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Historical background 

The first debates about a guaranteed minimum financial assistance for households provided by the state 

in the Netherlands go back to the 19th century.1 Like in most other European countries, social assistance 

and protection of the poor was mainly in the hands of the charity. It was provided by the church and by 

the liberal bourgeoisie. Poverty was seen a major problem in society; not only for the poor, but also for 

the rich, because of the fear of revolt. The revolutionary spirit of 1848 made the time ripe for a more 

systematic policy. The Netherlands came out of a deep crisis around the 1850s, with between 10 to 15 

percent of the population depending on the distribution of basic provisions by the charity. Many citizens 

lived homelessness below the poverty line, and struggled to make ends meet. The only fall-back came 

from family networks, church care for the poor, begging or less decent activities, such as stealing and 

prostitution, and in the end the public alms-house. 

The first draft of the Dutch constitution that provided the building blocks for the parliamentary 

democracy (the Constitution of 1848, earlier versions were formulated starting from 1798) included a 

clause about the introduction of an Act for the assistance of the poor. But, as in the preceding period, 

the church opposed the idea that the poor had a constitutional right to receive assistance. The resulting 

Constitution that was adopted in 1854 introduced the so-called Act for the poor (Armenwet). However, 

this act gave the government no say about poor relief or social assistance. Exceptions were made for 

impoverished sick and insane. Their assistance was seen as a matter of public order, and the payment 

was a public matter. Although this Act for the poor was several times amended, the state remained a 

sideliner until 1965 as the Social Assistance Act (Bijstandswet) was became effective.  

The Social Assistance Act was adopted in 1963; a statutory regulation that came into force in 1965. This 

Act reduced the role of the charity in social assistance by transferring the main tasks to the state. It 

formed a turning point in the social history of the Netherlands. The law not only protected against 

poverty, but made it possible for women, for example, to divorce, because they could become 

financially independent of their husbands. But also, psychiatric patients, homeless people, after they 

ended up in the gutter, could apply for social assistance.  

From the 1980s on, the application for social assistance increased drastically; in the mid-1980s, the 

Netherlands had almost one million social assistance recipients. The law served not only as the ultimate 

safety net, but had become a permanent status for a considerable number of people, unemployed and 

jobseekers. Since then, a series of reform attempts has been made to change this. Moreover, due to 

                                                             
1 The very first notion of the necessity of social assistance was formulated much earlier, in the early 16th century, 
by Dutch humanists, such as Erasmus, Coornhert and especially Vives.  
https://www.canonsociaalwerk.eu/nl/details.php?cps=4&canon_id=4  

https://www.canonsociaalwerk.eu/nl/details.php?cps=4&canon_id=4


reforms of the unemployment benefits, the importance of social assistance benefits increased 

substantially in the Netherlands. During the crises in the 1990s and early 2000s mass unemployment 

and long-term unemployment became manifest and especially the long-term employment led to an 

increase of citizens that became completely depending on social assistance (after the term of their 

unemployment benefits expired). Moreover, the system of unemployment benefits came under 

pressure and this led to reduction in duration and restriction in application. Therefore, the importance 

of social assistance for the unemployed increased.  

On the eve of the financial crisis 

In 2003, the Social Assistance Act was replaced by the Work and Social Assistance Act (Wet Werk en 

Bijstand, hereafter WWB), with the main purpose to get people back to work. The WWB became 

effective in 2004, with the social assistance standards readjusted each year on 1 January and 1 July. The 

act provided a minimum income to anyone legally residing in the Netherlands who had insufficient 

means to cover the basic costs of living. Municipalities were the first instance to implement the Act, with 

the practical application of the distribution of benefits decentralised to the local communities, based on 

an apportioned key. Basic philosophy of the social assistance system was that citizens stayed active as 

jobseeker and had to return to the labour market. The benefits bridged the period until someone found 

a new job. The system also included the topping up of low-paid work to the level of the social assistance 

benefit level.  

In the WWB, assets of the applicants for benefits exceeding certain amounts (in 2014: € 11,700.00 for 

families and single parents and € 5,850.00 for single persons) and house ownership (in 2014: beyond the 

value of € 49,400.00) were discounted in the final benefit. For assets tied up in a house, assistance was 

given in the form of a loan (revolving mortgage) which had to be repaid. In the WWB-system, municipal 

authorities had the possibility to determine the grant of special assistance, and the conditions under 

which this was granted, if a person incurred necessary, special expenses which in the opinion of the 

municipal authority he or she was unable to pay. These expenses could relate to such things as removal, 

study, childcare or housing surcharges, with income and assets again discounted (Ministry of Social 

Affairs and Employment, 2014).  

The introduction of the WWB can be seen as the final stage of an increasing financial role for 

municipalities, a process that had started in the late 1990s. The local municipality became completely 

responsible for the budget. Municipalities were given the choice to shape their own activating labour 

market role and to restrict the influx into social security and stimulate the outflow from social security. 

Smaller towns and municipalities received a budget calculated on their expenses over the years, while 

larger cities received a budget based on an ‘objective’ distribution model. 

The government expected a 5% decrease, 250 million euro, of the expenditure to social security in 2006 

as a result of the act. In a report published in 2007, the effects of the act on the expenditure to social 

security and the number of benefits were calculated. It came out that the requests for benefits had 

decreased with 4% as a result of the changed regime (Kok, 2007). Under the old act, the total size of 

users would have been considerably higher (with an additional 13,300 applicants). The total assistance 

expenditure amounted 100 million euro lower in 2006. The report estimated that the number of people 

on benefit would continue to decline in the future and that more than 650 million euro could be saved 

structurally. In September 2007, 281,000 households (younger than 65 years old) received social 



assistance benefits. It became clear that the WWB induced only a modest decline, at the national level, 

in the number of social assistance recipients.  

Table 1 Different categories and their assistance level in the 2004 WWB 

Category Age Amount of the benefit 

Living together or married couple  Between 21 and 65 years 100% of minimum wage (together) 

Single parent  Between 21 and 65 years 70% of minimum wage 

Single person  between 21 and 65 years 50% of minimum wage 

Single person 18, 19 or 20 years Allowance derived from child benefit 

 

The WWB functioned as an ultimate social safety net for those with no or insufficient income. During the 

introduction, an assessment of the financial distribution model was agreed with the Association of 

Dutch Municipalities (VNG). This assessment in 2007, led to the conclusion that the transfer of the 

responsibility combined with the distribution model had led to certain frictions and deficiencies. The 

decentralised responsibility had had no direct effect on the reduction of the total group of benefit 

receivers. However, there was (at that moment) no need for further major modifications that possibly 

could lead to more disturbance that to an improvement of the functioning (Berkhout 2008).  

Reforms in recent years 

Since January 2015, the Participation Act (Participatiewet) guarantees a minimum income for everyone 

(a single person, single parent or family) who is residing legally in the Netherlands and who has 

insufficient means to maintain themselves. Insufficient means is defined as an income that is lower than 

the social assistance norm and assets below a certain sum. Assets may not exceed a certain maximum 

for married couples, couples living together or single parents, and a different maximum for single 

people. Assets include not only savings, but also assets such as for example a car or an own house.2 

The social assistance levels for single people, single parents and married people between the age of 21 

and the statutory retirement age (currently 66 years of age) are based on the net minimum wage. In 

addition, annually 5% holiday pay is paid out. There are three different categories: 18-21 years. 21-

pensionable age and retired people.3 

Table 2 Different categories and their assistance level in the Participation Act 

Category Age Amount of the benefit 

Living together or married couple  Between 21 years and 
the state pension age 

100% of minimum wage (together) 

Single parent  Between 21 years and 
the state pension age 

70% of minimum wage, with the possibility of 
extra child budget 

Single person  Between 21 years and 
the state pension age 

70% of minimum wage 

Single person 18, 19 or 20 years Allowance derived from child benefit 

 

                                                             
2 For a summary: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1122&langId=en&intPageId=4995  
3 The current assistance levels: https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/bijstand/vraag-en-antwoord/wat-is-de-
bijstandsnorm  

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1122&langId=en&intPageId=4995
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/bijstand/vraag-en-antwoord/wat-is-de-bijstandsnorm
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/bijstand/vraag-en-antwoord/wat-is-de-bijstandsnorm


The objective of the Participation Act is to assist unemployed that have the capacity to work to find a 

job. Especially people with work restrictions must have a better chance of entering the labour market. 

Participating means, in the context of the law, having a paid job. The Participation Act assumes that 

people can be self-reliant in the search for paid work and that the government only offers support 

where their own strength falls short. The Participation Act integrated several assistance schemes for 

special target groups (WSW – the Sheltered Employment Act that assisted people with a large distance 

to the labour market, Wajong – the young disabled act) with the WWB in one Act. It led to a reform of 

the calculation of the annual budget that was transferred to the municipalities (in order to be able to 

pay the social assistance benefits). The distribution model based on objective factors has been further 

developed afterwards. The Participation Act had several ambitions. The special workshops for disabled 

at social or sheltered workplaces were more or less abandoned; the aim was an integration in the 

ordinary public and private labour market. In the Act, and the flanking social pact that was concluded 

with the social partners, the government formulated, for instance, the ambition to create 125,000 new 

jobs until the year 2026 for people with handicaps that influenced their entrance on the labour market. 

From unemployment benefits to social assistance  

Before we treat some of the ongoing current debates, we pay some attention to a significant aspect of 

the Dutch benefit use and the distribution over the different forms of benefits, also compared to the 

neighbouring countries. The Belgium employment office ONEM (Office national de l’emploi) has 

regularly published comparative data on the distribution between unemployment benefits and social 

assistance in four countries (Belgium, France, Germany, and the Netherlands). Belgium is the only 

country with unemployment benefit schemes that are unlimited in time. The other three countries apply 

limited terms of unemployment benefits.      

Chart 1. Distribution of unemployment benefits and social assistance in 2016. Source ONEM, 2017 

 

 

At the end of a term of contribution related unemployment benefits, people that are dependent from 

benefits can be forced to apply for social assistance. Data in 2014 from municipalities revealed that for 

around 20% of the unemployment benefit receivers in their files this was the case. Thus, one in five 

unemployment benefit receivers ended from one system into the other, often combined with long-term 

unemployment and more income loss. Especially after 2011, the annual inflow from one system into the 

other increased, as more and more workers reached the end of their unemployment benefits term 

without finding a job. As written beyond, the unemployment benefit is an individual benefit that is 



independent of savings, other income and the composition of the household of the unemployed. A 

report, published by UWV in 2016, has quantified the inflow of benefit receivers from the 

unemployment schemes into the social assistance over the period 2008-2017. The report calculates 

that, annually and on average, over the whole period some 6.5% of all unemployment receivers flow 

from one system in the other, mainly (in 96% of all cases) because the right to employment benefits has 

come to an end (see Chart 2). Overrepresented were singles, singles with children, elderly persons, low-

skilled and people that live in deprived suburbs in the bigger cities.   

 

  Influx from unemployment benefits into social assistance (absolute figures) 

 Influx from unemployment benefits into social assistance (annual percentage) 
 
Chart 2. Source: Na de WW in de bijstand. UWV, 2016. 

 

The UWV-report concluded that the inflow of people from the unemployment benefits scheme into the 

social assistance scheme contributed substantially to the increase at local level of the annual inflow 

during the crisis years. The annual inflow went from 89,000 to 154,000 persons in the period 2008-2014.  

In recent years, the volume of social assistance continued to increase until mid-2017 despite the 

improvement of the labour market. The introduction of the Participation Act in 2015 resulted in more 

people with serious labour market capacity constraints entering into social assistance (Monitor 

Arbeidsmarkt 2018). Combined with the inflow as a result of the termination of unemployment benefit 

rights (see beyond) or the loss of a job without unemployment benefit rights, and with an increase in the 

number of asylum seekers that called for assistance, this led to a total of 404,000 people depending on 

social assistance in the mid of 2017. By the end of 2017, a decrease started (after 10 years of increase), 

resulting in a total of 394,000 social assistance receivers. Latest data from the statistical office CBS, with 

a different calculation method and therefore resulting in other figures, reveal that the decrease has 

continued in the first two quarters of 2018 (Chart 3, CBS 2018). The decrease took mainly place in the 

age category of 27 to 45 years. The call for social assistance of the oldest age categories still increased.  



Chart 3. Persons with social assistance until they reach the state pension age, annual mutation. Source: CBS, 2018 

 

 

Current debates  

The idea of decentralising all relevant social assistance to the local communities, which was the starting 

point in the Participation Act, was not implemented without criticism. Moreover, the timing led to a 

parallel implementation and decentralisation of three Acts that all fitted in the search for more citizens’ 

participation (the Participation Act, the Youth Care Act and the Act that decentralised the home care 

and assistance of people with chronical psychosocial problems). The slogan participation expressed the 

targeted self-reliance and personal responsibility, combined with governmental assistance, integrated at 

local level, for those who needed some kind of support. There were serious question marks about this 

piled transfer of responsibility to the municipality and the distribution of the necessary budgets.4 The 

socio-cultural think-tank SCP published in 2016 a mapping of the consequences of the overall transfer of 

responsibilities in the social area to the municipalities (SCP 2016). One of the first findings was the 

vulnerable position of people that were unemployed, low-skilled and with low earnings and/or a poor 

health and depending on social assistance. The transposition of the Participation Act was delayed, and 

especially the policy for those that needed extra assistance because of their distance to the labour 

market had to be enhanced.  

                                                             
4 In May 2016, the Dutch court had ordered in a case that dealt with another aspect of decentralised care that local 
authorities have to provide the necessary help to people who need it, even if the municipality claims a lack of 
funding. In that same month, the national socio-cultural think-tank SCP published a report showing that 
decentralising home care services had not resulted in an improvement of the position of elderly and handicapped. 



The SCP found in 2016 that the re-integration as an alternative for sheltered workshops was still in its 

infancy. Employers were not very committed to take on board workers with psychosocial restrictions or 

other handicaps; partly because they feared the necessary flanking assistance that had to be provided. 

Notwithstanding the fact that additional budget has been allocated in the following years, several 

observers have expressed the overall impression that the integration on the labour market of the 

vulnerable group of people with serious psychosocial or other restrictions has failed. It started already 

by serious worries that were formulated by the Socio-Economic Council (SER). The social partners 

evaluated in the SER, in a reflection paper in June 2016, the great challenges that were related to the 

Participation Act. The SER found that there was hardly any integration of vulnerable groups in protected 

workplaces on the ordinary labour market, whilst the dismantling of the sheltered workshops 

accelerated.  

These worries have been confirmed by new research of the SCP (SCP 2018). SCP found that the chance 

for vulnerable groups to find a job in a protected (ordinary) workplace had reduced from 50 to 30% as a 

result of the introduction of the Act that led to a phasing out of sheltered workshops. The think-tank 

concluded that the ambition of the Act to make it possible for people with a work-limiting disability to 

participate in the labour process as far as possible, preferably with a mainstream employer, was not 

fulfilled. The decision to phase out the sheltered workshops, simultaneously with the implementation of 

the Participation Act, and thus to close off access to comparable sheltered employment effectively 

ended this form of sheltered employment whilst no substantial alternative was developed. Although the 

number of people in work in the Netherlands has recovered strongly since the economic recession in 

2008-2013, a large group of vulnerable people failed to find work. This alarming conclusion was also 

drawn by politicians and other stakeholders. The social democratic party PvdA that was a coalition 

partner in the former government stated (in April 2018) that it was a mistake in 2015 to decide the 

phasing out of sheltered workshops for these target groups. It was the intention of the party, in a joint 

effort with the trade unions, to open up and to renegotiate this part of the Participation Act and related 

pacts. In September 2018, the leadership of the main employers’ organisation VNO-NCW said in an open 

letter, together with the opposition party SP, that the policy of the integration for these vulnerable 

groups had failed. They formulated a plea for the reinstallation of sheltered workshops.5         

The position of elderly long-term unemployed that receive social assistance has also been a much-

discussed item. Different studies from the UWV reveal that it is especially difficult for the age group of 

elderly workers (aged 55 years and beyond) to find a job. Whilst in 2017, on average 11% of the social 

assistance receivers succeeded to find a job within a six-month period, this percentage was only 4% for 

the oldest category of workers. Labour market experts, trade unions and other stakeholders have 

promoted a special treatment of elderly workers that, often after a long period of service, became 

unemployed as a result of the financial and economic crisis. Notably the eldest age group (of over 60 

years) that became unemployed and, in the meantime, has been transferred from the unemployment 

schemes to the social assistance has hardly a change to find a job. These benefit receivers are supposed 

to apply for jobs on a weekly basis, with no realistic perspective to find one. Although it is never 

motivated explicitly with age-related arguments, several studies signal an age-related discrimination on 

the labour market. However, the coalition government called the promoted easing of the obligation to 

                                                             
5 https://www.vno-
ncw.nl/sites/default/files/brief_hans_de_boer_en_lilian_marijnissen_over_sociale_werkvoorziening.pdf  

https://www.vno-ncw.nl/sites/default/files/brief_hans_de_boer_en_lilian_marijnissen_over_sociale_werkvoorziening.pdf
https://www.vno-ncw.nl/sites/default/files/brief_hans_de_boer_en_lilian_marijnissen_over_sociale_werkvoorziening.pdf


apply for jobs a signal with a ‘wrong direction’ as its current aim is a policy that leads to an increase of 

the retirement age.6 

The coalition government that came into power in 2017, announced in its program initiatives to assist 

local municipalities in the search for protected workplaces. Partly, the idea was to introduce exemptions 

for wage obligations that could stimulate employers to engage workers with reduced work capacities. 

The income position of these workers was than to be completed by the municipality. For all people in 

the social assistance scheme, the plan was to work towards a better labour market perspective. 

However, this was a rather vague notion, as the main focus was given to compliance and enforcement of 

duties, such as regular recruitment and other personal efforts, and the mandatory learning of the Dutch 

language by migrant workers in the scheme. In the budget 2019, the government has cancelled the 

wage exemption plans that would have led to pay below the statutory minimum wage.7      

References 

Berkhout, P. et al. (2008) Evaluatie verdeelmodel Wet werk en bijstand, SEO-report, Volume 2008-13. 

CBS (2018) Weer minder mensen in de bijstand, The Hague, https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2018/35/weer-

minder-mensen-in-de-bijstand  

CBS (2017) Redenen van in- en uitstroom bijstand, report, The Hague.  

Kok, L., Groot, I., D. Güler (2007) Kwantitatief effect WWB, Amsterdam, SEO-report, Volume 2007-86. 

Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (2018) Monitor Arbeidsmarkt April 2018, The Hague. 

Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (2014) State of Affairs of Social Security, The Hague 

Office national de l’emploi (2017) Le chômage en Belgique, en Allemagne, en France et aux Pays-Bas selon trois 

approaches, ONEM, Brussels. 

SCP (2018) Van sociale werkvoorziening naar participatiewet, The Hague.  

SCP (2016) Overall rapportage sociaal domein 2015 – Rondom de transitie, The Hague.  

SER (2016) Sociale infrastructuur kwetsbare groepen binnen de Participatiewet. The Hague. 

UWV (2016) Na de WW in de bijstand, Amsterdam.     

 

                                                             
6 See, for instance, Cremers: https://eenvandaag.avrotros.nl/item/sollicatieplicht-voor-ouderen-moet-verdwijnen/, 
or https://www.trouw.nl/home/-geef-werkloze-60-plussers-generaal-pardon-~a001c902/  
7 https://www.rtlz.nl/life/personal-finance/artikel/4419316/prinsjesdag-2018-wat-weten-we-nu-al  

https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2018/35/weer-minder-mensen-in-de-bijstand
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2018/35/weer-minder-mensen-in-de-bijstand
https://eenvandaag.avrotros.nl/item/sollicatieplicht-voor-ouderen-moet-verdwijnen/
https://www.trouw.nl/home/-geef-werkloze-60-plussers-generaal-pardon-~a001c902/
https://www.rtlz.nl/life/personal-finance/artikel/4419316/prinsjesdag-2018-wat-weten-we-nu-al

