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Trade union strategies to recruit new groups of workers –
 Netherlands

Disclaimer: This information is made available as a service to the public but has not been edited by
 the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. The content is the
 responsibility of the authors.

The decline in trade union membership has been an issue since the 1990s. Fewer men and young
 employees are joining trade unions, although female membership has increased. Declining
 membership rates are related to the rise in flexible jobs and the fall in employment in a number of
 industrial sectors which traditionally have had a high union density. Initiatives to attract new
 members target younger people, self-employed persons and – indirectly – migrant workers.

1. Trade union membership and density rates: data and research

1.1 Please provide trade union membership and union density rates since 1990
 (1990, 1995, 2000, 2005, 2007).

Number of unionised workers

 Number %

1990 1,653,000 24%

1995 1,873,000 28%

2000 1,912,000 25%

2005 1,899,000 24%

2007 1,878,000 23% *

Note: *2006, most recent figure.

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS); CBS Statline

In 2006, 63% of unionised workers were members of the Dutch Trade Union Federation (Federatie
 Nederlandse Vakbeweging, FNV), 18% were members of the Christian Trade Union Federation
 (Christelijk Nationaal Vakverbond, CNV) and 9% were members of the Federation for Middle and
 Higher Personnel (Middelbaar en Hoger Personeel, MHP). Other independent professional unions
 organise the remaining 10% (CBS, 2007).

1.2 Please indicate the presence and content of recent studies (since 2000) on trade
 union membership of particular groups of workers, such as women, young people,
 migrants, white-collar workers, service workers, workers with ‘atypical’
 contractual arrangements, and/or other groups of workers which are relatively less
 represented in trade union membership in your country.

In 2007, an overview of trade union membership was published in Socioeconomic trends, a periodical
 of the Central Bureau of Statistics (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, CBS). The study mapped
 over a 10-year period the increase and decrease in union membership groups and in union density
 in several economic sectors (CBS, 2007).

With respect to economic sector, large differences in trade union density are apparent. For example,
 union density is high (around 35%) in the public sector at local authority level and in education. This
 is also the case in the construction industry. On the other hand, wholesale and retail trade,
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 commercial and financial services, and the hotel and restaurants sector have a low rate of union
 density (CBS, 2007).

Regarding groups of workers, the study shows that, between 1995 and 2006, the proportion of men
 declined by 11%, while the share of female members increased by 8% (up to 32% of the total).
 Since 1995, the membership of young people aged less than 25 years has decreased. Among young
 male members, this decline is almost 50%. The decline among young women is 20%. In 2004, 10%
 of this young age group was unionised. Membership among the 25–44 year age group has declined
 by nearly 25%; 21% of this group is unionised. Meanwhile, membership among people aged 45
 years and older increased by 31%. This age group had a union density of 35% in 2004. Thus, older
 workers are overrepresented in trade unions (CBS, 2007).

These figures show an ageing trade union movement, and thus it comes as no surprise that younger
 people are a target group of recruitment campaigns. Furthermore, vulnerable groups – such as
 migrant workers (Polish) and workers from ethnic minorities (Moroccan, Turkish) – have been the
 subject of information and recruitment campaigns (Kloosterboer, 2007).

2. Trade union membership: national debates

2.1 Please indicate whether in your country there are ongoing national debates on
 trade union representation and membership and their recent developments. In
 particular, you should indicate whether existing discussions address the following
 topics and illustrate the main actors and positions in such debates, reserving
 special attention for the views of the trade unions which have engaged in specific
 organising efforts.

a) Declining trade union membership and/or density

b) Inclusion of women

c) Inclusion of young people

d) Inclusion of migrants

e) Inclusion of workers in specific professional groups

f) Inclusion of workers with particular contractual arrangements, such as part-time
 workers, temporary agency workers, self-employed people or freelancers

g) Differences across sectors (manufacturing and services, private sector and public
 sector, large and small enterprises)

h) Differences across regions

i) Any other dimensions (to be specified) which are relevant in your country

Declining trade union membership has been under debate during the last decades. Even since the
 1950s, there has been a debate on the fragmentation of civil society, including the trade union
 movement (Klandermans and Visser, 1995).

The Social and Cultural Planning Office (Sociaal en Cultreel Plan Bureau, SCP) has stated in a
 retrospective that, although in absolute figures the trade union movement has grown, union density
 has declined since 1980. In the 1950s, 40% of workers in the Netherlands were unionised; in 1979,
 this proportion was 36%. By 1984, the density had further declined to 31% and in 2002, it stood at
 25%. SCP ascribes the decline to a loss of employment in a number of industrial sectors which
 traditionally had a high trade union density, as well as the rapid increase in part-time work and the
 rise in flexible jobs, such as temporary agency work and temporary employment contracts (Dekker
 et al, 2004).

Visser has explored the factor of part-time work, mostly held by women. In an international
 comparative report on trade union membership in 24 countries, he states that membership rates
 among part-time workers should be understood by the character of the jobs.

‘Interestingly, the gap in unionisation between part-time and full-time employees is narrowing in some countries in
 northern Europe – most strongly in those wherein a part-time job is both widely diffused and “normalised” in the
 sense of being covered by the same rights, benefits and employment conditions that apply to full-time workers’
 (Visser, 2006, p. 47).

The situation in the Netherlands forms one of the examples here. Visser assesses the decline in
 traditional economic sectors, more generally in the private sector. He also pays special attention to
 the decline in union density among young employees, who often work in flexible jobs on a
 temporary basis. Indeed, the main focus of the public debate on declining trade union membership
 and density is on the inclusion of young people.

The inclusion of women is no longer a dominant issue since more women have become trade union

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0901028s/OLE_LINK1
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 members. The lack of membership among migrant workers is more of an implicit issue in the trade
 union federations. In FNV, for example, various grassroots initiatives have been taken. In a number
 of information campaigns, labour terms and working conditions in an economic sector such as the
 cleaning industry – where migrant workers are overrepresented – are the starting point for the
 campaign and not the migrant worker directly (Kloosterboer, 2007).

With regard to the inclusion of workers with particular contractual arrangements, such as part-time
 workers, temporary agency workers, self-employed people or freelancers, special information
 campaigns have been launched for vulnerable groups on flexible employment contracts at the lower
 end of the labour market. Furthermore, self-employed persons have been a special target group in
 attracting new members.

The other factors suggested above have not played a dominant role in the debates.

The view of the three main trade union federations is described in more detail under the next
 question. The initiatives described show their concern and their efforts to attract younger people and
 self-employed persons. Question 3.2 offers more information on other target groups.

3. Trade union initiatives to recruit new groups of workers

3.1 Please provide information on any major organising actions and campaigns (at
 least three) started by trade unions in your countries, since 2000, either aimed at
 the general workforce or at specific groups of workers (please include at least two
 examples of this latter type), such as: women; young workers; migrants; workers
 in particular sectors; workers in specific professional groups; workers with certain
 contractual arrangements, such as part-time workers, temporary agency workers,
 self-employed people or freelancers.

The three initiatives described have taken place at the three main trade unions. Two campaigns are
 directed at target groups: self-employed people and young workers. One is aimed at the public in
 general, but implicitly focuses on those aged 35 years or more. The selection is partly based on
 visibility or media coverage. The selection is biased in that grassroots information campaigns are not
 covered. See also under Question 3.2.

First campaign

a) the trade union organisations involved

CNV opened its ranks to self-employed workers in the summer of 2007. In this regard, it followed
 FNV, which in 1999 took the lead in making membership available to self-employed persons,
 particularly in the construction sector, where many Polish workers are found (NL0707059I).

b) the reasons which have led to these actions and campaigns; c) target group

The Chair of CNV, René Paas, identifies an increase in the number of self-employed individuals in the
 construction, transport and communication sectors. A move to self-employment is often
 accompanied by cancelling trade union membership. Mr Paas states that the organisation has lost
 some 4,000 members over the past 10 years. It is estimated that self-employed workers account for
 over 10% of labour, in the construction sector in particular. Workers do not always deliberately
 choose the status of self-employment, as they may be forced into this situation by company
 restructuring and outsourcing. Such workers are really a new type of employee, according to Mr
 Paas, who may experience poorer working conditions than their colleagues in salaried employment;
 they are known as ZZP’ers, based on the Dutch for self-employed individuals without staff
 (zelfstandigen zonder personeel, ZZP). Furthermore, these workers often have no disability
 insurance and inadequate pension provision (NL0611059I). Trade union support is therefore sorely
 required. The campaign aims to keep former employees as members of the trade union.

d) the strategies used (for instance, direct campaigns and contacts with workers at
 workplaces, widespread public communication and information campaigns, and web
 campaigns)

The campaign was internal, directed at members who had become self-employed and cancelled their
 membership. The campaign was made public through the website of CNV and the two associated
 unions, the Industry, Food and Transport Workers’ Union (CNV Bedrijvenbond) and the Services
 Workers’ Union (CNV Dienstenbond).

e) the focus of such strategies (basically either collective bargaining and interest
 representation or service provision)

The focus of the strategies is on service provision. Through CNV, self-employed workers can arrange
 health or disability insurance at more attractive rates than they could do individually. CNV also has
 plans to create a pension fund for self-employed workers. FNV and the Alternative Trade Union
 (Alternatief voor Vakbond, AVV) have already developed a pension scheme for self-employed people
 (NL0510103F). The focus cannot be on collective bargaining as self-employed persons lack a

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2007/07/articles/nl0707059i.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2006/11/articles/nl0611059i.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2005/10/feature/nl0510103f.htm
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 collective agreement. A Collective Labour Agreement (CLA) would involve illegal price agreements,
 according to the Dutch Competition Authority (Nederlandse Mededingsautoriteit, NMa). CNV is
 considering the possibility of working with the other trade unions towards including rate agreements
 in the collective agreement of the user enterprises.

f) the level at which they take place (national, local, company)

Within the two CNV unions, the campaign was national.

g) the evaluations of the relevant trade unions on: i) the effectiveness of the specific
 strategies used; and ii) the outcomes in terms of increased membership, cooperation
 between trade unions, relations across trade unions, and relations with employers, both
 in the short and in the long term

The campaign took place in the summer of 2007. Since it was an internal campaign, no formal
 evaluation took place. Nevertheless, CNV was pleased to register 900 new members. In 2009, this
 campaign was to be followed by an external campaign, targeted at self-employed workers in
 general, according to the Coordinator of CNV Self-employed Workers (CNV Zelfstandigen), Bertram
 Jansen.

h) the presence and outcomes of official/independent assessments, if present

Not available.

Second campaign

a) the trade union organisations involved

FNV at central level and two affiliated unions – Allied Unions (FNV Bondgenoten) and the civil
 servant’s union Abvakabo FNV – were involved in the ‘Power to the working people’ campaign in
 2008.

b) the reasons which have led to these actions and campaigns

FNV wants to communicate its significance for working people more clearly and in a more modern
 way. Among the key concepts are giving power to people to create their own opportunities, while
 the trade union negotiates clear-cut labour terms and conditions.

FNV aims to recruit new members among the working population in general.

c) the target groups (all employees, only certain groups, such as those just mentioned
 above or others to be specified)

This campaign was directed at working people, particularly in the 35–45 year age group. This group
 is considered to be more sensitive to insecurities in the labour market: they often have a family,
 children and a mortgage. FNV expected to raise membership in this age group.

The campaign primarily targeted women, because the campaigners assume that women take the
 decisions in households, not only with regard to their own membership as a female employee but
 also on behalf of their husbands.

d) the strategies used (for instance, direct campaigns and contacts with workers at
 workplaces, widespread public communication and information campaigns, and web
 campaigns)

FNV chose a short campaign period of six weeks. During this period, television and radio commercials
 aired and posters were put on billboards. Thus, widespread public communication and information
 campaigns were used.

e) the focus of such strategies (basically either collective bargaining and interest
 representation or service provision)

The message sought to make FNV of interest for people: ‘together we are strong’. It offered
 information not only on the services that the trade union offers – such as legal aid and a tax income
 service – but also on the flexible labour market. FNV wants to communicate its standpoint on the
 development of flexibilisation in the labour market; it identifies opportunities and threats in this
 situation. FNV gave a special offer during the campaign: new members received their membership
 for the first six months for €25.

f) the level at which they take place (national, local, company)

The level is national.

http://www.cnvzelfstandigen.nl/
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g) the evaluations of the relevant trade unions on: i) the effectiveness of the specific
 strategies used; and ii) the outcomes in terms of increased membership, cooperation
 between trade unions, relations across trade unions, and relations with employers, both
 in the short and in the long term

Since the campaign started in October 2008, no results were available at the time of writing.

Evaluation of the 2007 campaign – which had the same message and same target group, but no
 television commercials – was positive. At central level and in the two FNV unions, membership had
 risen by some 1,000 members. The fact that FNV was repeating the campaign in 2008 underlines
 the fact that the 2007 initiative was assessed as successful.

h) the presence and outcomes of official/independent assessments, if present

Not available.

Third campaign

a) the trade union organisations involved

The General Independent Union (De Unie), affiliated to MHP, and CNV Dienstenbond

b) the reasons which have led to these actions and campaigns

The reasons which led to these actions in 2006 were the dwindling membership figures of trade
 unions and the formation of the Alternative Labour Union (Alternatief Voor Vakbond, AVV). AVV
 offers its members an annual membership fee of €10 (NL0510103F). De Unie and CNV
 Dienstenbond also offer potential members a cheaper option than normal through a low threshold
 internet union membership. Standard membership fees are income-linked and include free legal aid
 in labour disputes and financial strike deposits.

Questions c to h are answered in relation to the action of De Unie solely.

c) the target groups (all employees, only certain groups, such as those just mentioned
 above or others to be specified)

De Unie’s target groups concern all employees. However, in 2006, the then chair of De Unie, Jacques
 Teuwen, explicitly referred to the internet generation – that is, relatively young people, employees
 on flexible contracts or self-employed individuals without employees. They are mostly aged over 35
 years, already have some of their career behind them and want union membership from an
 insurance perspective (NL0604019I).

d) the strategies used (for instance, direct campaigns and contacts with workers at
 workplaces, widespread public communication and information campaigns, and web
 campaigns)

The campaign consisted of launching the cheaper membership on the internet, as well as publicity in
 the free press.

e) the focus of such strategies (basically either collective bargaining and interest
 representation or service provision)

The focus is on service provision. Annual membership is €10. Internet union members can consult
 the helpdesk once, for example with a question about terms and conditions of employment or about
 a potential conflict with their employer. Subsequent questions will cost the member €10 each time.
 The trade union also offers employment-related services, such as training programmes or career
 counselling – with a discount for members. Opinions can be given on the website, and these
 opinions are gathered as input for collective bargaining. In terms of concluding collective
 agreements, the internet-based union seeks alliances with existing unions, such as its founder, De
 Unie. The internet union’s website offers opportunities for exchanging information on conflicts at
 work and how to cope with them, and provides information on training opportunities.

f) the level at which they take place (national, local, company)

The level is national.

g) the evaluations of the relevant trade unions on: i) the effectiveness of the specific
 strategies used; and ii) the outcomes in terms of increased membership, cooperation
 between trade unions, relations across trade unions, and relations with employers, both
 in the short and in the long term

Within the ranks of De Unie, the evaluation of the internet-based union is positive. Since 2006, 2,000
 new members have joined and it has become a separate association. Moreover, it is accepted at the

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2005/10/feature/nl0510103f.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2006/04/articles/nl0604019i.htm
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 negotiating table for collective agreements. However, there is a tension between its traditional
 identity as a trade union and being an experiment in which the organisation adds extra value for
 employees who no longer believe in the traditional way of organising in collectives. Increasingly, the
 internet-based union tries to be a platform where employees of middle and higher occupational
 levels help each other and where free services are offered. An example in this regard is the
 database on trainee vacancies.

h) the presence and outcomes of official/independent assessments, if present

Not available.

3.2 Please indicate whether organising initiatives in general (i.e. beyond the specific
 instances illustrated above) are ‘concentrated’ or ‘diffused’, in terms of trade
 unions involved (only certain trade union organisations are active or there are no
 significant variations) and of target groups (they focus only on certain groups of
 workers or they are part of more general approaches to organising).

Organising initiatives can be observed at the three large unions – FNV, CNV and De Unie, affiliated to
 MHP. The main focus is on attracting new groups, be it different age groups, groups of workers in
 specific economic sectors or particular groups of workers (for example, self-employed people or
 ZZP’ers). Within these groups, special attention may be given to specific national or ethnic groups,
 for example Polish workers in the construction sector or migrant workers in the cleaning industry.
 Furthermore, there are more general organising initiatives, such as the introduction of the low
 threshold internet membership or the extension of financial advice services to members.

3.3 Please indicate the role of ‘new trade unions’ and of ‘grassroots movements’ in
 organising initiatives in general (i.e. beyond the specific instances illustrated
 above) compared with the role played by long-established trade unions and, if
 relevant, whether cooperation or competition emerged between these types of
 actors.

The most prominent initiative for a new trade union was the foundation of AVV. It criticised the
 preferential treatment of older workers and claims to represent the interests of young workers and
 freelancers (NL0510103F). The free publicity that this union was able to generate threatened the
 two large trade unions (FNV and CNV), which both have a department or a separate union for young
 members. In 2005, competition was an issue but the role of AVV quickly became marginal.
 However, the issues put forward by AVV and other organisations are still relevant: early retirement,
 pensions and dismissal protection. Young employees felt that the system favoured older workers.

4. Commentary

4.1 Please provide your own comments on the present state and recent trends in
 trade union representation and membership, as well as on the ongoing debates in
 your country and on future prospects.

The decline in trade union membership has been under debate since at least the 1990s. The figures
 show an actual decline since 2000 with fewer employees becoming trade union members, whereas
 the workforce was expanding. Although union membership is declining slowly and in relative terms,
 it is undeniable that this development represents a threat to trade unions. Younger employees,
 employees on flexible contracts and employees in certain economic sectors are no longer becoming
 union members. It therefore comes as no surprise that the trade union movement’s membership
 campaigns are directed at these groups. A lower threshold union, offering selected services at a
 lower price, has been developed to attract more pragmatic members. In addition, special attention
 is paid to migrant workers, workers from ethnic minorities and other vulnerable groups of workers.

In the context of representativeness, these member campaigns are important. In 2000, questions
 were asked in parliament about the representativeness of the trade union movement, which not
 only has a seat on important government advice committees but also negotiates on – often
 automatically extended sectoral – collective agreements. The Minister of Social Affairs and
 Employment commissioned research on the matter, including a European comparison (Ministry of
 Social Affairs and Employment (Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid, SZW), 2001).
 The 2001 study showed that, although trade union membership in the Netherlands is relatively low
 in the European context, trust in unions among all employees is high. More than 50% of Dutch
 people have a reasonably high degree of trust in the union movement. In Europe, this is a relatively
 high percentage. Of non-union members, 84% recognise that the trade union movement also serves
 their interests. It remains to be seen whether the union movement can link this high trust to a new
 form of low threshold membership.
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