly the
sharp rise most recently—is concentrated among young workers.
The low-paid more often have temporary contracts. However, simple
cross-tabulation suggests that first and foremost small jobs of less
than twelve hours per week are vulnerable; next most vulnerable are
young workers, and then coming in third are the low-paid as repre-
sented by those earning up to 130 percent of the (age-dependent)
minimum wage (figure 3.18). Naturally, these characteristics often
overlap: young workers on small jobs are up to almost six times more
likely than average to experience flexible contracting. Surprisingly,
small firms have only a modestly higher incidence. This situation was
pretty stable over the last decade.

The Netherlands is well known also for its high rate of temp
agency work, which is part of the flexible contracts just discussed.
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Figure 3.18 Concentration of Flexible Jobs, (Average
Incidence = 100), 2004

Source: CBS/Statline Employment and Earnings Statistics.
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Donald Storrie (2002, 28) calls the Netherlands “the most TAW-in-
tensive country.” The current share in employee hours worked can be
estimated at 5 percent, after a significant increase over the second
half of the 1990s and a decline during the previous and present eco-
nomic recessions (figure 3.19). Again, young workers are largely
overrepresented. Temp agency work is basically low-paid. The mean
temp agency workers’ wage stood at 94 percent of the low-wage
threshold in 2003–2004, and over 40 percent of male temp agency
workers and over 50 percent of female temp agency workers earned
130 percent or less of the age-dependent minimum wage in 2004. In
this respect, the temp agency industry resembles the notorious low-
wage sectors of retailing, hotels, and catering.

The external numerical flexibility of firms also includes second-
ment and the hiring of (so-called) self-employed and freelancers.
These practices, which are more widespread today, are badly captured
by official statistics. The same applies to outsourcing, which shifts ac-
tivities that no longer belong to the firm’s core business to the outside
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Figure 3.19 Employment Share of Temp Agency Work,
1986 to 2005

Sources: CBS/Statline Employment and Earnings Statistics, and Quarterly Statistics
of Temp Agency Sales, 1986 to 2002.
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ing the United States for the low-educated, are not much different
(OECD 2003, 25). The incidence is high primarily because of the long
duration of stay—once on the scheme, people have great difficulty ob-
taining a job and exiting. The inflows, however, are modest and rela-
tively important at younger ages, not older ages; the older-age stock
figures are high because of cumulative duration (OECD 2005, table
3.4). Ill health is still an important determinant of disability, and
among the low-skilled the incidence of health problems (32 percent
for the Netherlands) is high in international comparison. Figure 3.20
shows clearly how outflows lag behind inflows, implying the role of
durations. In addition, table 3.6 suggests that the shift in employment
from youth to adult women, because of the latter’s higher incidence,
has contributed to maintaining the disability stock at high levels. No
direct data are available for the incidence among the low-skilled and
low-paid. However, the low average level of the benefits actually paid
suggests that disability is largely a matter of concern for the low-paid.
In recent years, the percentage of the potential labor force with a labor
handicap has tended to increase and their employment participation
to decrease. The former percentage is twice as high among the low-
skilled compared with the high-skilled.28
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Figure 3.20 Inflows and Outflows on Disability Insurance

Source: CBS/Statline.
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workers, the above applies mutatis mutandis to the second stylized
fact of youth and low pay. The other institutions most significantly
related to youth are the long tail of youth minimum wages and stu-
dent grants (figure 3.22). The government lowered youth wages
compared to the adult minimum in 1981 and 1983 and followed with
further freezes. The decline of youth minimum wages more than
matched that of the U.S. federal minimum wage and opened up a
wide gap with the low-pay threshold. The employment incidence of
youth minimum wages fell simultaneously, giving support to the lit-
erature that stresses the effects of the minimum wage on equity in-
stead of employment. However, low pay did show a considerable in-
crease among youth. The part-timing of low-paid jobs and the grant
system may be better candidates to associate with that growth. Fi-
nally, the steady high rate of school-leavers with low skills produced
by the educational system has maintained a high level of low-wage
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Figure 3.21 Part-Time and Flexible Employment and
Institutional Change, 1970 to 2004

Source: Estimated from total according to Central Planning Bureau (CPB) (2006)
and full-time and part-time employed according to CBS, Labor Account Statistics.
Note: Part-time employment is on a normal contract, while flexible employment is
contractually defined and can be either part-time or full-time. Full-time employment
at normal conditions makes up the difference to 100 percent.
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young workers who have difficulty finding full-time occupations to
settle themselves in the labor market.

The case studies that follow cannot possibly deal with all these in-
stitutions. Methodologically, the effects of some are better explored at
the aggregate level than in individual interviews. Practically, the
workload of a comprehensive study would not have been feasible for
the cases and would have been too demanding of the respondents.
Therefore, we leave behind here the issues of taxation and social con-
tributions, subsidies and student grants, unemployment insurance,
equal treatment, and dismissal regulations. However, the deliberative
institutions of unions and employers at the industry or firm level and
of employees and employers within the firm—the works councils—
are central to the case studies. They were already important for se-
curing research access in some industries. Collective labor agree-
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Figure 3.22 Young Workers’ Low-Wage and Minimum-
Wage Employment and Institutional Change,
1970 to 2004

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata for
1979, 1985, 1989, 1996, and 2002, and tabulated data for other years.
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dustry CLAs cover 62 percent of all employees, and company agree-
ments 15 percent. The industry agreements do not neatly follow statis-
tical classifications of industrial activity, and sometimes more than one
CLA may apply—offering employers a choice. The pay for workers
covered by mandatory extension is not significantly different from that
for workers under direct coverage, and this has not changed over the
years. However, this applies after correction for composition differ-
ences. The uncorrected average wage for firms under mandatory ex-
tension is below the low-pay threshold. The 4 percent coverage among
employees may therefore concern a substantial proportion of low-paid
workers. By contrast, workers in covered firms whose pay is not sub-
ject to CLA regulation earn significantly and increasingly more, but
this is still a very small group of only 1 percent. Apparently, CLA wage
formation has contributed to the moderation of wage growth for those
covered directly or indirectly but may have difficulty covering the bet-
ter-paid. CLA wage growth is also remarkable for its rather uniform
outcomes across industries—actual earnings, however, may differ. The
uniformity within the private sector seems to have grown in recent
decades despite the decentralization of negotiations.

Opening Up the Lower End It is important to realize that CLAs nor-
mally offer a wage grid for low-level jobs. Therefore, low-paid workers’
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Table 3.1 Differences in Gross Hourly Earnings by Type of CLA
Coverage, 2004

Uncorrected
Corrected

Employees Hourly Difference,
Differencea

Employment
Covered By: Wage, 2004 2004 1996 2004 Share, 2004

Industry CLA j12.90 — — — 62%
Company CLA 17.10 32% 4.3% 11.0% 15
Mandatory extension 
of industry CLA 10.14 –19 –0.7* –1.1* 4

Non-CLA workforce 
in a CLA firm 20.20 56 7.4 11.5 1

Non-CLA workforce 
in a non-CLA-firm 14.10 9 –0.6* –0.4* 16

Source: Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW) (2005a, VI, 11 and 97).
a Individual employee earnings have been corrected for sex, age, working week, tenure, edu-
cational attainment, special wage components, job level, type of job, industry, and firm size.
*Nonsignificant at 95 percent



TAXATION, SUBSIDIES, AND BENEFITS

Income taxation, contributions made to social insurance by both em-
ployees and employers, subsidies given to firms or individuals, and
social benefits that individuals receive under certain conditions affect
the take-home pay of workers and the labor costs of employers.

Taxes and Social Contributions Income tax and social contributions
are formally different and evolve in materially different ways over the
wage distribution—increasing for tax, decreasing for contributions—
but the two have become increasingly intertwined. Since 1990, the
contributions to national social insurance (old-age pension, orphans
and widows scheme, large health care costs) have been fully inte-
grated into the structure of income taxation, while employee social
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Table 3.2 Determinants of the Gender Wage Gap, by 
Industry, 2004

Uncorrected Determinantsa

Wage Gap 1 2 3 4 5 6

Food and beverage manufacturing 24.8% +++ + 0 ++ 0 0
Retail trade 21.8 +++ + + ++ 0 +
Finance 30.3 +++ + + +++ 0 ++
Utilities 18.8 ++ + 0 ? 0 +
Hotels and catering 11.8 ++ 0 0 + ++ 0
Temp agency workers 2.3 0 0 0 ? + 0
Cleaning 21.0 ++ + + 0 0 0
Hospitals 25.2 +++ + + + 0 +
Homes for the elderly 19.1 ++ 0 + + 0 +
Source: Calculations based on CBS/Statline (research for the EQUAL and CLOSE projects car-
ried out by Maarten van Klaveren, Kea Tijdens, and Wim Sprenger).
a Determinants:
1. Employment structure/job segregation
2. Recent changes in employment structure (crowding) 
3. Recently many women re-entrants 
4. Women re-entrants with considerable wage penalty 
5. Negative effects of recent legislation/CLAs 
6. Glass ceiling

Effects on the wage gap:
+ slight
++ moderate 
+++ strong



of all outflows of junior secondary education, but going on from
there, they made up 29 percent of all flows into the theory-based leg
but only a tiny 8 percent of the flows into the practice-based part.
This seems to aggravate the traditional problems of providing voca-
tional training in firms.

Firm Training Trade unions and employer organizations are devel-
oping new initiatives to keep workers employable and protect them
from employment loss, including the recognition of acquired compe-
tencies (see table 3.3). No information is available, however, about
the extent to which these provisions are actually put into practice.

Since the mid-1990s, the social partners have put aside money
through the collective agreements for industry-based training funds,
which aim to promote the employability of workers and now number
more than one hundred. The financing is part of the wage bill. With
mandatory extension, all companies within an industry have to con-
tribute. In 2003, 79 percent of CLAs covering 85 percent of all work-
ers had such funds (SZW 2003). Industries that do not have them
tend to be less unionized and located in the service sector—the inde-
pendent call center industry being one example.

The use of the funds is an important problem. Their accumulated
savings were estimated at j1 billion (US$1.41 billion) in 2002 (Wa-
terreus 2002, 30). The fact that they are organized through CLAs
complicates efficient spending because their large number does not
match the structure of vocational education (especially the eighteen

98 Low-Wage Work in the Netherlands

Table 3.3 Collective Agreements with Training and
Education Arrangements, 2005

Number of Workers Covered
Collective by These

Type of Training Facility Agreements Agreements

Job-oriented training 120 99%
Vocational education and training 56 56
General training 24 19
Recognition of acquired competencies 10 14
Dutch language for migrants 7 3
Totala 124 99

Source: Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW) (2005).
a Some agreements offer more than one option.



the United States (table 3.4). Since the late 1980s, regular protection
has not changed, but temporary protection has been halved. To get a
better handle on the impact of dismissal regulation, we consider the
dismissals of the dual system and the evolution of flexible contracts
in more detail.

In 2005 slightly more than half of all dismissal cases followed the
administrative option. Figure 3.17 shows the striking change behind
this development. The increase in court cases is a recent phenome-
non. In 1989 they made up no more than 12 percent of dismissal
cases. In terms of individual dismissals, they are a majority now be-
cause 16 percent of all administrative cases concern collective dis-
missal and another 20 percent regard dismissals because of disability,
the settlement of which through court is discouraged. The present 60
percent is double the share for 1993. Second, compared to the two
previous dismissal peaks, the total number of the present peak has
not changed much. Because employment has grown substantially,
dismissals as a percentage of employees have fallen. However, com-
pared to the rate of unemployment, which indicates the economic
situation, the rate of dismissals has become more sensitive. This is
due entirely to the evolution of court cases. Thus, dismissal flexibil-
ity has increased considerably in spite of an unchanged institutional
setting.

As to the low-skilled, the OECD (2004, 86) concludes that EPL
may positively affect employment by limiting layoffs when the econ-
omy slackens, but that it may also boost the use of temporary con-
tracts, leading to unstable labor market careers. Unfortunately, no di-
rect data about the importance of EPL for low-wage employment are
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Table 3.4 OECD Summary Index of EPL Strictness and Its
Three Components, 2003

Protection of Specific Regulation on
Regular Workers Requirements Temporary

Against (Individual) for Collective Forms of 
Total Dismissal Dismissal Employment

United States 0.69 0.08 (0.08) 0.48 0.13 (0.13)
Netherlands 2.29 1.29 (l.28) 0.50 0.49 (0.99)

Source: OECD (2006b, figure 3.9), OECD (2004b, ch. 2), and OECD (2004a).
Note: The three components are grouping eighteen basic measures and are weighted 5⁄12, 2⁄12

and 5⁄12 respectively for the total. Figures for the late 1980s are in parentheses (not available for
collective dismissal).



Increasingly, regulation draws on the cooperation of the social
partners, as the working conditions covenants illustrate. The atten-
tion paid in the CLAs to various working conditions varies widely
and remains at a rather low level. It is doubtful whether this can re-
place the effectiveness of strong regulation, especially for the lower
end of the labor market.

Table 3.5 pictures the incidence of various working conditions. It
shows high levels of time pressure and little change for all variables
between 1997 and 2002. Apart from computer use, the pressure of
working conditions is higher among the low-skilled, often substan-
tially so. A classic assumption is that variations in working condi-
tions are reflected in variations in sick leave rates. Unfortunately, the
privatization of sickness insurance has hampered statistical observa-
tion of recent trends and therefore also the effects of the privatization.
The least-educated show the highest sick leave rates, and so do work-
ers in jobs at elementary and lower levels. The lowest wage categories
show the highest rates, for both frequency and duration.

Finally, we take a look at the impact and effectiveness of disability
insurance. Benefit receipt is widespread—11 percent of all employ-
ees, 75 percent of them age forty-five to sixty-four—and seen as a
tenacious political problem, though levels in other countries, includ-
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Table 3.5 Employees Experiencing Working Conditions, by Level
of Education, 1997 to 2002

Use of Time Use of Vibration Vibration Use of
Force Pressure Vehicles 1a 2b Noise Screen

1997
Total 36% 61% 13% 14% 21% 21% 55%
Low 52 52 23 21 35 29 30
Intermediate 39 61 13 15 23 22 57
High 12 72 2 3 4 12 79

2002
Total 37 59 13 14 21 22 62
Low 56 48 24 22 36 30 33
Intermediate 41 60 13 16 23 24 63
High 13 68 2 4 5 14 86

Source: CBS/Statline, working conditions by personal characteristics.
a Vibration 1 = vibration of tools/machinery.
b Vibration 2 = vibration of tools/machinery and vehicles.



We conclude that although rules may become more lenient when
EU rules are adopted, the general and specific organizational de-
mands on firms tend to increase. The introduction of covenants and
rules in CLAs must be negotiated and put into practice, and the
workplace itself may have to be adapted to enable prolonged em-
ployment of employees who would otherwise receive disability ben-
efits. The position of incumbent workers is reinforced by the em-
ployer’s obligation to continue the employment relationship for two
years during the employee’s sickness—and indefinitely for the par-
tially disabled—although that protection is not statutory. Such pro-
tection should be based on the social partners’ activity, but it may not
work that way in practice.29 The risk is a negative effect on the selec-
tion of new employees, though discrimination by health is forbidden.
For employees, the outside option of a disability benefit has become
much less attractive. It is difficult to say whether the privatization of
sickness insurance has had a favorable effect on the sickness rate.

CONCLUSIONS

After this tour of labor market institutions, we underline again that it
serves to prepare for the case studies and not to analyze the role of in-
stitutions for low-wage employment as such. At the start of the chap-
ter, we mentioned six caveats; here we can conclude that it is essen-
tial to go beyond the theoretical significance of institutions and
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Table 3.6 Stock of Disabled by Demographic Characteristics,
1998 and 2005

Adult Adult
Total Fully Partial Youth Women Men

1997
Number 728,700 214,020 514,130 5,380 285,080 438,240
Share 100% 29% 71% 1% 39% 60%
Percentage of employees 12 4 9 1 15 14

2005
Number 699,990 234,810 464,740 2,190 321,500 376,230
Share 100% 34% 66% 0% 46% 54%
Percentage of employees 11 4 8 0 14 12

Source: CBS/Statline.



contrast, the share of employees in retail has doubled since 1947, but
this mainly reflects the decline of self-employed and cooperating
family members. Changes in retail have been substantial. In 1947 su-
permarkets were still unknown, but by 2004 they employed nearly 3
percent of all employees. Wage employment in consumer electronics
retail grew noticeably in the 1980s and 1990s. In these years the hos-
pitality industry also expanded rapidly, although this growth was
again marked by the declining numbers of self-employed and coop-
erating family members. The hotel subsector came along in this ex-

134 Low-Wage Work in the Netherlands

Table 4.1 Employees in Selected Industries (Head-Count ×
1,000) 1947 to 2004

1947 1960 1975 1990 2000 2004

Total 3,612.0 4,169.0 4,683.0 5,626.0 6,998.6 6,947.3
Manufacturing industry 1,105.0 1,279.0 1,213.0 1,150.0 960.6 835.3

Food and beverages 186.7 199.2 179.2 159.0 145.0 128.2
Slaughtering & meat-
processing 8.3 20.0 23.5 19.8 26.6 20.4

Cocoa, chocolate, 
confectionary 11.2 14.3 9.8 7.1 8.9 7.0

Commercial services 807.2 961.3 1,283.1 2,036.1 3,279.8 3,234.3
Retail industry 167.9 174.2 320.0 469.1 625.2 612.9

Supermarkets — (6.6) (58.0) (124.0) 201.7 198.7
Consumer electronics 0.8 2.1 (6.0) (16.0) 22.7 20.9

Hospitality industry 37.2 44.3 66.0 127.0 254.4 257.6
Hotels 11.2 18.1 (24.0) (38.0) 58.0 73.0

Call centers — — — 7.5 110.0 180.0

Other services, including 
government hospitals 642.0 780.4 1,062.6 1,974.0 2,082.4 2,348.2

55.4 86.2 (125.0) (165.0) 214.1 241.3

Total target subsectors 86.9 147.3 (246.3) (377.4) 642.0 741.3
Target subsectors as 
percentage of employees 2.4 3.5 (5.3) (6.7) 9.2 10.7

Sources: CBS, censuses 1947, 1960; Labour Force Survey (LFS), 1975; Enquête Beroepsbevolk-
ing (EBB), 1990; Enquête Werkgelegenheid en Lonen (EWL), 2000, 2004 (Statline); Groningen
Growth and Development Centre, 60-Industry Database, September 2006, accessed at
http://www.ggdc.net; for call centers, see chapter 8.
Note: Author’s estimates are in parentheses.



pansion. The first Dutch call centers emerged in the early 1990s, and
recently the employment share of this industry seems to be ap-
proaching that of the supermarkets. Finally, over the nearly six-
decade period, the hospital subsector has been the single largest in-
dustry under study, although in the 1980s and 1990s the growth of its
share lagged behind that of the retail and hospitality industries.

THE INCIDENCE OF LOW PAY BY
INDUSTRY

For the target industries and occupations, we established the inci-
dence of low pay and other details using Statistics Netherlands (CBS)
microdata. Unfortunately, we had to leave out meat processing and
confectionary because the sample size made the results unreliable.
The industries that could be selected employ 7 percent of all employ-
ees. Table 4.2 shows that the average low-pay incidence in the target
industries was 32 percent, compared to 16 percent in all other indus-
tries and an overall average of 17 percent. Low-pay incidence varied
significantly within the targeted segment, from 7 percent in hospitals
to 57 percent in supermarkets. The female share in the target indus-
tries’ employment was 64 percent. The incidence of low pay among
them in the target industries deviated little from the total incidence,
but their concentration in low-paying industries gives them a higher
incidence overall—21 percent as against 17 percent.
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Table 4.2 Shares of All Employees and Female Employees
Under the Low-Wage Threshold, 2002

Total Female

Supermarkets 57% 53%
Consumer electronics retail 19 19
Hotels 26 31
Hospitals 7 6
Independent call centers 32 54
Subtotal target industries 32 31
Other industries 16 20
Total 17 21

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS microdata Enquête Werkgelegenheid en Lonen/
Enquête Beroepsbevolking (EWL/EBB) (2002).



Table 4.3 Average Wages in Subsectors, 2002 and 2005–2006

Collective Statutory Adult
Labor Agree- Minimum Wage 

CBS Microdata WageIndicator ment Basic Wage, (Depending on 
Average Hourly Average Adult 2005/Lowest- Collective Labor 

Wage, 2002 Hourly Wage, Grade Adults, Agreement Hours per
(Euros) 2006 (Euros) 2005 (Euros) Week) 2005 (Euros)

Supermarkets 9.84 11.22 9.09 8.07
Consumer electronics retail 12.51 13.61 8.07 8.07
Hotels (cleaning) 11.46 11.95 8.33 7.69
Hospitals 18.02 17.39 8.49 8.07
Independent call centers 12.72 11.56 8.40 7.30
Meat processing 16.42 14.05 8.07 8.07
Confectionary 14.56 13.65 10.46 8.07
Subtotal target industries 13.52 13.35
Other industries 13.91
Total 13.74

Source: Author’s calculations from CBS, Structure of Earnings Survey microdata (2002); WageIndicator data, January 2004 to September
2006 (level 2006); relevant collective labor agreements.



Table 4.4 Factors That May Influence Wages in Subsectors, 2004 to 2006

Food Retail Call Centers

Confec- Super- Elec- In- Inde-
Meat tionary markets tronics Cleaninga house pendent Hospitalsb Average

1. Union density 22–40% 20–35% 10–17% 12–19% 16–20% 28% 12–18% 36% 24%
2. Covered by collective 

labor agreement 78 84 85 76 72 73 59 96 83
3. Low-educated 27 28 23 11 32 8 7 2 18
4. Permanent employment 

contract 75 80 69 70 60 81 60–61 91 75
5. Female 25–29 30–38 54–56 29–38 62 64–70 61–75 69 58
6. Tenure (single employer) 

less than 10 years 69 58 83 84 90 73 91 58 76
7. Working hours less 

than 12 12 4 33 4 14 15 13 3 19
8. Training length 4.17 4.02 2.71 4.27 3.25 3.05 3.21 4.50 3.42
9. Firm size less than 100 67% 78% 75% 77% 30% 63% 46% 16% 55%

10. Labor intensityc 12 20 47 45 33 74 72 ? ?
11, Hourly gross wage 

(2006 euros) 14.05 13.65 11.22 13.61 11.95 14.20 11.56 17.39 13.35

Sources: 1–9 and 11, unless indicated bold: WageIndicator web survey, January 1, 2004 to June 15, 2006, N: unweighted 11,216; weighted by age,
gender, and working hours. 10, and indicated bold: other sources; see chs. 5–9.
a No distinction could be made between hotels and other cleaning firms, except for labor intensity.
b Academic hospitals and nursing homes are excluded.
c Labor costs: total operating costs, including purchasing (2004).



Table 5.1 The Case Study Retail Establishments

Supermarkets Consumer Electronics Retail

SUP A SUP B SUP C SUP D CER A CER B CER C CER D

Market share 5.5% 1.2% 1.8% 7% 11% 7% 2% 3%
Number of Dutch 
stores 89 49 45 380 22 41 29 112

Ownership Dutch Dutch Dutch Dutch/ German British Dutch Dutch
French

Product/service Low, soft Middle, Low High Middle Middle High Low
strategy discount fresh food

Total workforcea 13,500 4,100 5,200 15,000 37,000/ 28,000/ 600 1,100
(international/ 1,500 1,000
Dutch)

Store workforcea 84 87 95 31 93 22 16 10
Store surface 
(square meters) 880 1,200 1,400 500 4,500 1,000 900 300

Share part-timea 86% 89% 85% 84% 20% 36% 38% 40%
Share femalea 74b 88b 83b 81b 14 4 13 0
Share target jobs 45–51 48–57 59 52 51 55 63 70

Source: Author’s compilation from case studies by the researchers.
a Head count
b Share of regular full-time/part-time workforce.



Table 6.1 The Case Study Hotels

Hotel A Hotel B Hotel C Hotel D Hotel E Hotel F Hotel G Hotel H

Ownership International International Inde- International Inde- Inde- International International
chain chain pendent chain pendent pendent chain chain

Stars 4 2–3 3–4 5 4 3 5 3
Region Province Province Province Capital Province Capital Capital Capital
Hotel workforce 36.5 17a 33a ca. 89b 25 ca. 150c 32a

Number of rooms 92 150 192 270 72 79 270 180
Occupancy rate 
(2004) 72,0 53,6 57 85 90? 74 90? 78,5

Outsourcing? No Yes, RAs and Yes, only Yes, RAs No No Yes, 60% Yes, RAs and 
supervisors RAs and of RAs 90% of 

supervisors outsourced supervisors

Source: Author’s compilation of case study interviews by researchers.
a Head count.
b Excluding housekeeping.
c Partly excluding housekeeping.



strategies. Hotel chains are presenting their own concepts with the
goal of distinguishing their chain from others with regard to sphere,
service, style, and price.

Internationalization and chain-bound standardization have caused
reactions. More and more hotels are creating a distinct profile by of-
fering services related to specific themes or specific client groups
(Ernst & Young 2004). The aging of the population and cutbacks in
health care are expected to support the growing number of care and
wellness hotels, leading to the further diversification of the industry.
This group of unique, so-called boutique hotels also feels a strong
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Table 6.2 Key Indicators of the Dutch Hotel Industry,
1994 to 2004

Percent
Change

1994 2000 2004 1994 to 2004

Number of hotels in 
the Netherlands 2,895 2,835 2,831 –2.2

Number of hotels in Amsterdam 354 363 373 +5.4
Number of rooms (× 1,000) 77.5 87.6 94.3 +23.3
Number of beds (× 1,000) 159.0 182.1 196.1 +21.7
Hotels by number of stars

One 511 449 379a –26
Two 661 685 622 –6
Three 654 770 851 +30
Four 229 315 337 +47
Five 29 31 31 +7

Source: Bedrijfschap Horeca en Catering (BH&C) (2004a, 2006a).
a Figures for 2003. 

Table 6.3 The Top Five Hotel Chains, the Netherlands,
2003

Number Number Average Number
of Rooms of Hotels of Rooms per Hotel

Accor (French) 7,124 51 140
Golden Tulip (Dutch) 5,423 65 83
NH-Hoteles (Spanish) 5,349 28 191
Van der VaIk (Dutch) 5,327 49 109
Best Western (U.S.) 3,547 50 71

Source: Bedrijfschap Horeca en Catering (BH&C) (2004a). 
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price and the RevPar (yield per available room) continued to fall
(Hoogendoorn and van Bruggen 2005). Moreover, the hotel industry
recently experienced an increase in exploitation costs. Especially in
Amsterdam, with its tight labor market, the average payroll expenses
per room employee grew in 2004 by over 10 percent. Energy prices
and the costs of maintenance, publicity, insurances, taxes, and food
safety increased too (BH&C 2004a) (see table 6.4). A large part of
these costs are independent of sales, causing a nearly fatal combina-
tion of higher costs, falling occupancy rates and falling room prices,
certainly for the small, independent hotels (Hoogendoorn and van
Bruggen 2005).

INNOVATION

Hotels’ need to protect themselves against the effects of decreasing
room prices, rising costs, and sales fluctuations has been an impor-
tant stimulus for innovation. Hotel firms have followed the combined
strategy of increasing sales and cutting costs. They have joined forces
through international cooperation to invest in scaling up and stan-
dardization or specialization. In fact, the hotel industry is generally
seen as the most innovative part of the hospitality sector (BH&C
2005c). Also innovative is hotels’ investments in IT applications,
which have led to online booking and yield management. A manager
in an Amsterdam hotel chain said:

The strategy of the chain strongly targets cost saving. Due to scaling
up and cooperation—for example, concerning joint purchase and dis-
tribution—cost advantages can be gained. The same is true for joint
innovation. At the chain level, a special task group now is developing
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Table 6.4 Three-, Four-, and Five-Star Hotels in the
Netherlands, 2000 to 2004

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Occupancy rate 76.4% 71.7% 70.9% 65.3% 66.7%
Average room price j104 j106 j114 j102 j98
RevPar (yield per 
available room) 48.3 49.0 42.2 38.9 38.4

Source: Hoogendoorn and van Bruggen (2005).



and making beds quickly and neatly (KHN 2005). The size of 
the cleaning department workforce, mostly called “housekeeping,”
makes it one of the larger hotel departments—definitely in hotels
with limited restaurant provisions. In our study, hotel managers
stressed the importance of a well-organized and efficient cleaning de-
partment. Table 6.5 shows the organization and job structure in the
case study hotels.

All case study hotels used production standards to evaluate the
work of the room attendants, distinguishing productivity from qual-
ity standards. Productivity standards referred to the number of rooms
to be cleaned per hour—between 2.3 and 3 rooms per hour, up to
even 4 rooms per hour in one case.3 Comparison of standards be-
tween hotels remains difficult owing to differences in room size,
number of guest supplies, and materials of wall and floor covering.
On average, however, cleaning companies seem to apply higher stan-
dards than the hotels. We derived one example of tougher targets
from a five-star hotel that had recently outsourced room cleaning, in-
cluding the contracts with the room attendants already working for
the hotel. The union had negotiated that the room attendants would
maintain their initial terms of employment for five years. Their target
remained seventeen rooms per day, whereas their new colleagues
were expected to clean nineteen to twenty rooms for a lower hourly
wage; moreover, none of the latter received a permanent contract.

Hotels were aware that higher productivity standards might easily
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Table 6.5 Organization and Job Structure of the Housekeeping
Department

General 
Director/
Executive Supervisor/ Room Linen

Housekeeper Forewoman Attendant Boy

Supervision and control X X (self-
checking)

Division of work and control X X
Executive tasks X (if needed) X
Preparation tasks X (in small X

hotels in the 
lower-quality 
segment)

Source: Author’s compilation from case study interviews by researchers.
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Table 6.6 Wages, Bonuses, and Grades of Room Attendants:
Two Hospitality Collective Labor Agreements (CLAs)
and the Cleaning CLA

Old New Cleaning
Hospitality CLA Hospitality CLA Company CLAa

CLA year 2003–2004a July 14, 2005 to January 1, 2005 to
March 31, 2008 January 1, 2008

Grade 3 3 2
Adult wage appli-
cable from age 22 22 22

Basic wage j1,436.37 j1,436.84 j1,371.67
Waiting period Two calendar years Four calendar First half-year in
(before receiving (starting wage = years grade = learning 
basic wage) SMW = j1,264,60) period

Maximum monthly 
wage j1,706.88 j1,706.88 j1,421.07

Maximum hourly 
wage j10.37 j10.37 j9.44

Basic hourly wage j8.72 j8.72 j8.33
Holiday allowance 8% 8% 8%
Bonus for weekend Saturday: none None Saturday: 150%
shift Sunday: 150% Sunday: 215%

Clauses on wage 
development in 2006: j8.92 2006: j8.62
2006 and 2007 2007: j9.00 2007: j8.90
contracts Probation period: Probation period: Probation period: 

two months; three two months; after two months; after
fixed-term; after six fixed-term con- three fixed-term 
contracts in three tracts in five years, contracts in one 
years, a permanent a permanent con- and a half years, 
contract follows tract follows; wait- a permanent con-

ing period of one tract follows
month breaks up 
the chain 

Minimum working Four hours per No minimum Two hours per 
hours week week

Source: Collective labor agreements for hospitality industry and cleaning sector; both made a
contract in 2005.
a Wages based on an average working week of 38 hours and an annual working time of 1,979
hours.



tirement conditions. In addition, the unions in the industry are par-
ticipating in negotiations about reorganizations when employment
conditions are at stake.

Yet this job classification system should not be seen as a fixed sys-
tem but as a guideline for the implementation of individual negotia-
tions between management and employees. Reference points for de-
termining the wages of individual employees are knowledge, social
skills, risks, responsibilities and influence, expressive ability, physical
mobility, attention, other function demands, and abilities under hard
work conditions, whether physical or psychological. The system
specifies the characteristics of an individual job. For example, one
can find a department assistant in food delivery in three different
groups: one job includes only easy fixed tasks (linked to FWG 10);
one has fixed tasks but is also rewarded for initiative (linked to FWG
15); and one food delivery job includes responsibility for making up
diets (linked to FWG 20).

In figure 7.1, we present the wage structure within the wage scales
1 to 50. It appears that substantial overlap exists between several
wage scales and that the wage distribution is relatively compressed.
At the same time, each of the wage scales holds substantial tenure
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Figure 7.1 Wage Scales 1 to 50 in the Collective Labor
Agreement for Hospitals 

Source: Author’s calculations from the text of the collective labor agreement.
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Nutrition assistants, however, were unhappy about having had
to exchange their care and nourishment tasks for general hospi-
tality and cleaning tasks they did not like.

2. The patients appeared to be rather pleased with the innovation.
In department 1, patient satisfaction increased from 7.9 (on a 10-
point scale) in 2004 to 8.4 in 2005. In department 2, patient sat-
isfaction increased from 7.7 to 7.9.

3. It was difficult to measure the costs of introducing the assist, but
the innovation seemed to have very positive results: with the
same costs, production increased by 12 percent.

Volunteers in Related Areas In all six hospitals and in the two nurs-
ing homes, a high number of volunteers were active in function do-
mains that were closely related to but did not overlap with those of
nursing assistants. Volunteers fulfilled tasks such as giving patients
directions, taking care of flowers, bringing mail and newspapers to
patients, riding the mobile library, and organizing the Sunday church
service, as well as more work-related tasks, such as helping at the in-
formation desk, serving coffee and tea, distributing food trays, and
transporting patients.

Officially, volunteers couldn’t do paid work. Hospitals dealt with
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Figure 7.2 The Assist Project: Three-in-One

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Most nurses are female, and many of them are part-timers. The em-
ployment flexibility in hospitals derives from the shift system, which
enables employees to accumulate bonuses in wages. Furthermore,
hospitals make use of internal labor pools, which enable managers to
match supply with demand.

The analytical question in this chapter is this: to what extent do
hospitals make use of low-wage employment in traditional or en-
hanced forms of work organization, and how is the conflict between
cost control and integral quality maintenance solved?

The empirical research on which this chapter is built concentrates
on two subsectors in health care: general hospitals and nursing
homes. In each of these types of organizations, professional educa-
tion and training are provided. Within the hospital sector, we com-
pare general hospitals with hospitals that are among the self-pro-
claimed “top clinical hospitals,” which generally offer specialized
training, are larger in size, and are more modern working organiza-
tions. All hospitals in the sample are located inside and outside the
Randstad conurbation. In addition, we provide information on two
nursing homes, which have about the same size and degree of insti-
tutionalization as the hospitals. The people being treated in nursing
homes have left the hospital but are too ill to go home.

In each of the organizations, we studied the labor market position
of three occupational groups: nursing assistants, nutrition assistants,
and housekeepers. In addition to the case studies, we conducted in-
terviews with representatives of interest associations, temp agencies,
private investors, and the director of a consultancy who set up a pro-
posal for a new job classification system; these interviews let us eval-
uate the pluses and minuses of the current practice.

This chapter is organized as follows. In the first section, we pro-
vide an overview of the main institutional characteristics of the in-
dustry and current trends in the labor market. That is followed by a
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Table 7.1 Research Design for the Case Study Hospitals

Top Clinical General Nursing
Hospital Hospital Homes

Inside Randstad Cases 3, 5 Cases 4, 6 Cases 7, 8
Outside Randstad Case 1 Case 2

Source: Author’s compilation.



clining as well. They are relatively small in hospitals (6.4 percent)
and substantially larger in nursing homes (10.5 percent), though in
both sub-sectors many persons leave their work places and find jobs
elsewhere in the sector, minimizing the net turnover rate (table 7.2).

Education The vocational and training system historically focuses on
upgrading and improving skill levels. In 1996–1997, a new national
vocational education system was introduced to reduce the complex
variety of training systems in hospitals as well as the need to update
the tasks, competencies, and required skills of staff. The old system
was changed into a more transparent system that delivers qualified
workers according to a five-level education structure, level 5 repre-
senting a new element of medical training: training for nurses at a
higher vocational level. Only level 4 and 5 nurses have to be registered
to be able to practice their profession. Finally, in 1997 so-called in-
service education, through which apprentices are trained inside care
institutions, was transferred to external regular educational institu-
tions at medium and higher professional levels (Den Boer, Hövels, and
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Table 7.2 Labor Market Characteristics of Nursing and Caring
Personnel in General Hospitals, 2001 to 2005

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Number of nurses and 
caretakers 58,684 61,988 61,708 62,398 62,898
Number FTE’s 40,898 41,895 42,484 43,025 43,195
Average working hours 
per week (fulltime = 100%) 0.70 0.68 0.69 0.69 0.69
Percentage female jobs 87.2 87.3 87.6 87.8 87.9
Gross turnover in percent 
(persons who leave the 
work place) 11.7 9.6 8.0 6.7 6.4

Net turnover in percent 
(persons who leave the 
sector) 3.5 2.6 2.1 2.1 1.8
Sickness rate in percent 7.1 6.5 6.1 5.8 5.9
Average age (in years) 37.1 37.5 37.7 38.5 39.1
Average duration of em-
ployment with current 
employer (in years) 9.0 9.1 9.3 9.7 10.6

Source: Author’s compilation from Prismant and Website Labor Market Information Care and
Welfare (accessed at http://www.AZWinfo.nl).



Klaeijsen 2004). Qualification levels in hospitals are substantially
higher than in the nursing homes and the elderly homes. In home care
services, qualification levels are the lowest on average.

The following outlines the various vocational levels:

• Level 1: One-year training to become a “helper” who provides as-
sistance in the daily care of patients. The work is classified as very
low-skilled, and preparatory training is not required.

• Level 2: One-year training at the primary vocational level to be-
come a “qualified helper” who assists with tasks like washing and
feeding patients. No preparatory training is required for this low-
skilled work.

• Level 3: Three-year training at the secondary vocational level to
become an “assistant nurse” who administers daily care, takes
simple medical actions, and reports on patients. Preparatory
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Table 7.3 Labor Market Characteristics of Nursing and
Caring Personnel in Nursing Homes, 2001 
to 2005

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Number of nurses and 
caretakers 64,780 64,412 60,462 60,620 64,151

Number of full time jobs 41,507 40,995 40,968 41,749 43,364
Average working hours 
per week (full time = 100%) 0.64 0.64 0.68 0.69 0.68

Percentage female jobs 95.4 95.3 95.0 95.2 94.8
Gross turnover in percent 
(persons who leave the 
work place) 18.7 15.9 12.8 10.4 10.5

Net turnover in percent 
(persons who leave the 
sector) 4.3 3.7 3.3 3.1 4.2

Sickness rate in percent 10.2 8.9 8.2 7.5 7.3
Average age 37.1 38.4 38.8 39.7 37.4
Average duration of em-
ployment with current 
employer (in years) 6.8 6.9 7.0 7.4 7.7

Source: Author’s compilation from Prismant and Website Labor Market Information
Care and WeIfare (accessed at http://www.AZWinfo.nl).
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Table 7.4 Function Groups and Corresponding Gross Monthly and Hourly Wage Levels

Function Group 1 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Monthly entry wage j1,212 j1,265 j1,315 j1,363 j1,390 j1,426 j1,462 j1,542 j1,639 j1,859 j2,121
Monthly maximum wage j1,462 j1,542 j1,639 j1,750 j1,859 j1,962 j2,068 j2,121 j2,282 j2,507 j2,848
Minimum hourly wage 7.74 8.08 8.40 8.71 8.88 9.11 9.34 9.85 10.47 11.88 13.55
Maximum hourly wage 9.34 9.85 10.47 11.18 11.88 12.54 13.21 13.55 14.58 16.02 18.20

Source: Author’s calculations from the text of the collective labor agreement.



to patients, even if such a duty is performed only once a year. The
consultancy has proposed a blueprint for a new classification system
with fewer wage scales, room for individual development and re-
ward, and separate functional descriptions that can be implemented
in a cost-neutral fashion. Although both the trade unions and the em-
ployers’ associations were positive about this new system, until now
the fear of higher costs has led to non-implementation.

A trade union concern is the average remaining wage gap of 12.3
percent putting employees in the hospital sector at a disadvantage in
comparison with the market sector. The top of the occupational hi-
erarchy in hospitals is especially worse off compared to the market
sector, whereas the wage difference at the bottom of the occupa-
tional hierarchy is relatively small in comparison with the market
sector (Vandermeulen, Hoogendoorn, and van Lomwel 2003). The
unions proved to be less concerned, however, about the payment
level of the low-skilled workforce. “Low-wage workers are a rela-
tively small group that has hardly any union members and who we
do not want to compete out of the market,” as one union represen-
tative put it.

Working Hours The employment duration on a full-time standard
level is 1,878 hours in a year (an average of 36 working hours in a
week), though individual agreements make it possible to work forty
hours. Annual working hours are based on the gross employment du-
ration minus holiday hours, days off, and public holidays. Ordinary
working hours are between 7:00 A.M. and 8:00 P.M. on weekdays and
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Table 7.5 Employees by Function Wage Group in General
Hospitals and Nursing Homes

General Hospitals Nursing Homes

Function Group 1993 2000 2001 1993 2000

25 or lower 1% 2% 2% 15% 20%
30 1 1 1 8 9
35 5 5 4 58 53
40 46 41 25 6 7
45 29 25 35 6 5
50 or higher 18 25 32 6 5
Total 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Van der Windt et al. (2004, 75).



Table 7.6 Main Characteristics of the Case Study Hospitals

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

Number of beds 529 341 881 852 530 250
FTE 1,538 891 1,928 1,819 2,170 520
Top clinical/ Top clinical Non-top Top clinical Non-top Top clinical Non-top
non-top clinical clinical clinical
clinical 
hospital 

In-/outside Outside Outside Inside Inside Inside Inside
Randstad

Financial Declining, Healthy Healthy Unstable Healthy Financial crisis
situation still positive

Structure Cluster Department Cluster Cluster Business unit Cluster, integral
management

Internal flexi- Own flexpool Own flexpool Per department Own flexpool Own flexpool Pool with 0-
bility with fixed with 0-hour 0-hour con- with 0-hour with fixed con- hour contracts,

contracts contracts tracts or fixed-hour tracts plus temp 
contracts workers

Volunteers No No Yes Yes No Yes
“paid = work”

Seniority indi- Average job 0–4 years: 46%; Average job 
cator tenure: 9.4 5–10: 20%; tenure: 5 years

years 11–15: 17%; 
16–20: 8.5%; 
21–25: 4%; 
26–30: 3%

Sickness leave 4.6% 4.5% 4.8% (7% in 5.3% 5.9% 5.3%
cleaning)

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 8.1 The Case Study Call Centers

In-House Call Centers Outsourced Call Centers

IN A IN B IN C IN D OUT A OUT B OUT C OUT D

Sector Financial Financial Utility Utility Financial Financial Utility Utility
Ownership Dutch Dutch Dutch Dutch U.S. Dutch Dutch Dutch
Service-level Mid/high Mid, self- Mid Low/mid Low/mid, Mid, serving Low/mid Low/mid 
strategy service long-term clients in serving serving 

client as relations call center series of series of 
leading with three sector by clients clients in 
principal to four hiring, from vari- many sec-

clients training, ous sectors tors, partly
and super- specializing
vising in call cen-

ter agent 
activities

Number of 5 3 1 4 1 None: deliv- 4 1
call center ers staff and 
locations HR services

Complexity Mid/high Low/mid/ Low/mid Low/mid Mid Low/mid Low/mid Low/mid
of jobs high

Workforce 1,200 2,300a 25 1,750 300 ?b 2,200 ?c

(head-
count)

Number of 600 1,500 20 1,100 175 300 1,700 ?
agent seats

Share part- 20% 85% 25% 30% 35% ? 65% 80%
time

Share women 45 50 80 65 45 60 65 55?
Share under 25 30 15 23 30 55 28 45
age thirty

Source: Authors’ compilation from case studies by the researchers.
a Of which about 30 percent are temps and other flexible workers.
b For finance, 0: employees are located/working at the in-house call center seats.
c Temp agency, recruiting, (temp) employing, and partly training agents.



Customer relationship management (CRM) applications allow call
centers to communicate in standardized ways with customers. These
applications have major effects on agents’ autonomy. The use of
scripted texts had become rather dominant. A contradiction was
growing here: agents had a greater need for autonomy in dealing with
the newest technologies, especially web-enabling tools, in order to
fully utilize the available information and react quickly to customer
preferences. In finance we did not find too many scripts because the
industry had switched to using agents as salespersons and their client
contacts as selling contacts. Yet as we will see, new regulations may
lead to the return of scripting. In utilities the share of scripted phone
contacts is higher, reflecting the less interactive job content in billing
or reporting disturbances. Growing competition between utility
firms, however, makes it viable to move to increasingly scriptless
jobs. It should be stressed here, however, that a low use of scripts
does not necessarily translate into high levels of autonomy (De Grip,
Sieben, and van Jaarsveld 2005, 17).

RECENT CHANGES AT THE INDUSTRY LEVEL

Fewer Simple Jobs? A number of call center activities tend to develop
into core services, reflecting the dynamics of “service intensity” com-
petition in finance and utilities. Recently, forms of (standardized)
specialization have been evolving, with call center facilities becoming
centers that offer broader forms of customer service, including many
forms of customer contact, and use a variety of technical platforms,
such as business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-customer (B2C).
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Table 8.2 Call Centers and Employees, 1992 to 2004

Number of Number of Average Number
Year (End) Call Centers Employees (est.) of Employees

1992 1,150 12,000 80
1995 1,320 30,000 94
2000 1,020 110,000 108
2001 1,260 130,000 103
2002 1,400 150,000 107
2003 1,520 165,000 109
2004 1,750 180,000 103

Source: Authors’ compilation from various estimates, such as Datamonitor.



Table 8.3 Job Levels in the Call Center Industry Collective Labor Agreement (CLA), 2005

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

Character of con- Mostly inbound Inbound or out- Inbound and out- Inbound and out- Inbound and out-
tacts with clients contacts bound contacts bound contacts bound contacts bound contacts

Autonomy Very low discre- Low discretion: Medium to low Medium to high Higher discretion: 
tion: scripts or scripts or sys- discretion: condi- discretion: lim- analyzing ques-
systems dictate tems determine tions for task per- ited or no deter- tions/problems
way of perform- task perfor- formance deter- mination by and taking proper
ing task mance; limited mined by script or scripts or sys- actions; high 

possibility for directives; devia- tems; agent needs degree of free-
deviation tion allowed competence to dom within 

perform without; rough direc-
freedom of ap- tives
proach within 
directives and 
system require-
ments

Source: Call center industry CLA, 2005.



of job quality. As table 8.4 shows, these differences had mainly to do
with physical working conditions; even the lowest-scoring items in
the survey worked out to a substantial level of complaint.

Autonomy is a core job quality problem in call center work. Man-
agers often perceive that call center workers have quite a lot of au-
tonomy. According to the GCC research, three-quarters of the man-
agers in the Dutch sample believed that it is important to allow
agents more authority at work. The authors suggest that overall the
level of standardization in Dutch call centers is comparatively low
(De Grip, Sieben, and van Jaarsveld 2005, 17–18). Other surveys, in-
cluding that of the Labor Inspectorate, emphasize that especially at
lower complexity levels health risks are related to job content—no-
tably the short-cycle character of the work, the lack of autonomy for
agents, the variations in incoming calls, and the use of scripts. Some
related health risks arise from the monitoring and control in the “reg-
ular” work situation. Quite a lot of evidence shows that continuous
monitoring increases job-related stress. The GCC survey reports that
almost all call centers monitor their agents, although managers main-
tain that monitoring is used for agent feedback purposes only. Con-
tinuous monitoring is virtually absent, the researchers suggest, be-
cause of the Dutch Personnel Data Protection Act (De Grip, Sieben,
and van Jaarsveld 2005, 18–19).

Our cases show that most (financial) in-house agents work with-
out scripts and have a call time of about five minutes to answer ques-
tions, do cross-selling, and reinforce the relationship with the cus-
tomer. In utilities and at independents serving other industries,
scripting is more dominant and leaves less room for autonomy. Yet
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Table 8.4 Evaluation of Elements of Job Quality by Call-
Center Agents, 2006

In-house Agents Independent Agents

Chair and table OK 72% 33%
Desktop and monitor OK 82 33
Climate control OK 39 17
Noise level OK 54 21
Work stress (very) high 56 48
Physical complaints 32 37
Monotony no problem 60 31

Source: FHKN (2006).



Table 8.5 Comparison of Applicable Collective Labor Agreements (CLAs) for Call Center Agents
at Monthly Entry Wage and Maximum Wage and in Steps in First Six Grades, Mid-
2006

Entry Wage Maximum Wage Steps

Grade CC TWA FIN CC TWA FIN CC TWA FIN

0 j1,381 j1,388 — j1,381 j1,388 — 1 1 —
1 1,442 1,498 j661a 1,576 1,892 j1,738 7 ca. 9 13
2 1,489 1,541 809a 1,651 2,009 1,927 8 ca. 10 13
3 1,535 1,599 1,124a 1,831 2,141 2,081 10 ca. 11 13
4 1,581 1,672 1,445a 1,977 2,308 2,397 12 ca. 12 13
5 1,619 1,748 1,880 2,125 2,487 2,430 13 ca. 13 13

Source: Authors’ compilation from various CLAs.
Note: Monthly wages above the low-wage threshold are printed in italics.
CC: Industry CLA for independent call centers, January 1, 2006, wages, based on forty hours per week.
TWA: Industry CLA for TWAs (ABU), July 3, 2006, wages, based on forty hours per week, agents in grade 1, 2, or 3.
FIN: Company CLA for financial group A, including in-house call center jobs, January 1, 2006, wages, based on thirty-six hours per week.
a Youth scales.



ing so is rather complicated, since they are part of individual con-
tracts; newcomers are offered contracts without such extras. With the
introduction in 2002 of a new job classification system, some em-
ployees have enjoyed personal bonuses after being classified in a
lower job grade. What is new is the more flexible application of the
CLA rules, especially in the direction of performance pay. Yet steps
and bonuses can be related to individual performance only if the em-
ployer and the works council agree on an assessment system.

Figure 9.2 shows the CLA wage structure for the meat processing
industry. Under this CLA, the minor differences between the job lev-
els are obvious. All entry wages are below the low-wage threshold.
Yet all maximum wages—to be reached in nine or ten yearly steps—
are above the threshold. Group A is only used for employees in their
probation period, and group B is used for apprentices and packaging
workers. Group A proved to be empty in the cases we researched,
with one exception: the firm used group A to reduce labor costs, ar-
guing that the workers had little mastery of the Dutch language.
Skilled employees can be found in groups E and up.

Other compensations and bonuses under the CLA relate to shift
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Figure 9.1 Monthly Wages in the Confectionary Industry
per CLA, 2005–2006

Source: Collective Labor Agreement, confectionary industry 2005–2006, CLA-
partners, 2005.
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Figure 9.2 Monthly Wages in the Meat-Processing Industry per Collective Labor
Agreement, July 7, 2005

Source: Collective Labor Agreement, meat processing industry 2005–2006, CLA-partners, 2005.
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have fifty to one hundred employees and ten have more than one
hundred employees (CBS/Statline). Mars (Masterfoods), Leaf (Leaf
Holland), and Perfetti van Melle, important players on the European
market and owners of the international brands Mars, Sportlife, and
Mentos, can be found in the latter category.

After a series of acquisitions, it has been rather quiet recently, with
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Table 9.1 The Case Study Confectionary Establishments

CON A CON B CON C CON D

Sector Sweets Sweets Chocolate Chocolate
Contrast Private label Brand Private label Brand/niche
Ownership Belgian Italian Belgian German
Firm structure Family Multinational Family Family

company
Number of 3, 2 in the More than 10 2, 1 in the 10
production Netherlands in Europe, 4 Netherlands
sites in the Nether-

lands
Plant work- 160 105 90 100
force

Plant work- 100 85 50 62
force in man-
ufacturing

Product range Gums, Candies, Chocolates, Pastilles, tab-
licorices mainly cara- tablets, lets, seasonal 

mels, toffees seasonal prod- products
ucts

Target jobs Grade A: Grade A: Grades 1–4: Grades 1–4:
empty empty 40% (mainly 

packaging)
Processing:  Processing: Processing: 
40% in grades  80% in grades none
B and C B and C

Packaging: Packaging: Packaging: 
80% in grades 100% in grades 90% (mainly 
B and C B and C in grade 3)

Collective Branch Branch Branch Branch 
Labor Agree- (candy (candy) (biscuit) (biscuit)
ment

Source: Author’s compilation from case studies.



the exception of the disinvestment of the confectionary group CSM
to CVC Capital Partners. The divesting strategies of the international
players gave way to a larger role of such investment companies: fam-
ily-dominated investors own three of the case firms. With respect to
outsourcing, only in chocolate production can major changes be
noted. In the 1970s and 1980s, manufacturers of chocolate products
outsourced cocoa processing to industries in the Zaan region, near
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Table 9.2 The Case Study Meat Processing Establishments

MEA A MEA B MEA C MEA D

Contrast Brand/Private Private label Private label Brand/private 
label label

Ownership Dutch Dutch Dutch Dutch
Firm structure Investment Multinational Family Multinational 

company company company
Number of 3, 1 in the Many, 1 in the 2 12, 10 in the 
production Netherlands Netherlands Netherlands
sites

Plant work- 73 95 115 (exclud- 50 (excluding 
force ing 45 TAWs) TAWs)

Plant work- 60 60 100 40
force in man-
ufacturing

Product range Mainly “singu- Liver sausages, Bacon products Dry sausages
lar composed” cooked ham, and sausages
meat products, dry sausage, 
smoked and cooked sausage
cooked, ham, 
bacon, con-
venience meat 
comp’s

Target jobs Grade A: 6 Grade A: 2 Grade A: 40 Grades B, C: 4
Grades B, C: 34 Grade B: 17 Grade B: 40

Grade C: 25 Grade C: 20
Collective Branch (meat Branch (meat Branch (meat Branch (meat 
labor agree- products) products), products), products), 
ment company job, company job company job

classification, classification classification
wage structure

Source: Author’s compilation from case studies.



tween departments can be found. Operational responsibility over
packing lines has been given to machine leaders in category D and
sometimes E, including registration and inspection tasks related to
quality systems. In some cases, we heard comments on debates be-
tween management and employees over the scheduling of senior
packaging operators: the employees involved lost their case when
management restricted their responsibility to one production line.
Operational flexibility has its price in the wage system, which is
based on competencies and task flexibility, not educational levels.

As a heritage from the past, the boundaries between processing and
packaging departments are quite strong, owing to differences in cli-
mate, technology, tasks, physical demands, and workforce composi-
tion. In packaging departments, women make up the majority, even af-
ter mechanization. In chocolate processing, however, we found an
interesting experiment aimed at changing this. Together with the
mechanization and even automation of internal transport (the first ro-
bots have been introduced and others are foreseen), the traditional di-
vision of labor between men and women may well change in the near
future. Horizontal mobility could offer opportunities for the target job.
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Table 9.3 Job Classification in the Confectionary
Subsector

Category Processing Department Packaging Department

A Manual work, not Manual packaging
product-related

B Manual, product-related Operating packaging 
work, unskilled machine

C Manual operation of stand- Operating packaging 
alone batch processes equipment

D Operation of integrated operating automated 
mechanized batch processes packaging line
or craft-based operations

E Process operators (continuous operating high-
processes) performance automated

packaging line
F Supervisor Supervisor
G Management Management
H Management Management

Source: Functieboek voor de suikerverwerkende industrie [Job Classification in the
Confectionary Industry], CLA partners, 2002.
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