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It is well recognised that working condi-
tions tend to be better in sectors with
strong social dialogue and collective
agreements. In a field like social services,
where working conditions can often be
demanding, fostering such dialogue is
crucial—not least because of the strong
connection between job quality and the
quality of services provided. Social dia-
logue also plays a vital role in addressing
challenges such as skills gaps and staff
shortages, which are common in the social
services sector.

The importance of strengthening social
dialogue at European and national level
has also been reaffirmed by the European
Commissions’” European Care Strategy'
and the 2023 Social Dialogue Initiative®.

In many European countries, social dia-
logue remains underdeveloped, particu-
larly at the sectoral level in social services.
While trade unions may exist in these re-
gions, they often lack counterparts on the
employers’ side.

This is one of the key concerns addressed
by the IWorCon project. IWorCon (short
for Improving Working Conditions) aims to
build the capacity of employers’ organisa-
tions in social services and facilitate mu-
tual learning. To this end, project partners

" https:

participated in study visits to employers’
organisations in the Netherlands, Belgium,
Spain, France, Austria and the Czech
Republic.

The study visits offered a valuable opportu-
nity to partnersto learnaboutsocial services
andsocialdialogueindifferentcountriesand
explore the functioning and management
of effective employers’ organisations in the
sector. Partners learned about the hosting
organisations’ membership and network,
its financing, social dialogue practices, as
well as communication, representation
and influence. The visits also included a
presentation and subsequent discussion
with a social services trade union repre-
sentative from the sector in each country.

This Guide aims to provide practical tips
and examples on how to build and manage
effective employers’ organisations in social
services.

It serves as a summary of key learnings
from the study visits. Additionally, it in-
cludes elements of a survey the Federation
of European Social Employers conducted
among their membership in January 2025.

For more information on IWorCon, visit
the project webpage:
https://www.socialemployers.eu/iworcon/

employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/news/european-care-strategy-caregi-

vers-and-care-receivers-2022-09-07_en#navltem-relatedDocuments

2 https;

ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_290
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In most of the organisations involved in
the IWorCon project activities, employers'
organisations were typically structured
as associations or similar bodies, such as
employers’ unions. These organisations
primarily focus on representing the inte-
rests of employers within the profession,
particularly in their relations with trade
unions.

Employers’organisations are generally ma-
naged by a General Assembly, consisting
of all members. The General Assembly ap-
points a Board responsible for overseeing
the organisation, which includes electing
a President and other key representatives,
such as a Vice-President, Secretary, and
Treasurer.

This governance structure promotes de-
mocratic functioning, based on regular
elections, a clearly defined vision or mis-
sion, an updated strategy, and a work pro-
gramme aligned with an agreed budget.

According to the ILO guide “The Effective
Employers’ Organization”, a good vision
or mission statement should comprise the
following elements:

-> Purpose - One sentence that describes
the end result an organisation seeks to ac-
complish (and for whom) e.g. “to improve
the competitive environment for business”.

-> Business - A description of the prima-
ry means used to accomplish the purpose
e.g. “through effective advocacy with re-
gulators and the provision of services to
members”.

-> Values - A listing of the values, beliefs or
guiding principles shared by members of
an organisation e.g. “quality outputs and
value for money services”.

Key objectives and strategies for achie-
ving these goals should also be defined by
a working group composed of members.

This mission and strategy help to attract
potential new members and establish the
ways in which the organisation and its staff
should operate, negotiate, communicate,
and influence policies.


https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@act_emp/documents/publication/wcms_595731.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@act_emp/documents/publication/wcms_595731.pdf

Governance and Strategy

Examples of missions of employers' organisations:

o "Develop the employer function
to better meet the expectations
of the persons cared for and
supported in our settings and
services.”

o "The basic aim of the Associa-
tion is to help the development
and improvement of the level of
social services provided by its
members.”

o "The organisation supports
and strengthens its members in
their production of social ser-
vices of general interest that are
vital to the entire population,
and which therefore have to be
of a high quality and (financial-
ly) accessible to everybody.”
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o "The Association has a social
responsibility to make the orga-
nisation of care for the elderly
and chronically ill future-proof.
That means: reducing bureau-
cracy, reducing staff shortages,
driving innovation in the sector
and facilitating and protecting
the professionalism of care
professionals.”

o "The Federation’s mission is
to represent and contribute to
the development of competitive,
efficient organisations, creators
of social and economic value,
which favour employment and
improve the level of employabi-
lity of people with disabilities.”




Membership is crucial for an employers’
organisation because it provides the foun-
dation for its effectiveness, influence, and
sustainability.

A strong and broad membership base
allows the organisation to represent the
interests of the social services sector more
effectively to policymakers, regulators,
and stakeholders and to engage in social
dialogue. Through a collective voice, the
organisation can advocate for policies that
support the sustainability and growth of
social services, such as funding, working
conditions, workforce development, and
labour regulations.

A large and diverse membership enables
the organisation to gain a comprehensive,
real-life understanding of the various
challenges the sector faces. It also
increases the organisation's credibility as
a representative body for social services
employers and strengthens its ability to
negotiate collective agreements with trade
unions.

Beyond their membership, employers’
organisations cooperate within a broa-
der ecosystem with partners, government
entities, and other related organisations.

The network advances communication,
collaboration, and the exchange of ideas,
best practices, and innovations across the
social services landscape.

Building a strong membership base
requires a strategic approach that empha-
sises value, relevance, and engagement.
The following points should be considered
to demonstrate the benefits of becoming
a member of the organisation.

o Define and Communicate Value

- Clearly articulate how the organisation
addresses the challenges faced by social
services employers, such as funding
constraints, workforce and skills shor-
tages, and regulatory compliance.

-> Start defining the values and the mission
of the organisation with a first white paper,
further developed over time. Facing a
challengejointly with several organisations
can be a starting point.

@) Understand and Address
the Sector’s Challenges

-> Conduct regular dialogue and surveys or
focus groups with members to understand
their needs, expectations, priorities and
problems.

-> Develop programmes and initiatives
that directly address these issues, such
as workforce development programmes,
compliance support, or funding advocacy.



Membership and Networking

e Demonstrate Impact

- Demonstrate impact by negotiating
sectoral collective agreements with trade
unions or by participating in the employers'
delegation for cross-sectoral negotiations.

-> Showcase past successes in influencing
policy, securing funding, or addressing
sector challenges.

- Actively involve members in advocacy
initiatives to emphasise collective impact.

- Promote tangible benefits like advoca-
cy, training, collective bargaining, legal
advice, networking opportunities, and ac-
cess to resources. Share success stories
and testimonials from current members to
illustrate the impact of membership.

o Build Relationships and Foster
Engagement

-> Use personal outreach, events, and sec-
tor engagement to build trust and show
commitment to members’ needs.

- Create a sense of community where
members feel valued and supported.

e Provide a platform for
exchange between members

-> Organise events with networking breaks,
workshops, and group activities, allowing
members to move beyond isolation and
share both the challenges they face and
the successes they achieve with their
colleagues.

= If the organisation is not represented in
all regions, engage with members through
meetings and training sessions and create
opportunities for cooperation.

For example, some of the orga-
nisations visited during the project
organise regular local meetings,
bringing together human resources

managers from the region to net-
work, stay informed about work-
force developments, and share best
practices.

Networking is not only important for
members, but also crucial for the orga-
nisation itself, particularly in terms of in-
fluence. The organisation can leverage its
networks, as well as collaborate with other
sectoral organisations, cross-sectoral bo-
dies, and trade unions, to build coalitions
for advocacy.

IWorCon | Project 101102 314 — Improving Working Conditions in Social Services 7




Financing of employers’ organisations

FINANCING OF EMPLOYERS' ORGANISATIONS

Ensuring financing for a newly established
employers' organisation in social services
is crucial for sustainability.

Combining diverse funding streams can
ensure a steady flow of resources while mi-
nimising reliance on any single source.

Regardless of the budget size, it is essen-
tial to demonstrate the return on invest-
ment through tangible benefits such as
advocacy, training, and support.

There is no single solution for financing an
employers' organisation. However, to gua-
rantee sustainable funding, it is advisable
to have a diversified approach, including
some, if not all, of the sources mentioned
below.

A survey conducted among Social
Employers members revealed signi-
ficant diversity in the budgets of
employers' organisations, ranging
from just a few thousand euros to

over ten million euros for the largest
organisations. These budgets are pri-
marily used to hire staff, with survey
results indicating that employers’
organisations employ anywhere from
3 to 82 employees.

o Membership Fees

- Charge members an annual fee based
on a tiered structure that considers the
size or financial capacity of the organisa-
tion.
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- Offer lower rates for smaller organi-
sations, trial memberships, or promotio-
nal temporary rates. In such cases, any
potential discounts should be transparent
to minimise the risk of disputes.

Membership fees constitute a

significant portion of employers'

organisations’ income. According
to the Social Employers survey,
57% of respondents reported that
membership fees accounted for
more than 75% of their total income.

The survey also revealed conside-
rable diversity in how these fees
are calculated. Some organisations
base fees on a percentage of gross
salaries paid to employees, others on
the number of employees, and some
use flat rates.

e Grants and Government Support

- Apply for EU grants or government
grants aimed at supporting social services,
workforce development, or capacity-buil-
ding initiatives.

= In some countries, the ESF+ programme
can support capacity building for social
partners, including areas such as staffing
and skill development. However, for natio-
nal-level organisations, it is important that
public funding does not result in too much
reliance on the government. Preserving the
autonomy of social partners is essential.

-> Collaborate with government bodies on
projects like improving employment stan-
dards or delivering training programmes.




-> Secure start-up grants for new organi-
sations from foundations or public pro-
grammes promoting social sector innova-
tion.

9 Sponsorships and Partnerships

= Partner with businesses or service pro-
viders that align with the social services
sector, such as HR software companies,
training providers, or funders.

-> Co-develop funded projects with other
organisations or stakeholders in the sec-
tor.

o Revenue-Generating Services

Traditionally, employers' organisations
provide legal advice, at least in relation to
the collective agreements they are signa-
tories to. However, this service has now ex-
panded to cover other areas, such as hu-
man resources management.

-> Provide extended advice on HR issues,
labour law, collective agreements, Occu-
pational Safety and Health and organi-
sational development for a fee. In such
cases, services are provided by officers
with in-depth expertise and knowledge of
the sector, at a competitive cost compared
to lawyers and external consultants. Legal
advice is provided by a large majority of
employers organisations.

-> Sell sector reports, guides, toolkits,
consolidated versions of collective agree-
ments or research tailored to social ser-
vices employers.

-> Manage or have a partnership with
a training centre, mostly addres-

sing members’ training needs. Offer
paid training sessions, or workshops
on workforce management, sector
trends or daily management of services.
According to the Social Employers survey,
80% of the Social Employers members
provide training (by far the most popular
service provided).

-> Organise fee-based events focused on
sector-specific topics, including sponsors.
These events also provide opportunities
for members to network and build their
own connections.

A balance must be established between
services potentially included in the
membership fee and paid services that go
beyond the basic offerings.

The Social Employers survey revealed that
60% of the Social Employers members of-
fer paid services to their members, which
contribute, for most, to a limited extent
(less than 25%) to their overall budget.

e In-Kind Support and Cost-Sharing

-> Collaborate with other organisations to
share office space, technology, or adminis-
trative support to reduce costs.

-> Engage professionals or retired experts
to provide pro-bono services in areas such
as advocacy, raising awareness of sectoral
challenges, or delivering training.

-> Deepen cooperation with universities,
research centres, or training entities to
receive in-kind support for conducting
sectoral studies, impact reports, or awar-
eness-raising projects, without incurring
additional costs for the organisation.



Financing of employers’ organisations
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SWOT analysis of different funding streams
for employers' organisations (EO):

© EO Funding from Membership Fees O o Funding from EU Projects

-> Strengths: Independence, stable
and predictable funding, and incen-
tive to stay relevant.

= Weaknesses: Dependent on
members' financial capacity,
increased admin burden

with low-fee members.

-> Opportunities: Growing
membership base.

=> Threats: Financial limitations
of members.

EO Funding from National Grants

=> Strengths: Access to large funding.
= Weaknesses: Risk to independence,
lack of funding diversification.

-> Opportunities: Stability through
government support.

= Threats: Political changes

affecting funding
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-> Strengths: Potential for large grants.
= Weaknesses: Unpredictable,

no project continuity, admin burden.
-> Opportunities: Collaboration and
networking.

-> Threats: Disruption from incons-
istent funding cycles.

O EO Funding from Paying Services

-> Strengths: Revenue diversification
and demand-driven services.

-> Weaknesses: Uptake of offered
services also depends on members’
capacity to pay for these services.
-> Opportunities: Sustainable
income if demand is high.

-> Threats: Diversion from the core
mission of the organisation, which
is to represent the sector.

From IWorCon Study Visits
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According to the International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO), social dialogue “includes
all types of negotiation, consultation or
simply exchange of information between,
or among, representatives of governments,
employers and workers, on issues of com-
mon interest relating to economic and so-
cial policy”.3

Engaging in social dialogue not only
addresses immediate challenges but also
contributes to long-term stability, innova-
tion, and growth in the social services sec-
tor, by:

-> Advocating for policies that address the
unique needs of the social services sec-
tor, such as workforce funding, labour law,
and employment standards adapted to the
sector.

-> Ensuring regulations are practical and
sustainable by voicing social partners’
perspectives during consultations.

-> Negotiating terms with trade unions or
worker representatives that balance fair
working conditions with operational sus-
tainability

-> Advocating for increased funding for
the social services sector to ensure its sus-
tainability and growth.

-> Collaborating on solutions to challen-
ges like staff and skills shortages, through
shared strategies and training initiatives.

-> Demonstrating the sector’s value by
highlighting its role in supporting societal
well-being during social dialogue plat-
forms.

3 https://www.ilo.org/resource/social-dialogue-0

-> Addressing emergencies or systemic
challenges, like pandemics or econo-
mic downturns, through coordinated res-
ponses.

A newly founded employers' organisa-
tion can start engaging in social dialogue
by building credibility, establishing re-
lationships, and gradually participating
in platforms where labour-related dis-
cussions take place. Credibility is also
conveyed through the employers’ repre-
sentative’s in-depth knowledge of the sec-
tor and its challenges.

At the same time, the organisation must
demonstrate its representativeness
through its membership and activities.
This is essential for being recognised as
a social partner, in line with the national
regulatory system, which can sometimes
present challenges.

Key steps include:

- Build a strong organisational iden-
tity, by clearly articulating the organisa-
tion’s mission, priorities, and commitment
to representing employers in the social
services sector and thus demonstrating
the representativeness of the organisation.

-> Establish relationships with key
stakeholders

© Reach out to labour ministries, regu-
latory agencies, and other government
bodies to introduce the organisation
and seek inclusion in relevant discus-
sions.


https://www.ilo.org/resource/social-dialogue-0

Social Dialogue

o Initiate contact with unions to fos-
ter constructive relationships based
on mutual respect and shared goals
and get recognition by them as a social
partner.

o Collaborate with similar organisa-
tions in related sectors to learn best
practices and form coalitions on over-
lapping issues.

-> Gain representation on social dialogue
platforms, by becoming members in exis-
ting platforms for social dialogue, such as
national economic and social committees
(many Social Employers members are part
of them), collective bargaining structures
at cross-sectoral levels and consultative
governmental bodies. Checking whether
some members are already part of the
existing platforms can also be a starting
point for representation.

“Formal social dialogue leads to pro-
gress in the social services sector. It
can help establish common stan-
dards that promote economic and
social stability, improving working

conditions.”
Participant in IWorCon study visit

"A good social dialogue needs mu-
tual recognition and trust, a sound
structure, common ground between
social partners, and flexibility from

the government.”
Participant in IWorCon study visit

- Advocate for employers’ participation
in decisions impacting the social ser-
vices sector, highlighting the critical role
they play in ensuring service quality and
workforce stability.

- Prepare for negotiations and advocacy,
by regularly consulting with members
to understand their needs and challen-
ges, drafting position papers, recommen-
dations, or solutions on key issues, and
equipping organisational representatives
with negotiation skills and knowledge to
engage effectively in social dialogue.

- Employers’ representatives must also be
available to dedicate time to prepare and
take part in meetings.

In terms of content, the survey within
the Social Employers membership shows
that members negotiate collective agree-
ments on a wide range of topics, including
job classification and wages, occupational
health and safety, training, and more.

Which issues do you think should
be the priority for negotiations in the
social sector in your country?

- Attractiveness /Retention

and recruitment

= Recognition of the importance
of the sector

= Skills and training

-> More funding

- Wages

-> Green transition, service user’s
expectations impacting staff skills

From discussions during IWorCon study visit

IWorCon | Project 101102 314 — Improving Working Conditions in Social Services 12



Communication

COMMUNICATION

’

The ILO guide "The effective employers
organization - Persuasive communica-
tion” identifies eight key targets for an em-
ployer’s organisation’s communication:

- Government

- International organisations
-> World of politics

- Economic partners

- Public opinion

- Current staff and job applicants
= Current and future members

= Trade Unions

ldentifying the targets helps define a
strategy to effectively reach them.

Both external and internal communica-
tion are crucial for building credibility and
trust, raising awareness, and attracting and
retaining members.

Both types of communication should
be based on the vision and strategic ob-
jectives of the organisation and should
be put in place in the framework of a
communication plan, regularly assessed
and updated.

Building effective external
communication

Engaging with media, policymakers, and
other stakeholders ensures the sector's
concerns are addressed and understood.

- Define clear messaging and purpose

o Clearly articulate the organisation’s
mission, vision, and value proposition.

o Tailor messages to different au-
diences, such as employers, policyma-
kers, and the public.

o Develop a consistent visual identity
(logo, templates) and communication
style.

- Use digital tools and channels

o Establish a user-friendly website, en-
gage stakeholders on social media, and
use a broad range of marketing tools to
share updates and insights effectively.

o To reach diverse audiences, the use of
traditional media, such as local press,
complements digital tools, especially
in regions where digital platforms are
not as accessible to all social groups.

- Foster relationships with
key stakeholders

o Build connections with policymakers,
media, and partner organisations, in-
cluding through face-to-face and on-
line meetings, to amplify your reach
and influence.

o Issue regular newsletters, with urgent
items highlighted on the website.

IWorCon | Project 101102 314 — Improving Working Conditions in Social Services 13




-> Showcase value through content
and events

o Share reports, success stories, and
other publications, such as magazines,
that highlight the organisation's exper-
tise and contributions.

o Organise conferences, webinars,
video presentations to discuss sector
challenges and solutions to demons-
trate the organisation’s impact.

- Build capacity for communication

o Hire or train staff to handle commu-
nication, or partner with external agen-
cies for professional support (very few
Social Employers members employ
more than 3 communication officers).

o Allocate Resources: Ensure a budget
is available for communication activi-
ties, including tools, design, and pro-
motional efforts.

- Build capacity for communication

o Hire or train staff to handle commu-
nication, or partner with external agen-
cies for professional support (very few
Social Employers members employ
more than 3 communication officers).

o Allocate Resources: Ensure a budget
is available for communication activi-
ties, including tools, design, and pro-
motional efforts.

Building effective internal
communication

Although members are targeted through
external communication, internal com-
munication is key to engaging them. The
organisation can provide dedicated news-
letters and a range of information and re-
sources exclusively for members.

This communication can include exclu-
sive updates, such as information on new
legislation, ongoing negotiations, court
cases, toolkits, guides, good practices, and
databases, among others.

It can also serve as a platform for inte-
raction between the organisation and
its members, as well as for members to
connect with one another. Often, this
relies on an Intranet system, and ac-
cess to such systems can be a strong in-
centive for becoming a member of the
organisation.



Communication
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Internal Communication Tools:

- Emails, calls, and meetings: Regular
communication through emails, calls, and
directive meetingsiswidely used, withsome
organisations placing additional emphasis
on frequent Zoom and in-person meetings.
In-person meetings, like events, general
assemblies can also be key for members’
information and feedback.

-> Newsletters: Typically issued weekly or
biweekly for updates and news, with ur-
gent items highlighted on the website. In
some organisations content contributions
are usually organised by area of expertise.

- LinkedIn: Recognised as a top social
media platform for member engagement.

-> Websites and Intranets: Some or-
ganisations prioritise their websites, es-
pecially intranet sections, as key tools
for member access to essential infor-
mation, templates, guides and diverse
resources. While newsletters are avai-
lable, members often rely directly on the
intranet for updates.

Focus: Communications Person-
nel and Resources Across Orga-
nisations

-> Some organisations rely on exter-
nal agencies for visual design and
layout support, supplemented by in-
house content creators for messa-
ging and strategy.

= In organisations with limited com-

munication staffing, a part-time em-
ployee often manages these tasks,
typically operating without a dedi-
cated budget.

=> Larger organisations usually have
a dedicated team overseeing various
communication functions, including
content creation, social media ma-
nagement, press relations, and event
coordination.
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Representation and Influence

REPRESENTATION AND INFLUENCE

Representation and influence must be built
on a deep understanding of the sector and
the needs of its stakeholders, informed by
the Board’s insights and regular interac-
tions with the membership.

Many social services employers’ organisa-
tions hold meetings with members at the
local level multiple times a year, to up-
date them on the latest developments and
gather input on relevant issues. This can
also be supplemented by research and
surveys within the membership.

Several partners highlighted that being a
social partner, and occasionally collabo-
rating with trade union counterparts, was
a significant advantage in representation
and advocacy activities.

Key aspects of representation include:
- advocating for the interests of employers
in legislative, regulatory, and policy-ma-

king forums.

- advocating for the interests of employers
in technical consultative bodies.

- representing members in negotiations
with trade unions regarding wages, skills,
working conditions, and other employ-
ment-related issues.

- representing employers in labour-re-
lated conflicts.

- taking part in partnerships on behalf of
members

Influence refers to the employer organisa-
tion’s ability to shape policies, regulations,
and public opinion in ways that benefit its
members. This can happen through:

- engaging with lawmakers (government,
members of Parliament, local authorities,
social protection schemes), to influence
labour laws, business regulations, social
and economic policies.

- providing data and research that can
help shape policy discussions and public
understanding.

- building coalitions with other organisa-
tions at national and European level to in-
crease influence on key issues.

IWorCon | Project 101102 314 — Improving Working Conditions in Social Services 16




Governance and strategy

-> Focus on building a solid governance
structure that ensures clear roles, accoun-
tability, and effective decision-making
processes.

-> Define a clear mission, establishing
relationships with key stakeholders,
and proving representativeness through
membership and active participation in
social dialogue.

-> Prioritise developing policies and ser-
vices that address sector challenges, such
as workforce development, training, and
advocacy for favourable labour policies.

Membership and networking
-> Build a strong, diverse membership base
by offering valuable services and fostering

engagement.

-> Build trust through transparent com-

munication and create networking oppor-
tunities that facilitate collaboration and
knowledge-sharing.

-> Develop partnerships with other secto-
ral bodies and trade unions to enhance
the organisation’s influence and support
its advocacy efforts.

Financing of employers’ organisations

-> Focus on securing sustainable funding
by diversifying revenue streams, primarily
through membership fees and additional
services such as training.

-> Set a transparent fee structure, explore
public funding options where appropriate,
and ensure that financial resources are
efficiently allocated to support core
activities.

-> Enhance long-term financial stability by
developing strategic partnerships and en-
gaging in fundraising initiatives.



Social dialogue

-> Build credibility and trust with both
employers and trade unions to engage
effectively in social dialogue.

-> Participate in sectoral discussions,
advocate for policies that address
workforce challenges, and demons-

trate representativeness through strong
membership and involvement in deci-
sion-making platforms.

Communication

- Develop clear, consistent communica-
tion strategies to engage internal members
and external stakeholders.

-> Establish internal communication chan-
nels to keep members informed, while
also creating a strong external presence to
advocate for the sector’s needs.

-> Use digital platforms to enhance visibi-
lity, share resources, and foster collabora-
tion with other sectoral bodies and policy-
makers.

Representation and influence

- Build a strong membership base, en-
gage in social dialogue, and participate
in relevant policy discussions to influence
decisions that impact the workforce.

- Strengthen partnerships with law ma-
kers, trade unions and other stakeholders.

-> Provide data and research that can help
shape policy discussions.
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