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Abstract 

Many European countries have witnessed the introduction of quasi-markets in personal 

services. Within a quasi-market, the state still contributes to the financing of the services in 

question, but provision is open to all kinds of organizations: public sector, third sector and 

for-profit sector organizations. In this paper, the concept of civicness is approached through 

the prism of service governance, and defined by the triangular relationship between the 

employer, the employee and the user. The objective of the paper is to examine the impact of 

the organizational mission of the provider on civicness.  

 

 

Index 

Civicness, Personal services, quasi-market, governance, public regulation, third sector 

 

 

Introduction 

 

During recent decades, the system of public regulation for social policies has undergone some 

radical changes. Many European countries have witnessed the introduction of quasi-markets 

for personal services, which have essentially created a division between the roles of financing 
                                                
1 This publication is based on a research carried out within the programme “SOCIETY AND FUTURE”, implemented and 
funded by the Belgian SPP “Science Policy”. This research was developed by the CERISIS – Université Catholique de 
Louvain and the Centre d’économie sociale of the University of Liège.  
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and provision of social services. Within a quasi-market, the state still contributes to the 

financing of the services in question, but provision of those services is open to all kinds of 

organizations: public sector, third sector and for-profit sector organizations all compete on the 

market. This chapter concerns the ‘service voucher scheme’, a Belgian public policy typical 

of the evolution mentioned, which was introduced in 2001 in the field of housework services2. 

This public scheme aims to develop both ‘proximity services’ and employment, as 

recommended by the European strategy for employment.  

Following the framework of this book, civicness can be related to “the quality of institutions, 

organizations, procedures, to stimulate, reproduce, and cultivate civility.”3 Our contribution 

analyses the concept of civicness at the level of organizational practices. Specifically, the 

civic contribution of providers on a quasi-market will be observed through the prism of 

service governance, as defined by the triangular relationship between the employer, the 

employee and the user. Indeed, the literature has underlined the specificity of this relationship 

in the field of personal services delivered at the user’s home. This dynamic is all the more 

important because a significant proportion of beneficiaries (users as well as workers) are 

potentially vulnerable (the elderly and/or physically impaired, the long-term unemployed, 

etc.).  In this article, we analyse how the nature of the organizational mission of the provider 

(profit or social) affects, through this service governance dynamic, the  labor market 

integration of workers and quality of the services for the users in a quasi-market in proximity 

services.  

This chapter is structured as follows. Firstly, we will describe the ‘service voucher’ scheme 

and consider why it can be defined as a quasi-market mechanism. Secondly, we will develop 

the concept of civicness through the prism of service governance. The third section will 

examine the impact of the provider’s mission on civicness. Finally, we will analyse the 

relationships observed between the types of governance and social missions with the types of 

public financing, which in turn reflect the diversity of types of public regulation.  

 

1. The service voucher: a quasi-market mechanism 

 

                                                
2 In this chapter, we make an important distinction between ‘housework services’ which cover services such as 
cleaning or ironing for non-dependent users, and ‘home care services’ which are targeted at dependent users.  
3 Civility is understood as the behaviour and value orientations of individual citizens, in terms of their 
commitment to others, social concern, etc. 
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In Belgium, the service voucher system was launched on 1 January 2004. To date it has been 

an impressive success: by 2008, it was employing over 1000,000 workers, had over 750,000 

users, and around 2,000 providers (including a significant number of organizations created 

specifically within the framework of this public scheme).  

How does the ‘service voucher’ system work? Any person wanting housework services can 

buy vouchers at the price of €7.50 each – €5.25 after the 30% tax  reduction –  from the 

company that administers the system. This price was set in order to undercut the black market 

rate for housework services. Services can be provided inside the house (cleaning, cooking and 

ironing) or outside the house (mainly groceries services, ironing and transport for dependent 

persons). The consumer chooses an accredited provider which may belong to the for-profit 

sector, the third sector or the public sector. Every hour of service provided is then paid with 

one voucher. Finally, the provider redeems the vouchers through the company that 

administers the system and receives €20.80 of which €7.50 comes from the consumer plus an 

additional public subsidy of €13.30 to cover all the costs associated with one hour of 

housework (wages, social security contributions, training and supervision of the worker, 

transportation costs, etc.). The state therefore remains the main funder of the services and 

oversees the registration of providers. 

According to Le Grand (1991), a quasi-market implies a split between the functions of 

financing and provision, which in the field of social services had traditionally both been 

dependent on the state. Within a quasi-market, the state still contributes to the financing of the 

service but provision is open to all kinds of organizations and public sector, third sector and 

for-profit sector organizations compete on the market. The Belgian service voucher system 

can be considered as a ‘quasi-market’ policy since a variety of for-profit, public and third 

sector providers (with a range of missions, legal forms and access to public funding) are now 

competing on the housework services market. A distinctive feature of the ‘service voucher’ 

lies in its allocation of subsidies directly the consumers4, who then pass it on to the provider. 

The system thus enhances the consumer’s power to choose.  

 

1.1. A double-sided quasi-market  

                                                
4 And not, for instance, to the social departments of local authorities, which are in charge of implementing 
commissioning the services (Knapp et al. 2001). 
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If the service voucher system was originally conceived as a quasi-market policy in the field of 

housework services, it could be argued that it is, in fact, a twofold quasi-market. 

Firstly, the scheme, which provides a significant financial incentive to the consumer, 

introduces quasi-market regulation into the field of housework services. It must be 

remembered, however, that the service voucher system was not designed as a substitute for 

existing social policy programmes in the field of home care, under which only (public or 

private) non-profit organizations are accredited and financed by regional authorities to 

provide personal care to dependent users. The  quasi-market schemes which have been 

developed in the field of home care in various other European countries (the United Kingdom, 

the Netherlands, Italy, France, etc.) during recent decades are generally considered to be an 

attempt to improve efficiency and quality in the provision of social services, but this is not the 

case of the service voucher system. Indeed, in the Belgian case, the newly created market 

aims to expand both the demand for and supply of housework services with the primary aim 

of undercutting black market labour and creating a large number of ‘new’ formal, salaried 

jobs for poorly qualified persons in the field of housework. The policy was also designed to 

improve the work-life balance of Belgian citizens through the provision of housework 

services and to improve the functioning of the labour market by making parents more 

available for work.  

Secondly, it can be stated that the service voucher system has incidentally created another 

quasi-market in the field of labour market integration for poorly qualified workers. Indeed, 

even though there is no obligation for the accredited providers to hire any particular type of 

worker, the service voucher system, given the type of services concerned, is clearly targeted at 

disadvantaged groups such as the long-term unemployed, the low-skilled or immigrants. 

Although, unlike other quasi-markets in reintegration services (Struyven, 2004; Georges, 

2007), the service voucher system does not provide coaching and placement services as such, 

workers can sometimes explicitly benefit from labour market integration services (coaching, 

training etc.), depending on the provider and the nature of its mission. This is the case when 

he/she works in a work integration enterprise, for example. One could also argue that some of 

the system’s characteristics introduce a quasi-market logic into the field of labour market 

integration. There is a ‘worker-linked’ subsidy, which allows the employer to cover the wages 

and supervision costs of the worker. Also, just as the customers are free to choose their 

provider, the workers are free to choose their employer, and even to move from one employer 

to another (possibly taking their clients with them), an effect that is magnified by the current 
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shortage of labour in the market. Observations from the field provide evidence for that 

argument, by showing that workers actively compare working conditions offered by the 

various providers, playing the competition off against each other. 

Given these two aspects of the quasi-market created by the service voucher scheme, it is not 

surprising to find – as well as for-profit providers – some providers driven by a social mission 

of work integration for poorly qualified workers, and others who pursue a social mission of 

providing home care services to vulnerable persons. Indeed, social enterprises that are 

involved in labour market integration are well-established within this quasi-market, as are 

accredited home care providers – namely the “accredited services of assistance for families 

and elderly people”. In addition to the national voucher accreditation, both types of 

organization are accredited and financially supported by regional authorities.  

In terms of the services provided,  work integration social enterprises aim to create temporary 

or long-term jobs for the most disadvantaged workers, notably those who have not reached the 

upper secondary school level. As for the accredited home care providers, they basically 

deliver comprehensive home care services; these include housework, but also other services 

which fulfil users’ daily needs in terms of sanitary, social and administrative assistance. The 

accredited home care providers are (public or private) non-profit organizations that focus on 

vulnerable families and elderly people (those coping with financial difficulties or who have 

suffered a loss of autonomy, the disabled, the sick, etc.). The needs of potential users are 

assessed by a social worker and the hourly rate is set by law, according to the users’ income, 

in order to ensure universal access to these services. These organizations have entered the 

voucher system on the basis of their expertise in domiciliary care, but also in order to monitor 

the opening of their sector to quasi-market regulation. Specifically, they fear that other 

organizations operating within the ‘service voucher’ framework – though only authorized to 

deliver housework – actually offer home care services without being accredited for that 

purpose (and thus without offering any quality guarantee for the service and protection of the 

worker). 

Table 1 provides a typology of the providers within the service voucher system framework 

according to sector (for-profit, public or third sector) and the mission of the organization 

(profit, work integration or home care). For-profit sector providers include temporary 

employment agencies and other types of private for-profit companies. Public sector providers 

include providers with a social mission of home care, local welfare services accredited as 

domiciliary care providers, and providers with a mission of work integration – such as some 
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services developed by local welfare services, local public employment agencies or 

municipalities. The organizations belonging to the third sector are non-profit organizations 

accredited as home care providers and work integration social enterprises  

Table 1: Typology of providers according to their mission and sector 

Sector Public sector Third sector For-profit sector 

Mission Home care 
Work 

integration 
Home care 

Work 

integration 
Profit 

Provider 

Accredited 

home care 

provider 

(local 

welfare 

services) 

Local welfare 

services, 

local 

employment 

agency, 

municipality 

Accredited 

home care 

provider, 

under the 

statute of a 

non-profit 

organization 

Social 

enterprise 

involved in 

labour 

market 

integration 

Temporary 

employment 

agency 

Other 

private 

commercial 

company 

 

Table 2 shows the distribution of accredited providers and workers for each type of 

organization in 2006.  

Table 2: Distribution of accredited providers and workers in the quasi-market by types of 

organization in 2006 

 
Distribution of 

accredited 

providers  

Distribution of 

workers – 

number of 

individuals 

Distribution of 

workers – full-

time equivalent 

For-profit sector 38.4% 55  % 41 % 

Temporary employment agencies 3 %5 37  % 23 % 

Other private commercial companies 30 % 18  % 18 % 

Third sector 17.9% 27 % 35 % 

Accredited home care providers (non- 6 % 10 % 17 % 

                                                
5 In terms of head offices, temporary employment agencies account for only 3.6% of all service voucher 
providers, but this figure increases dramatically when the branch offices are taken into account. 
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profit organization) 

Work integration social enterprises  10 % 12 % 13 % 

Other NPOs 7 % 5% 5% 

Public sector 43.7% 18 % 24 % 

Local employment agencies, local 

welfare offices and municipalities 

30 % 15 % 20 % 

Accredited home care providers (local 

welfare offices) 

7 % 3 % 4 % 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

Source: based on the processing of ONEM database (2006)  

 

Table 2 shows clearly that the public sector is the main sector in terms of the number of 

providers, followed by the for-profit sector and the third sector. In terms of numbers of 

employees, by contrast, the for-profit sector is the main contributor, providing 55% of the jobs 

created in 2006, while the public sector accounts for only 18.3% of employment. This picture 

changes, however, when we take into account the number of full time equivalent workers.  

 

1.2. A lightly regulated quasi-market 

Experience from quasi-markets across Europe shows that this type of arrangement, based on a 

purchaser-provider split, tends to be associated with fairly strict public regulation, in order to 

guarantee the quality of the service and ensure that the most vulnerable beneficiaries can 

access the services provided.  

Quasi-markets involved in labour market integration differ significantly from one country to 

another in terms of the types of service provided, contracts and bidding processes. However, 

they are all closely monitored by public authorities to ensure that service providers act in the 

interest of the beneficiaries, and regulation has strengthened over time in order to tackle 

practices such as ‘cream skimming’. According to Struyven (2006: 5): “countries that have 

chosen one or another form of market competition are entangled in an almost continuous 

process of adapting and adjusting the system.” The cornerstone of such a process has been the 

progressive development by public authorities of a system to monitor the performance of the 

T Adams� 27/1/09 16:10
Supprimé: Work integration s

Matrice UCL � 20/2/09 14:21
Supprimé: S
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quasi-market. Consequently, an analysis of experience so far shows that quasi-market 

regulation in the field of labour market integration tends to rely on a mix of market 

competition and state interventionism. As Bredgaard et al. (2005) state: “a well-functioning 

quasi-market [in labour market integration] is not a ‘free’ and unregulated market; quite the 

contrary, considerable public regulation will be required”. 

A similar effect can also be observed in quasi-markets in the field of home care. Since the 

community care reform in the United Kingdom in the early 1990s, for instance, local 

authorities have been exercising their purchasing power through commissioning practices 

(long-term or short-term contracts, block or spot contracts, etc.). By pushing down costs, they 

have shaped the structure of the market to a significant extent (discouraging new providers 

from entering the market), but they have also affected the quality of the services provided 

(discouraging providers from investing in quality of employment and service, given the 

available resources) (Knapp et al., 2001). Equally, however, the quasi-market in home care 

also remains heavily regulated by central government. For example, the National Minimum 

Standards in Domiciliary Care is a set of government prescribed criteria which all types of 

provider must meet. Central government has also implemented a system to monitor 

performance at the local level (by means of user surveys and best value performance 

indicators), and a system to compare the local authorities between each other publicly. 

Finally, as stated by Le Grand (1997: 37), state regulation is so intensive in the British health 

care quasi-market that the model of coordination between buyers (local authorities), sellers 

(providers) and users can no longer be viewed as a ‘quasi-market’ in conceptual terms: “it [is] 

not a quasi-market but simply a representation of one. In the battle between market 

competition and central control, control won.”  

Interestingly, the Belgian quasi-market in the field of housework services appears, by 

comparison, to be rather lightly regulated. The accreditation procedure for providers is not at 

all demanding. As far as the quality of work is concerned, providers within the framework of 

the service voucher system are simply required to respect Belgian labour law on working 

conditions. Furthermore, providers are permitted to offer their workers employment contracts 

below the threshold of one third FTE, which is the usual minimum required by labour 

regulations. They can also offer the worker an unrestricted number of fixed-term contracts 

during a transitory period of three or six months, which constitutes another derogation of 

standard labour regulations. Consequently, it seems that in terms of labour law, the service 

voucher system actually introduces deregulation as opposed to a tightening of regulation. As 



 9 

far as service quality is concerned, certification criteria require the provider to deliver only 

housework services; if the provider already delivers other types of service, a distinct entity 

must be established to carry out the activities within the service voucher framework; there are 

no other obligations regarding service quality. The level of public financing is not linked to 

any quality considerations.  

The official evaluation reports reflect this situation. They focus almost exclusively on the 

quantity and (to a more limited extent) quality of the work carried out, without reflecting on 

the quality of the services delivered. These reports seem to be intended primarily to provide 

information to the government on the public cost of the system and the number of jobs 

created; even though the reports are made public, they do not aim to provide relevant 

information for (prospective) users or workers. 

Since the regulatory framework offers no guarantee in terms of the quality of employment or 

services, the question of the impact of the organization’s mission and practices appears 

crucial. 

 

2. Civicness and governance in the service  relationship   

In our analysis, we will place the concept of civicness at the level of organizational practices. 

Specifically, the civic contribution of certain providers will be observed through the prism of 

service governance – defined, for the purpose of this analysis, by the triangular relationship 

between the employer, the employee and the user. 

Much literature has underlined the specificity of the relationship between the user and the 

worker when the proximity services are provided – that is to say, services characterized by an 

objective dimension of proximity (here, the fact that the service is provided in the house of the 

user) and by a subjective dimension of proximity (the relationship between the user and the 

worker is central to the quality of the service) (Laville and Nyssens, 2006). Zarifian (2000) 

distinguishes between three types of services: services that have been completely routinized 

and involve no interpretation of expectations; services that respond to an expectation that 

requires interpretation and comprehension; services for which, in addition to interpretation 

and comprehension, a unique solution must be conceived for and with the client-receiver. The 

unique solution in the latter type of service often means that the clients themselves become 

involved as a ‘resource’ in the search for a solution. The relational density of the service is of 
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course greater in the latter scenario. How service governance takes account of the specificity 

of the service provided constitutes a central point of our analysis.  

In terms of service governance, when designing the voucher system, public authorities were 

careful to create a framework that would avoid situations where the service relationship would 

be reduced to the direct relationship between the user and the worker, to a ‘black box’ so to 

speak, as is the case on the black market or in direct employment (such as the voucher system 

in France). Indeed, in these cases, the provision of proximity services is not subject to any 

kind of mediation. Even though a bilateral relationship could be viewed as being more 

flexible, some kind of organizational support is essential if one wishes to limit the risks of 

reciprocal abuse and improve the quality of both the employment and the service provided,  

by assessing the needs of the clients properly, for example, or by supervising and providing 

on-the-job training for workers. In the Belgian service voucher system, the worker must be 

employed by an organization; the employer supervises the worker and the client, and their 

bilateral relationship.  

Service governance is all the more important because a significant proportion of the 

beneficiaries of proximity services – including both the workers and the users – are in  

potentially vulnerable. According to the annual evaluation report (2007), a significant 

proportion of ‘service voucher’ workers belong to underprivileged groups: 67% are low-

skilled workers; almost 60% had been unemployed for at least two years prior to being hired 

under the service voucher system framework; 27% had been unemployed for five years or 

more (the average period of unemployment being 3.7 years); and 13.6% of the workers are 

not Belgian citizens (with an additional 7.1% being Belgian, but with a non-European ethnic 

background). As for the users of proximity services, the reports highlight the existence of two 

major user groups. The first group – the largest – includes the relatively young couples in 

which both partners work. According to the report, “the number of users reaches a peak 

around the age of 35 (when many individuals begin a family with one or more children)”. The 

second group consists of the elderly: 26% users are over 60 and nearly 8% are over 80. A 

second peak of users is thus reached at around 75 years old.” (Idea Consult, 2007).  

Within the framework of a quasi-market involving a variety of providers, does the mission of 

the provider affect, through the service governance dynamic, the labor  integration of workers 

and the quality of the service for  the users in a quasi-market for proximity services? 

Even though the annual evaluation reports take into consideration the type of provider (for-

profit, public or third sector provider), the question of how the provider’s (social) mission 
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impacts on the provision of the service appears to be considered of minor importance: the 

providers’ mission is not even systematically identified. The lack of interest in the providers’ 

mission on the part of public authorities could possibly be explained by the implicit premise 

that market competition always increases efficiency and the quality of the services delivered. 

Similarly, the federation of commercial enterprises delivering proximity services claims that 

its mission is to “promote the value of businesses and especially the quality of service, which 

is guaranteed by healthy competition”. Rather than assuming that market competition will 

result in the homogenization of practices, however, one could also make the case that the 

diversity of missions among the providers active in the market will result in various types of 

service governance. According to basic organization theory, such variety should in fact, in the 

context of fixed prices, be considered as a healthy business strategy.  

In terms of service governance, our assumption will be that the quality of labour market 

integration improves when the provider provides individual and collective supervision for its 

workers. Indeed, in the case of housework and domiciliary services in general, workers 

provide the services in the house of the users. For these services whose proximity character, 

as already stated, is not only objective (they are provided in the user’s home) but also 

subjective, workers are expected to develop not only their technical skills, but also their 

behavioural skills. However, as Eymard-Duvernay (1997) pointed out, behavioural skills, 

while linked to the individual, are not static or set in stone and cannot be restricted to an 

individual’s own pre-existing behavioural skills. Rather, they depend as much on the 

organizational practices upon which the individual worker can rely as on the individual 

worker him or herself (Combes, 2002). The organization therefore has a duty to provide 

collective support to help the worker understand (and, when necessary, constrain) the client’s 

demands and the potential uncertainty underlying the proximity-service relationship. In the 

absence of organizational support, workers can rely only on their personal experiences, which 

increase the level of work pressure. In this context, collective supervision plays a significant 

role, by offering the workers a space to exchange experiences or advice, by nurturing a sense 

of belonging, and by providing social support, especially to those disadvantaged workers (the 

long-term unemployed, the low-skilled, etc.) who may have difficulty complying with 

contractual requirements and whose position is thus the most precarious.  

On the users’ side, service governance can also aim to provide services that are tailored to 

their needs, profile, and notion of a good housework service (which may vary substantially 

from one user to another), as well as to set clear boundaries for the service to be provided 
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(such as which tasks are allowed and which are not, according to the service voucher 

regulatory framework). Such an assessment, in order to be effective, probably requires a visit 

to the home of the user before the service itself is delivered. This visit is all the more 

important when the user is potentially vulnerable. In the case of vulnerable users, a key issue 

is determining whether their demand involves housework, strictly speaking, or home care 

(social or sanitary aid, for example), even though this distinction is sometimes blurred. 

Demands for home care do not fall under the service voucher scheme, and in such cases the 

user must be redirected to an accredited home care provider. A monitoring of the service 

relationship will also allow the detection of any possible deterioration in the user’s level of 

dependency. Finally, it must be borne in mind that quality of work and quality of service are, 

very often, deeply intertwined. In this case, a home inspection is also relevant from the 

worker’s point of view, to enable the employer to verify the working environment and assess 

a fair workload, for example. 

  

3. The impact of organizational mission on civicness in a quasi-market 

 

Fifty-two providers were selected according to our typology (see above) and interviewed in 

the course of our research. To characterize the civic behaviour of providers, we need to look 

at indicators that show how the provider governs its relationship with both the worker and the 

user. The results of data processing show the existence of a continuum of service governance 

models with, at one end, a perfect ‘triangulation’ and, at the other end, a bilateral relationship 

similar to the one that can be observed in direct employment or on the black market.  

 

3.1. Supervision of the user 

A provider involved in the service voucher scheme can supervise the service delivered to the 

user through at least three channels: when signing a contract with a new user, in defining how 

much power users have to select his/her worker, and through the type of service that they 

allow to be provided. 

• The contract  

Initiating the service entails the signature of a contract between the user and the provider, and, 

possibly, a home inspection. This procedure can take place between the user and a supervisor 
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of the workers, or the worker herself. The following table summarizes the four patterns 

observed in our surveys.  

Table 3: Patterns for the signature of the contract with the user 

 Intervention of a supervisor  
Absence of intervention of a 

supervisor 

At the user’s home (1) At home, by a supervisor (2) At home, by the worker 

Outside the user’s home 
(3) At the agency, by a 

supervisor 

(4) ‘At a distance’, by post or 

email 

 

In terms of service governance, the signature at home by a supervisor (case 1), allows face-to-

face interaction between the user and the supervisor, and enables the latter to check the 

working conditions and decide which tasks will be carried out by the worker. In case one, 

civicness is promoted as the dynamic implies a co-construction of the service involving both 

the client and the provider. Case one, then, involves the ‘triangulation’ of service governance, 

while the signature at a distance (case 4) leads to a ‘flattening’ of the service governance.   

Our statistical processing (data reduction and cluster analysis) generated three groups of 

providers: the first group of 19 employers sign contracts at home and carry out a home 

inspection (case 1); a second group of 12 employers sign the contract at home by a worker or 

at the agency by a supervisor, and rarely carry out a home inspection afterwards (cases 2 and 

3); and a third group of 13 providers set up the service at a distance, with no home inspection 

(case 4). Figure 1 shows a (statistically significant) correlation between organizational 

mission and the type of pattern for the signature of the contract. Providers with a home care 

mission are more likely than other types of provider to belong to the first group (signature at 

home and inspection), while providers driven by a for-profit mission use ‘distance’ patterns 

more frequently than other types of provider. It must be pointed out that temporary work 

agencies behave differently from other private commercial companies by relying exclusively 

on the setting up the service at a distance. For-profit providers – excluding temporary 

providers – belong to the three groups mentioned above in equal shares. Finally, the group of 

employers with an organizational mission involving labour market integration is close to the 

average profile.     
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Figure 1: Relationship between provider’s mission and the type of service set up 
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Source:  own data  

 

• Selection of worker by users 

Another indicator of the nature of service governance relates to the extent to which the 

employer allows new clients to choose their home worker. When some power is given to 

users to select their own worker, we get closer to a situation where the user is the employer, 

thus flattening the service governance relationship. However, given the specificity of 

proximity services, it could be considered reasonable to take the clients’ preferences about the 

worker into consideration as trust plays a key role in the satisfaction of both client and 

worker. The question is, of course, to determine which criteria can be considered as playing a 

legitimate role in nurturing a trust relationship, and which are illegitimate, such as 

discriminatory considerations (e.g. ethnic origin of the worker). We expect a civic provider to 

reject any illegitimate selection of workers. These providers would in this way choose to 

subordinate a commercial principle (the client’s satisfaction) to their social responsibility and, 

in doing so, contribute to raising the ‘civic awareness’ of their clients. Although the service 

voucher registration procedure refers explicitly to Belgian anti-discrimination law, some 

providers are less cautious than others in banning discriminatory behaviour on the part of their 

clients. In particular, most temporary employment agencies openly decide to overlook this 

legislation and make the satisfaction of the customer as their overriding business priority.  
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Although such an issue – the power of the client in the selection of the worker – is rather 

difficult to grasp through a survey based on interviews with the sole employer, we asked the 

employers we surveyed whether they allowed their clients to choose ‘their’ workers 

independently. Figure 2 shows a statistically significant correlation between the provider’s 

mission and the extent to which clients are allowed to select workers. Indeed, in more than six 

cases out of ten, providers driven by a for-profit mission allow the selection of the worker by 

the user, while this is only the case for about 10% of providers with a social mission (labour 

market integration or home care). In particular, some temporary providers explain that they 

provide new clients with workers’ telephone numbers or send workers for an ‘interview’ at 

the user’s home. In such cases, the user is free to reject a worker for any reason, including for 

discriminatory motives. 

  

Figure 2: Relationship between provider’s mission and clients’ ability to choose workers 
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• Type of services allowed 

As we have explained, the service voucher is targeted at housework services and not at home 

care services. This is a key distinction since home care services require different forms of 

worker’s qualification and supervision. The regulation of home care services financed by 

regional public authorities is much more demanding than the voucher system for housework 
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services. It is therefore of key importance for the governance of the service that the type of 

services provided be monitored. In this case, civicness relates to the provider’s willingness to 

protect vulnerable users such as dependent people from the provision of inadequate services. 

We therefore asked our surveyed providers if they allowed workers to carry out tasks beyond 

the scope of the service voucher system framework, such as helping people to wash 

themselves, get in/out of bed, take medicines, help to move around the house, or providing 

psychological support, administrative help, or child care. The following table shows the 

percentage of employers which stated that they authorized the provision of such tasks, 

showing that the service delivered is frequently beyond the scope of housework and enters the 

field of personal or child care:  

 

Table 4:  Providers authorizing or tolerating the provision of care services 

Help 

moving 

into the 

house 

Help 

getting 

in/out of 

bed 

Help 

washing 

Managing 

medication 

Psycholo-

gical 

support 

Adminis-

trative help 
Child care 

 

60.8% 

 

21.2% 

 

11.5% 

 

11.5% 

 

67.3% 

 

9.6% 

 

28.8% 

Source:  own data   

 

According to this typology of tasks, a multiple correspondence analysis followed by a cluster 

analysis produced a classification of providers into three groups. The first group (which 

includes 24 providers) is clearly aware of the extent of housework services and rarely 

confuses the two types of service. The second group (of 21 providers) mixes home care and 

housework services to some extent, by always allowing tasks such as help walking moving 

into the house and psychological support, and to a much lesser extent, administrative aid and 

help getting in/out of bed. The third group (of 6 providers) confuses home care and 

housework to a greater extent, even allowing tasks such as managing medication and helping 

elderly people to wash themselves. Figure 3 shows the distribution of these groups between 

the various types of providers. A higher percentage of non-profit providers with a labour 

market integration or a home care mission distinguish correctly between the two types of 

service. By contrast, public sector providers are less careful in their definition of the service. 

As for providers with a for-profit organizational mission, temporary employment agencies, 

once more, differentiate themselves from other for-profit companies: in more than 50% of 
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cases, the latter distinguish between the two types of service correctly, while all the temporary 

employment agencies confuse the two types of services to a moderate extent (and therefore 

belong to the second group). It must also be remembered that severe confusion only occurs 

among providers with a labour market integration or a for-profit mission, and not with home 

care providers. Those results can be related to the motives behind the home inspection. 

Indeed, providers with a home care mission quote, more frequently than others, the motive of 

“delineating the service” when asked about their objective in home inspections.    

 

Figure 3: providers’ confusion between a housework service and a home care service 
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Source: own data   

These results are further supported by an in-depth study (Nassaut, Nyssens, Vermer, 2008) of 

(public and private) non-profit organizations which are accredited both as home care 

providers and as ‘service voucher’ providers in the Wallonia region. That study analysed 

service governance and its implications in terms of service quality, in particular for vulnerable 

users, and showed the influence exerted by the initial social mission of home care providers 

on the governance of the housework service they delivered within the ‘service voucher’ 

system. First, when contacted by a new potential user, accredited home care providers are 

very careful to identify the type of home services needed (extensive home care or housework 

only) by analysing the user’s profile and requirements. Following this procedure, the service 

user is termed a ‘client’ if his/her needs are restricted to housework and the services can thus 

be provided within the framework of the ‘service voucher’ system, or termed a ‘patient’ if 

home care services are needed. Accredited home care providers differentiate carefully not 
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only between these two types of users; they also replicate some dimensions of home care 

service governance within ‘service voucher’ governance, thus raising the quality of the latter. 

For instance, it is common knowledge that the co-construction of the service – involving both 

the service user and his/her family on the one hand, and the care worker on the other hand – is 

a characteristic unique to accredited home care providers and one of their main strengths. This 

co-construction process has been transposed, to some extent, to the services offered within the 

framework of the ‘service voucher’ system. In the case of the home care service, the role 

played by the social worker who carries out an assessment of the users’ needs at home and co-

constructs a ‘care plan’ with the patient (and not for the user) is played, within the framework 

of the ‘service voucher’ system, by the ‘coordinator’ (often a social worker), who acts as an 

interface between the client and the ‘service voucher’ worker. The ‘social assessment’, 

meanwhile, takes the form of an ‘administrative and security enquiry’ which aims, among 

other things, to protect the worker by making sure that he or she does not work in an unsafe 

environment. Clearly, this enquiry takes place at the client’s home.  

 

 3.2. Supervision of the worker 

Within the service voucher system, there are no specific legal requirements regarding the 

supervision workers, and the level of public financing depends only on the number of hours of 

service delivered. For the providers, the incentive is therefore to maximize the number of 

‘productive hours’ – that is to say the number of hours of service effectively delivered at the 

users’ home – and to minimize the number of ‘unproductive hours’ dedicated, for instance, to 

supervision and training.6 Accordingly, the audit of the financial statements of service 

voucher providers which was commissioned by the federal government 

(PriceWaterhouseCoopers 2007) measured the provider’s activity rate – the proportion of 

hours of housework delivered (and therefore subsidized) as a proportion of the total number 

of hours paid according to the work contracts. This ratio also provides an instructive indicator 

of the extent to which providers are ready to spend time on ‘non-productive’ activities, such 

as training and supervision. The higher this ratio, the less time is spent on non-productive 

activities. The typology used in the audit does not take into consideration the social mission of 

all providers (home care and labour market integration), but it shows nevertheless that the for-

profit sector has the highest ratio of productive to non-productive hours – namely 94% for 

                                                
6 However, one could argue that to increase their income, providers could improve the quality of service (and 
thus client’s satisfaction) by investing in training and workers’ supervision. 
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temporary work agencies and 88% for other commercial enterprises (see figure 4). Given their 

mission, for-profit organizations may be reluctant to provide activities such as supervision and 

training, which add no apparent or immediate commercial value and are not financed by the 

service voucher scheme. They may also rely on the public employment services to supply 

initial training to their workers. Social enterprises involved in labour market integration (third 

sector) and municipalities and local public entities that provide welfare services (public 

sector) have the lowest ratio of productive to non-productive hours (respectively 75% and 

76%). This demonstrates that, in line with their social mission of labour market integration, 

they allow for more ‘unproductive’ hours. 

 

Figure 4: Activity rate by type of provider 
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     Source : PricewaterhouseCoopers (2007) 

To understand the quality of the service governance better, we analysed some characteristics 

of the employment relationship on the basis of the data collected through our survey. The 

characteristics we analysed included the type of collective supervision, the type of training for 

workers, and the type of contract. 

 

• Type of supervision for workers 
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As mentioned above, collective supervision contributes to civicness to the extent that it 

enables workers to share work experiences, advices or concerns. Such a social support is all 

the more important that a salient characteristic of this type of work is the isolation of the 

worker at the users’ home, from colleagues and supervisors. To that respect, we therefore 

collected data regarding such information. A multiple correspondence analysis followed by a 

cluster analysis generated a classification of providers into three groups: the first group (18 

org.) offers no collective supervision to their workers; the second group (13 org.) mostly 

provides less than a collective supervision per month, generally included in the working time; 

the third group always offers a collective supervision of workers at a monthly rate (or above), 

included in the working time (14 org.). As shown by figure 5, providers with a social mission 

of home care offer a better quality of supervision to their workers than other providers, with 

90% of them belonging to the third and second groups. Based on their practices related to 

their home care service, these providers consider workers’ supervision as a mean to guarantee 

the quality of a service targeted at vulnerable beneficiaries and, as we already explained, tend 

to replicate such practices to the housework service delivered within the ‘service voucher’ 

system framework, though this service is targeted to all types of users. To the opposite, 70% 

of employers driven by a for-profit mission offer low quality supervision. Once more, the 

group of providers with a labour market integration mission is close to the average profile. 

 

Figure 5: Supervision of workers by provider’s mission  
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• Type of training for workers 

Providing training to workers appears to be an essential contribution to civicness, as most 

‘service voucher’ workers are poorly qualified and consider the job as a springboard towards 

better quality employment. We asked our sample of providers whether they trained all or 

some of their workers before or after the start of a job. Three groups can be distinguished: one 

group of providers that offer no training at all; a second group that offer training to some of 

their workers; and a third group that offers training to all their workers. The results show that 

providers with a social mission (labour market integration or home care) belong more 

frequently to the third group than for-profit providers and, thus, offer more training. The good 

performance of the for-profit providers – with the exception of temporary providers – should 

be viewed cautiously, given that the number of hours of training provided is relatively low 

when compared to other employers.  

 

Figure 6: Training practices by type of provider 
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Source: own data  

• Type of contract 

The type of contract (fixed-term or open-ended contract) is an indicator of “the intensity of 

the link between the employer and the employee” and may be a sign of the intention of both 

parties to invest, in the long term, in service governance. As already stated, a sequence of 

fixed-term contracts is temporarily allowed by law for a period of three or six months, 
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depending on which category which the worker belongs to. Beyond this period of time, the 

law states precisely that “the employer is required to offer the worker an employment contract 

for an unlimited period”. The Minister of Employment has clarified the meaning of this article 

of law, stating that providers within the service voucher system “are not required to actually 

sign [a permanent contract]; they only need to propose it.” A low rate of open-ended contracts 

could theoretically, then, be a result of workers’ own preferences. However, it appears, from 

official evaluation reports that 75% of workers who did not enjoy an open-ended contract in 

2006 (beyond the three or six-month period) had not in fact been offered such a contract.  

When the  administrative database of the national employment services on the trajectories of 

the workers employed in the service voucher system was analyzed,  it appears that the 

temporary employment agencies, probably in accordance with their core business service 

(temporary placement), offer their workers a significant number of fixed-term contracts in 

comparison to other providers, sometimes on a weekly or even daily basis, and for a period of 

time exceeding, by far, the maximum period of six months. This practice could be interpreted 

as a sign that this type of provider considers its workers as “external suppliers of labour on a 

permanent basis”. 

 

Figure 7: percentage of fixed-term/open-ended contracts after 6 months 
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4. Social mission, tutelary regulation and access to public financing 
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The results show that the nature of governance differs between types of organization: 

organizations with a social mission and, in particular, with a home care mission, tend to 

develop a more civic type of governance both in terms of supervising the user (through a 

home inspection, some scope for the user to choose the worker, and a better delineation of the 

housework service), or in terms of supervising the worker (through better supervision and 

training, and offering more open-ended contracts). 

The introduction of a quasi-market regulation has thus revealed the peculiarities of the 

competitors, also in terms of access to public funding – which, in the case of the service 

voucher system, is a critical issue. Indeed, when the exchange value of the service voucher 

was still €21, a significant percentage of providers (over 60%) already claimed that this 

amount was insufficient to provide a decent salary to the workers and a service of sufficient 

quality to the user. This situation was obviously exacerbated when, for budgetary reasons, the 

government decided to cut the subsidy by one euro. In order to cover their costs, some 

providers rely on additional public resources, such as subsidies made available under the 

framework of active labour policies or regional subsidies linked to other accreditations (such 

as accreditation as a work integration social enterprise or home care provider).  

However, from the point of view of for-profit providers, the variability of access to public 

resources is often seen as ‘over-subsidization’ which benefits certain providers and, 

consequently, as unfair competition for commercial enterprises. According to for-profit 

providers, subsidization is fair – that is to say, it does not undermine balanced competition – 

provided that all the providers have equal access to it. Gadrey (2004), by contrast, states that 

when for-profit organizations compete with public or private not-for-profit providers, the only 

justification possible for granting public funding to non-profit (public or private) providers 

without threatening the principle of fair competition lies in the demonstrable existence of a 

contribution to the general interest, which for-profit enterprises do not pursue, or at least less 

effectively than public or third-sector providers. From this perspective, additional public 

subsidies would only be legitimate insofar as we can observe that a more civic mode of 

governance is effective in that it leads to the better integration of vulnerable workers and users 

and thereby contributes to the general interest. First, we could take the view that the 

development of quality jobs for (very) poorly qualified people strengthens social cohesion. A 

second contribution to general interest relates to the quality of the service provided and, more 
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precisely, to the attention paid by some organizations to the provision of a service that really 

meets the needs of the most vulnerable users. 

The subsidy attached to the social mission – labour market integration or home care provision 

– of some providers which are accredited as such by regional authorities constitutes the main 

additional source of financing. However, in order to be accredited, providers with a social 

mission must comply with a set of strict rules defined by regional public authorities. Social 

enterprises involved in labour market integration must adopt a commercial legal structure, but 

also be labelled as ‘social purpose companies’, which implies that the distribution of their 

benefits to shareholders is limited by law. They are also required to target workers with a very 

low educational level, hire a defined percentage of ‘target-group’ workers, and develop and 

implement adequate supervision of these workers. Their recognition by regional public 

authorities entitles them to various grants: a ‘seed subsidy’ to initiate the activity, a three-year 

grant for every worker employed, and an aid to finance the ‘social supervision’ of the 

workers. As for accredited home care providers, they are entitled to public funding aimed at 

supporting the provision of personal care (and not, directly7, activity carried out under the 

‘service voucher’ system framework), provided that they comply with a set of standards and 

requirements. Firstly, they must belong to the public sector or the not-for-profit sector (legal 

form of association). The quality of the service and employment provided is also heavily 

regulated: the care workers must have attained a minimum level of education and obtained a 

specific certificate; the level of supervision is fixed by the law; and an assessment of the 

user’s needs is required. The level of activity of these services is also limited in the sense that 

the amount of public funding remains relatively stable over the years, as does the distribution 

of this funding between accredited providers. This restricts the level of competition among 

providers. 

Unlike the ‘service voucher’ scheme, these two kinds of accreditation are rooted in a 

‘tutelary’ form of regulation, because we could say that the state protects the interests of the 

beneficiary by developing strong regulation to guarantee the quality of the service provided. 

This regulation differs in many respects from quasi-market regulation (Laville, Nyssens, 

                                                
7 However, it is clear that providers that are accredited both as home care providers and service voucher 
providers pool some resources related to their home care services, such as human (social workers), material 
(premises) or financial resources. Conversely, a profit margin realized in their service voucher activity may be 
invested in their home care services. The same logic holds true for other providers that have not been created 
within the framework of the service voucher scheme, such as local employment agencies, temporary work 
agencies, public entities providing welfare services, etc. 
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2001, 2006). To differentiate between the two ideal-type forms of regulation (quasi-market 

and tutelary regulation), we have drawn up the following grid of analysis:  

Table 5: Ideal-type forms of public regulation 

 Tutelary regulation Quasi-market regulation 

Diversity of providers 

Only public and not-for-

profit accredited 

organizations 

Open access to every type of 

accredited providers, 

including for-profit sector 

providers 

Service quality regulation 

In-depth regulation of 

service quality through a 

strict regulatory framework 

Very loose regulatory 

framework, if any8 

Level of competition 

among providers 

Restricted No restriction 

Factor according to which 

the subsidy is given  

The accredited provider 

itself 

The consumer and the 

worker 

 

In a tutelary regulation, the counterpart of the allocation of subsidies to providers is the 

fulfilment of quality criteria. The civic performance observed among some types of providers 

therefore reflects, at least to some extent, the influence of a tutelary mode of regulation.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The service voucher quasi-market provides an interesting field of research, for two reasons. 

First, it is a quasi-market in two senses – it provides two kinds of services. On the one hand, 

proximity services, provided at the user’s home and, on the other hand, labour market 

integration services, since the workers hired in the framework of the service voucher system 

are mostly disadvantaged workers (the long-term the unemployed, immigrants, the low-

skilled). Secondly, in comparison with foreign quasi-markets, the Belgian service voucher 

                                                
8 However, a quasi-market can, in fact, strongly differ from the theoretical model. Le Grand (1997:37) states, for 
instance, that English social welfare quasi-markets are so regulated that “in the battle between market 
competition and central control, control won.” 
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quasi-market is lightly regulated: the accreditation procedure is not demanding and the 

performance measures set up by the government focus mainly on the cost of the measure and 

its impact on employment. Indeed, the service voucher scheme can even, in many respects, be 

considered a deregulatory measure: it represents a deregulatory measure in Belgian labour law 

and the deregulation of the domiciliary care sector, since the services provided within the 

service voucher system and extensive home care services overlap to some extent. 

Different types of providers – in terms of sector (third, public or for-profit sector), 

organizational mission, and so on – compete within this quasi-market. The lack of regulation 

of the service voucher scheme enables us to grasp the effects of the (social) mission of 

organizations on civicness. We approached civicness through the prism of service governance 

as the relationship built up between the three parties involved in the service: the user, the 

worker and the employer. A more civic form of governance implies that the employer 

supervises both the user and the worker, thus bringing about a triangular relationship. Rather 

than assuming, as in the for-profit sector, that ‘healthy competition’ homogenizes 

organizational practices among all providers, one should analyse whether different 

organizational missions do not result in differentiated contributions to civic governance. We 

have seen that the social missions of accredited home care providers and social enterprises 

involved in labour market integration – social missions themselves shaped by a tutelary mode 

of regulation – contribute to civicness by improving the triangulation of service governance. 

We have also observed that, at the opposite end of the spectrum, the for-profit mission of 

temporary employment agencies, whose core business is to provide temporary jobs – seems to 

prevail, despite the aim of the law to encourage open-ended contracts. Service governance in 

this sector flattens to a point that it becomes similar to the bilateral relationship that can be 

observed in direct employment: temporary employment agencies tend to place the user in the 

position of the employer; in other words, everything occurs as though the user has hired the 

worker in a direct employment relationship. In the light of these elements, we can thus 

conclude that the point is not, contrary to the for-profit sector’s claim, that the third and public 

sectors are over-subsidized. Rather, the better service governance provided by these sectors 

(to the advantage of the vulnerable ‘service voucher’ beneficiaries in particular) may 

legitimize additional financial support from public bodies, if one takes into account the 

contribution to the general interest that a more civic type of governance can yield. It must also 

be noted that, in the continuum of types of service governance, the intermediate position of 

the for-profit sector, with the exception of temporary work agencies, merits in-depth and 
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nuanced analysis. Various types of ‘business practices’ were observed among that types of 

provider: a first category of for-profit providers sought to maximize its profits without paying 

attention to service governance; providers in the second category are willing to increase 

clients’ satisfaction by raising the quality of service governance (and, to the same end, appoint 

a ‘quality manager’, for example); and providers in the third category include social 

objectives in their practices by, for instance, providing a ‘social supervision’ expressly for 

their most vulnerable workers, or by redirecting dependent users to a more suitable form of 

service.  
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