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Public employment services in the EU 
Facilitating mobility and employment 

SUMMARY  

Since the beginning of the financial and economic crisis, high rates of unemployment 
have been one of the most pressing problems of Member States in the European 
Union (EU). By matching job-seekers with employment opportunities, including 
vacancies in other Member States, public employment services (PES) can help to 
reduce unemployment, increase intra-EU mobility of workers and combat social 
exclusion. They can contribute to reaching the Europe 2020 employment target and to 
implementation of the Youth Guarantee by making available information on training as 
well as work opportunities. 

The EU has a role to play in ensuring close cooperation between employment services, 
facilitating exchange of best practice between PES in Member States, and in 
encouraging cross-border mobility for workers, trainees and apprentices. The EU is 
responsible for the European Employment Services (EURES) network which provides 
information on jobs, job-seekers and working conditions in Member States. 

Recently the European Commission proposed a decision to establish a formal network 
of PES organisations in Member States to encourage mutual learning. The Commission 
has also proposed a regulation to modernise and extend the EURES network. In 2014, 
before the end of the current legislature, the European Parliament is expected to vote 
on the proposed decision and to consider the proposed regulation. 

 

 

 
 

 In this briefing: 

 Background 

 The situation of public employment 
services in Member States 

 Cooperation of public employment 
services in the EU 

 EU institutional positions 

 Recent legislation 

 Main references 



 

Public employment services in the EU 
 

 

 

Members' Research Service 23/03/2014 
140769REV1 Page 2 of 6 

 

 

Background 

Public employment services (PES) are responsible for implementing many of the active 
labour market policies in Member States in the European Union (EU). PES facilitate the 
recruitment and placement of workers by informing job-seekers about available jobs 
and informing employers about qualified job-seekers. In addition to this job brokering, 
PES may offer career and vocational counselling or training to persons who do not have 
the skills demanded by employers or who have problems that make finding work 
particularly difficult. PES may also make labour market adjustments easier by providing 
information on market conditions. In some countries, in addition, PES manage and 
provide unemployment insurance. 

PES have a role to play in mitigating the effects of the global financial and economic 
crisis. High levels of unemployment (particularly youth unemployment at 23.4% in 
January 2014) have become a major concern in the EU and job brokering can help the 
unemployed find work as quickly as possible. By reducing unemployment, PES can also 
make a contribution to achieving the targets of the Europe 2020 strategy, specifically 
those of reaching 75% employment and raising 20 million Europeans out of poverty and 
social exclusions. Moreover by supplying information on job opportunities in other 
Member States across the EU, PES can increase the range of opportunities for 
unemployed people, and reduce the perceived mismatches1 between labour supply and 
demand, with employers increasingly unable to find qualified workers to meet their 
needs. Moreover, as all Member States begin to implement the EU's Youth Guarantee, 
PES will need to be able to advise young people on appropriate job, education and 
training possibilities. 

To meet these challenges, PES need to optimise administrative practices; make effective 
use of new technologies; cooperate with other PES to share best practice and labour 
market information; and ensure that information about job-seekers, vacancies and 
training possibilities throughout the EU are readily available to all. 

The situation of public employment services in Member States 

In the EU, Member States are responsible for organising, staffing and running their PES. 
Because of the different institutional labour-market structures in Member States, there 
is no single approach to PES in Europe.2 However in recent years differences in the 
range and mix of services have been reduced in Europe. This is partly due to a series of 
reforms in customer service, information technology, performance indicators and 
classification schemes but also to greater mutual sharing of experiences and greater 
collaboration between agencies providing employment services. Nevertheless no single 
model for PES has emerged, and a number of different approaches to PES are seen in 
Member States:3  

 PES may be part of ministries of labour or they may be separate executive agencies. 

 A Member State may have a single PES or may have multiple organisations, each 
offering different types of service(s) to different groups or regions. 

 PES may compete with private, non-profit and non-governmental organisations in 
employment placement, or they may cooperate with other agencies by outsourcing 
certain responsibilities to private operators.4 For example, support and placement 
services for certain categories of job-seekers (e.g. younger workers, the long-term 
unemployed) can be assigned to private recruitment agencies (as in the UK or 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-28022014-AP/EN/3-28022014-AP-EN.PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/targets/index_en.htm
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/policyAreaPostDetail.form?postId=60604&policyAreaId=
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-984_en.htm
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eoh&AN=1127476&site=ehost-live
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---integration/documents/publication/wcms_146805.pdf
http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/docfra/rapport_telechargement/var/storage/rapports-publics/114000222/0000.pdf
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Belgium) or job-seekers may be offered a choice of agency after a certain period of 
unemployment (as in Germany). Recourse to private operators can help Member 
States respond to rapid increases in unemployment, such as in the period following 
the onset of the financial and economic crisis. 

 The degree of involvement of social partners in PES policy-setting and monitoring 
may differ between Member States. For example, in Austria, the involvement of 
social partners is deeply 
embedded in PES governance; in 
Germany, their influence has de-
clined in recent years; and in the 
UK, social partners have little or no 
role, although unions are 
concerned about the effectiveness 
and fairness of for-profit 
organisations called on to imple-
ment parts of PES programmes. 

 Expenditure levels vary widely 
across countries (see figure 1). 

 PES in different Member States 
may also have different priorities. 
For example, France allocates 
more resources to employer 
services than the UK or Germany, 
but considerably less to the 
support of job-seekers. 

Despite the variations found in PES 
structures in Member States, most 
experts and institutions such as the 
International Labour Organization, 
(ILO) believe PES are effective at get-
ting the unemployed back to work, 
particularly those who have poor 
labour-market prospects. Access to 
job vacancies through internet-based 
exchanges, combined with income 
support measures for job-seekers, 
offer the most-cost effective solution. 
PES appear to be as effective as, or 
even more effective than, private 
employment placement agencies.5 

Nevertheless some analysts point to 
evidence of poor PES effectiveness. Several say that 'matching' outcomes are poor due 
to insufficient incentives when job search is delegated to local offices; others argue that 
PES are ineffective in job-brokering because they are obliged to include the supposedly 
'worst' workers and 'worst' job opportunities, thereby undermining the trust of both 
employers and job-seekers. Researchers at the ILO admit that job-brokering may appear 
to be ineffective in a period where demand is low and firms are simply not hiring.6 

Fig. 1 - Labour market service expenditure, 2007 and 2011,  
% of GDP 

 
*Estimate. Data source: Eurostat, lmp_ind_exp. Labour market services 
cover all PES services/activities and other publicly funded services for job-
seekers. 2011 data: for UK from 2009; for Greece, 2010. No data for Croatia. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2013/507459/IPOL-EMPL_ET(2013)507459_EN.pdf
http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/docfra/rapport_telechargement/var/storage/rapports-publics/114000222/0000.pdf
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1855926
http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/docfra/rapport_telechargement/var/storage/rapports-publics/114000222/0000.pdf
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eoh&AN=1120672&site=ehost-live
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---integration/documents/publication/wcms_146805.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---integration/documents/publication/wcms_146805.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---integration/documents/publication/wcms_146805.pdf
http://ideas.repec.org/p/iza/izadps/dp5170.html
http://www.swetswise.com/swoc-web/link/access_db?issn=1467-9299&vol=00090&iss=00002&page=466&year=2012
http://bit.ly/1e9EkVu
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Cooperation of public employment services in the EU 

PES to PES cooperation 
Since 1997, the European Commission has encouraged a 'PES to PES dialogue' to help 
anticipate new trends and to reform business models and services. This dialogue has 
taken place primarily through a system of peer reviews and study visits supported by 
analytical papers. In addition, managers of PES have participated in the informal 
network of Heads of Public Employment Services (HoPES) to exchange information and 
best practice. As a contribution to the realisation of the Europe 2020 strategy, HoPES 
created a strategy called PES 2020 which emphasises enhancing market transparency, 
creating PES standards, and identifying and cooperating with other actors. At the Berlin 
Youth Summit in July 2013, the HoPES network advocated scaling up targeted 
employment incentives and increasing youth mobility by strengthening EURES. 

EURES 
The European Employment Services (EURES) is a cooperative network made up of the 
European Commission and PES, trade unions and employers' organisations in countries 
in the European Economic Area (EEA) (Switzerland is also involved). Established in 1993, 
EURES aims to increase mobility in the European labour market by providing workers 
with advice and information on job opportunities and conditions in participating 
countries (particularly in cross-border regions), and by helping employers to recruit 
workers from other countries. The main communication tool for the network is the 
multilingual EURES portal. The portal offers information to both job-seekers and 
employers in participating countries, with more than 1.2 million CVs and more than 1.9 
million job vacancies (February 2014 figures). EURES accounts for about 150 000 
placements per year (one-third through advisers and the rest through the portal). 
Through the Commission's Portal on Learning Opportunities throughout the European 
Space (PLOTEUS) system, the EURES portal also provides information on higher 
education and databases of training courses. 

Your first EURES job is a pilot programme established in 2012, targeted specifically at 
helping young people aged 18 to 30 to find work and to help employers find young 
workers in other Member States. It is one of the actions of the Europe 2020 flagship 
initiative Youth on the Move. In addition to a network of advisers and job-matching 
services, some training, consulting and financial support is offered, e.g. part-payment of 
travel and settlement costs for candidates and special training costs for small and 
medium-sized enterprises. 

EU institutional positions 

The European Commission (EC) believes that the EURES network currently has 
shortcomings, largely due to manual exchange of information and limited participation 
of Member States in sharing information. For example, it is estimated that only around 
30% of vacancies in Member States are available on EURES, with ratios varying from 
80% in the Czech Republic to 0% in Bulgaria and Croatia (the lowest levels due to 
technical problems.) Though surveys suggest that about 2.9 million EU citizens would 
like to move to work in another Member State, only about 325 000 do so annually; such 
a wide gap may indicate significant unrealised potential. 

According to the EC, the current level of cooperation between PES in Member States is 
insufficient in terms of mutual learning and benchmarking. A stronger legal basis is 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=964&intPageId=1254&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=9690&langId=en
http://www.euractiv.com/innovation-enterprise/eu-leaders-debate-eu-youth-jobs-news-529091
http://www.euractiv.com/innovation-enterprise/eu-leaders-debate-eu-youth-jobs-news-529091
http://www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Thema-Internationales/2013-07-02-beitrag-leiter-hopes-englische-fassung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=10036&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eures/home.jsp?lang=en
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-14-26_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-14-26_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/home_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=993
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=950
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=11378&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=11378&langId=en
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needed to foster cooperation beyond what currently takes place in the context of 
EURES and to facilitate labour market projects financed by the European Social Fund. 
The possibility of extending EURES to traineeships was raised in the EC's proposal on a 
quality framework for traineeships. 

In various resolutions during the current legislature, the European Parliament (EP) has 
invoked the importance of PES. The EP emphasised that cooperation of public and 
private employment services was necessary for the successful implementation of the 
Youth Guarantee and highlighted the importance of PES services in aiding workers in 
cases of restructuring. It called on Member States to enhance their use of the EURES 
system and supported the system's reform. In the light of the 2012 Annual Growth 
Survey, the EP urged Member States to increase the coverage and effectiveness of PES 
services and underlined the role of PES in providing training and learning for young 
people. In considering worker mobility, it called for development, reinforcement, 
further funding and promotion of EURES. 

With the aim of facilitating labour mobility, in June 2012 the European Council made a 
number of recommendations concerning the EURES portal, calling for a truly European 
placement and recruitment tool. Suggested actions included extending EURES to notices 
of apprenticeships and traineeships, support for the Your first EURES job action, and 
improved tools to track new skills. At an informal meeting of the Employment, Social 
Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council in Dublin in February 2013, the ministers 
agreed that greater and more focused cooperation between PES would lead to better 
sharing of best practice across the EU. 

Recent legislation 

Enhanced cooperation between PES 
Based on Article 149 TFEU (which empowers the EU to adopt measures to encourage 
Member States to cooperate and exchange best practice in the field of employment), 
the Commission proposed to the EP and Council a decision on enhanced cooperation 
between PES. The proposed decision would formally establish a European network of 
PES for 2014-20 that would replace and reinforce the cooperation in the current HoPES 
advisory group. The network would facilitate performance reporting based on 
indicators, sharing of best practice and mutual learning. Funding of €4 million for the 
period 2014-20 would come from the PROGRESS/Employment section of the EU 
programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI). 

On the basis of a report adopted on 9 December 2013 (rapporteur Frédéric Daerden, 
S&D, Belgium), representatives of the Employment and Social Affairs Committee (EMPL) 
participated in trilogue negotiations. The political agreement reached on 29 January 
2014 specified closer relations with the Employment Committee and cooperation with a 
wider range of other organisations including social partners, NGOs and local and 
regional authorities. The text (which was approved by Coreper on 7 February) includes 
wording implying that all Member States must participate at least in benchmarking 
based on an annexed list of performance indicators. (Some Member States would prefer 
participation remained voluntary.) On 12 February 2014, the EMPL Committee 
approved the text, which should be considered by plenary in the current legislature. 

http://www.oeil.ep.parl.union.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=COM(2013)0857&l=en
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2014/130685REV1-Quality-traineeships-FINAL.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2013-5
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2012-260
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2012-47
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2011-263
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2011-455
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/131388.pdf
http://eu2013.ie/media/eupresidency/content/documents/Conclusions-EPSCO-Informal-Social-Policy.pdf
http://www.oeil.ep.parl.union.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2013/0202(COD)&l=en
http://www.oeil.ep.parl.union.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2013/0202(COD)&l=en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2013:347:0238:0252:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=115
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/140939.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/newsContent.form?agId=16&q=%28%22public+employment+services%22%29&src=3&id=38494#ret350045
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/newsContent.form?agId=16&q=%28%22public+employment+services%22%29&src=3&id=38439#ret348782
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Expanding the EURES network 
In January 2014, the EC proposed a regulation on the European network of employment 
services that would replace the provisions on EURES contained in Regulation 492/2011 
on the free movement of workers. The new regulation aims to modernise EURES, taking 
into account recent developments, including technological. It would expand the EURES 
portal to include almost all job vacancies and extend the available pool of CVs. 
Moreover it would improve automatic job-matching by linking European and national 
terminology used to describe occupations, competences and qualifications; expand 
assistance services that help employers recruit and integrate workers from abroad in 
their new post; and support information exchange on labour market shortages and 
surpluses. Access to the EURES portal would be further promoted throughout the EU. 
The EP is expected to consider this proposed regulation in the coming months. 
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