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Strategies of the Employment Public Service with regard to employers: issues and specificity of public intermediaries on the labour market

Background note 
"Active" intermediation on the labour market is a recent theme that refers, in our opinion, to an intuition shared by scientists and policy makers considering that the "self-regulating market" is not sufficient in itself to explain how the economy works – in other words, neoclassic economics are not able to explain the concrete operation of markets, like the labour market for example.

The reason is simple: unlike the market for standardized, one-dimensional goods (that are differentiated by price only) - like the market for oil, sugar or toothbrushes - on the labour market, the goods that are exchanged are singular, incomparable goods because of their multidimensional and uncertain nature.  The result is an opaque market, governed by uncertainty as concerns quality, “embedded into” a whole series of institutions and conventions that make exchange possible.  Clearly, on the labour market, supply does not "naturally" correspond to demand, because competition is imperfect, as is the information circulating on this market.

Starting with this intuition (or this observation) scientists and political decision takers are looking very closely at the role of intermediaries on the labour market.  In fact, intermediaries contribute directly to producing pertinent information on the labour market, to setting up cognitive schemes to help with decision taking, to letting supply and demand meet – more fundamentally, they create the market by gradually establishing (or knitting) relations by means of profit sharing strategies.

In Belgium, public intermediaries on the labour market first appeared in 1935, as a "placement agent" when the National Placement and Unemployment Office  (Office National de Placement et de Chômage - ONPC) was entrusted the twofold mission of distributing  unemployment allowances and finding jobs for job seekers. In 1961, ONPC changed its name to the National Employment Office (ONEM). The organization of the departments at ONEM was done at central level and at local or "sub regional" level.  30 subregional departments each include two independent services: the "Regional Unemployment Bureau" in charge of setting up a policy to deal with unemployment and "Subregional Employment Services" particularly responsible for placement missions and vocational training. In 1989, in a context of increased federalization of Belgium, ONEM left off placement services and vocational training.  In the Brussels-Capital Region, these were grouped into a new organization called ORBEM, for Office Régional Bruxellois de l’Emploi (Brussels Regional Employment Office); ONEM maintained missions associated with payment of unemployment allowances.  In 1993, the Plan d’Accompagnement des Chômeurs (PAC) (Plan for Accompanying the Unemployed) was a first key stage in the transformation of professional practices and the logic behind the actions of the Employment Public Service: the idea of accompaniment gradually replaced the logic of placement, and in practice, placement bureaus were divided into two separate services: management of job offers and management of job seekers. 

That same year, a "prospection service" was created within ORBEM. It essentially targets increasing visibility of the administrative services for employers, by means of “business visits”.  This department quickly changed its name, and until 2004 became the "business department": visits to businesses on one hand, and the transmission of job offers on the other, constitute the main missions of this department.  With the backing of the European Social Fund (ESF) at its launch in 2004, the Service Bruxellois aux Employeurs (SBE) (Brussels Service for Employers) was created in an effort to reinforce coordination of business prospection in the territory of Brussels between ORBEM and the local missions: the idea was to create a joint consulting-prospection department coordinated by ORBEM, using a single methodology and with a single decision-taking body.  Since 2007, services to employers at ACTIRIS are organized in three departments whose objective is to propose: a policy geared to employers’ needs; a clear breakdown of professional sectors with differentiated offers of services; organizational development based on synergies between employer consultants and ACTIRIS job offer managers.

To sum up, while public intermediaries on the labour market have always fulfilled the function of collecting job offers needed to carry out their mission as a public employment service, for the last 10 years we have seen a thorough transformation of the services offered to employers.  Seeking opportunities for job openings is of course still a priority, but the offer of services to facilitate or aid recruitment has developed considerably with the introduction of new methods targeting improving the matchmaking job on the labour market. 

It might be helpful to recall that ACTIRIS’ current "repositioning" as "Director-Conductor" (management contract 2006) corresponds to the ratification of the International Labour Office  (ILO) Convention 181 (adopted on 19 June 1997), that authorizes private operators to offer services for the placement of workers (mixed management of the labour market).  The considerable development of the private sector for temporary work in recent years is obviously related to the gradual disinvestment in placement by the employment public service, as it shifts to individualized accompaniment or active intermediation.  Professionalization of the "prospection function" on the market is consequently part of an overall process to modernize the structure of public action, in a field of activities officially open to competition. 

Competition between public and private intermediaries on the labour market pertains to their capacity to investigate, produce and modelize quality information concerning the parameters of supply and demand.  This information is essential because it contributes to reducing the uncertainty inherent to all hiring procedures.  The forms of adjustment between supply and demand of labour thus largely depend on the action of intermediaries, be they public or private: smooth operation of the labour market depends on the quality of intervention.  Clearly speaking, persistent massive unemployment may result less from quantitative causes (such as a structural lack of jobs, a shortage of trained individuals, the amount of unemployment allowances, etc.) or economic laws outside the scope of the players, than from quantitative problems associated, for example, with the concrete recruitment methods, the many ways of evaluating skills on the labour market, the types of information produced, the conditions for balance in assessing skills, imbalanced assessments (the problem of discrimination), etc.  

Need it be recalled that the Brussels Region is characterized both by a high rate of unemployment and by the highest concentration of jobs in the country?  We also note that the size of the recruitment bassin also means that competition for hiring is probably greater than elsewhere.  In this special context, the job of the public service acting as an intermediary has never stopped adjusting to various evolutions of society (the end of the public monopoly, generalization of Internet as a tool, increasingly complex recruitment procedures,…) and facing many challenges (coordination of many intervening agents, overbidding on skills, discrimination on hiring, visibility of the employment public service, etc.).   

These continual transformations raise a number of questions that could be considered under different angles during the second day of the conference, around a central question: "What are the specificities of public intermediaries on the labour market today, and what are those that should be constructed for tomorrow?" 

1. Strategies adopted by the Employment Public Service to target employers 

· Means of selection and recruitment have evolved considerably in recent years; what are the consequences for the public employment operator, particularly in its function of canvassing companies and its mission of putting unemployed persons back to work?

· To what type of market or segment of market should efforts be oriented, knowing that recruitment methods depend to a large extent on the size of the company and its sector of activity as well as on the type of job proposed (fixed-term contract or open-ended contract, part-time, subsidized employment)?  Should the services proposed be adapted in terms of the size ? of sector ? ...

2. Using two concrete examples (Employment Pole and an example of a "demand-led" approach by the British labour and pension department), how can the Employment Public Service play a role as an active intermediary in a context where supply and demand do not necessarily correspond? 

· To what extent should business recruitment logic and the dominant characteristics of the reserve of labour in the Brussels-Capital Region be integrated?

· In prospection efforts with companies, what response or what alternative can be given to the question of critical functions or functions where there is a shortage?

· What resources are available to try to regulate overqualification on hiring and, correspondingly, overestimation of skills required?

3. What is the place of an Employment Public Service in a changing labour market?  Do employment public services still play a role in regulating the market? 

· The question of strengths and weaknesses of the public operator in a competitive market has become particularly important in view of European strategy. Is the fact of offering our services free of charge our only competitive advantage?  What factors determine the rate of recourse to public employment services and what are the factors for gaining corporate loyalty?  
· Unlike private intermediaries, the public operator works in continual tension between its economic function and its social function. This often perceived as an opposition between the need for effectiveness and efficiency, and the need to be fair.  Toward what partnership procedures should the service evolve with companies and private operators on the labour market? 
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