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KEY FINDINGS 

• The European Public Employment Services Network has been launched in 
September 2014 following a Decision by the European Parliament and the 
Council to contribute to Europe 2020, the European Semester and Union policy 
initiatives (e.g. Youth Guarantee). Through enhanced cooperation, above all through 
an innovative, structured process of benchlearning (benchmarking + mutual learning) 
the network aims at improving PES performance in the EU. 

• The Network is actively implementing the broad range of tasks as set by the 
Decision. Until summer 2016, all PES have undergone a performance assessment. 
Further, the Network contributed to the implementation of the Youth Guarantee and 
to the preparation of the Council Recommendation on the integration of the long-term 
unemployed. It supported PES in implementing Country-Specific Recommendations.  

• The European Parliament has had a considerable impact on the PES Decision by 
annexing a set of indicators for benchmarking. In recent resolutions it sets out PES as 
important actors in the field of skills policies, for integration of long-term unemployed 
and refugees stressing the role of well-trained staff, partnerships and funding.  

• Benchlearning bears potential for application in other services and policy fields.  
Nevertheless, at EU level, sustainability may become an issue as the existence of 
the PES Network expires by end of 2020. Thus, the mid-term review in 2017 could be 
used to reflect on its future. It could also be worth to explore whether adequate 
European and national funding are available to implement the action plans 
resulting from the benchlearning process. 

1. SETUP - DECISION BY EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND COUNCIL 
The European network of Public Employment Services (PES)1 was formally launched 
on 23.09.2014 following the Decision of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 
May 2014 on enhanced cooperation of Public Employment Services (PES)2.  

It builds on the experience of the former informal advisory group of the European Network of 
Heads of PES (HoPES) founded by the Commission in 1997 to foster the implementation of 
the European Employment Strategy. 

Legal basis, organisation and financing  

The network has been established for the period from 17 June 2014 to 31 December 2020 as 
an "incentive measure" in accordance with Art. 149 TFEU "to encourage cooperation 
between Member States and to support their action in the field of employment". 
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The PES Network is governed by a Board consisting of one member and one alternate 
member from the senior management of PES of each Member State, one member and one 
alternate member from the European Commission. One representative from the Employment 
Committee (EMCO)3 participates as observer. End of June 2016,  the Board elected Fons 
Leroy, Head of the PES VDAB Belgium, as Chair of the Network. He took over on 
23 September 2016 from Dr. Frank-Juergen Weise, Chairman of the Bundesagentur 
fuer Arbeit Germany who chaired the network from September 2014. The new Vice-Chair 
is Ms Tuija Oivo from Finland, the second Vice-Chair is the respective Board member of the 
country holding the current Council Presidency. The Commission assists the Board with a 
Secretariat. 

The PES network is financed by PROGRESS, a strand of the EaSI programme with an annual 
budget of EUR 3.5 million according to information from the Commission. 

Objectives and Tasks  

The PES network contributes to ‘Europe 2020’ and to the implementation of Union policies 
with a view to the most vulnerable social groups. The legal decision underlines the impact, 
more intensive cooperation among PES can have on EU labour markets and on the efficiency 
of active labour market policies: Enhanced PES cooperation supports a better 
functioning and integration of EU  labour markets,  decent and sustainable work as well 
as increased voluntary and fair moblity. The network also supports the evaluation and an 
efficient implementation of active labour market initiatives (Art 3).  

The PES Decision (Art 4) set out an ambitious range of tasks to be operated by the PES 
network. At its core is an innnovative concept of collaborative, evidence-based 
learning through comparative performance assessment, the so-called ‘benchlearning’ 
consisting of four pillars: 

• quantitative and qualitative assessment of PES performance 
• systematic identification of (evidence-based) good practices 
• action plans (individual recommendations) and initiation of change (structural reforms) 
• mutual learning activities 

The Board decides upon the technical framework for the delivery of the benchlearning exercise 
that systematically connects benchmarking and mutual learning activities.  

The legal decision defines which indicators PES and external assessors have to look at: 

 
Indicators for quantitative, result-oriented benchmarking 

1. Contribution to reducing unemployment for all age groups (transition rates, people leaving 
unemployment records) 

2. Contribution to reducing the duration of unemployment records and inactivity (transition 
into employment within 6, 12 months; registration of previously inactive persons) 

3. Filling of vacancies (including through voluntary labour mobility (job vacancies filled, 
contribution of PES to finding a job) 

4. Customer satisfaction with PES services (jobseekers, employers)  

Areas for qualitative performance assessment 

1. Strategic performance management 
2. Design of operational processes (e.g. effectice channelling and profiling of jobseekers, 

tailored use of active labour market instruments) 
3. Sustainable activation and management of transitions 
4. Relations to employers 
5. Evidence-based design and implementation of PES services 
6. Efffective management of partnerships with stakeholders 
7. Allocation of PES resources 
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According to the Decision, strategies for PES modernisation should take into account the 
concept delevoped by the former advisory group of Heads of PES, the ‘PES Strategy 
2020’4. This strategy sets out a vision of a modern, activation-, client and result-oriented 
PES going away from the traditional, administrative body:  PES shall become agencies for 
transition management, ensure activation with sustainable outcomes, focus on the demand 
side, in particular SMEs in view of skills mismatches, closely interact with relevant 
stakeholders and offer quality career guidance. PES shall become ‘conductors’ for labour 
market integration.  

Further tasks include contributing to the European Semester and to the implementation 
of relevant Union policy inititatives such as the implementation of the Youth Guarantee5 
by promoting and developing approaches for the work with NEET youth (Neither in 
Employment, Education or Training). 

Finally, the Network is obliged to establish a reporting mechanism on benchlearning and 
on all tasks carried out including an annual report to be sent to the Parliament and to the 
Council. In addition, the Commission will submit a mid-term report on the application 
of the Decision to the European Parliament, the Council and the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions by 18 June 2017. 

 

2.  WORK PROGRAMME AND ACTIVITIES 
The Annual Report 2014 - 2015 together with the most recent Work Programme 2016 
adopted by the Board demonstrate that the Network takes an active, systematic and 
outcome-oriented approach to execute all tasks as set by the legal decision.6 

Benchlearning 

For the first time, a structure and a process for assessment and learning exist for PES at 
European level. During the first year 2014-2015, the PES Network’s Benchlearning working 
group has developed and tested the performance assessment framework and identified 
performance indicators. The Work Programme 2016 focuses on the next stage of 
implementation:  

• All PES have committed themselves to provide data according to the result-oriented 
quantitative indicators presented above in accordance with the methodology 
developed by a dedicated working group together with experts. Comparability of data 
remains a challenge. For example, measurement of long-term unemployment varies 
as the calculation of the duration may start from zero following participation in an 
ALMP in one PES while it is considered as continued in another PES 
 

• By July 2016, all PES members of the network underwent a qualitative performance 
assessment.The general structure of the performance assessment consists of self-
assessment by a PES, external assessment by PES experts, a summary report and a 
change report followed by a progress report one year after the assessement. As result, 
there is comparative information available on organisational models, strengths and 
weaknesses of each PES as well as information on identified good practices and 
actions to improve performance. 
  
This unique information is  currently for internal use by the PES Network 
except for the summary report published by the PES Belgium-VDAB7. The Commission 
has set up a ‘PES performance dashboard’ to facilitate access to information. As 
regards the use of this information, the Board concluded in December 2015 that it 
would be important to share the report with stakeholders including the Commission.  
 

• A dedicated PES working group ‘Benchlearning’ where all network members 
participate is developing further the working methodology with a view to change 
and reporting on progress after the first and foundational round of resource-intensive 
performance assessment has been completed.   
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• In addition, the Board has agreed a number of research and mutual learning 
activities to support the implementation of the benchlearning. For example, a toolkit 
for the development of customer satisfaction measurement systems8 yields efficiency 
gains, as this EU tool can be used by many PES to build up or fine-tune such a system 
for their own use and for delivery of data on the related indicator as defined in the 
PES decision. Seminars combining analytical papers with mutual exchange to identify 
good practices and factors for transfer help to effectively implement reforms (e.g. 
seminar on change management) or to further develop systems of quality 
management which is not yet a common practice across Europe. Enhanced 
cooperation includes also informal, bilateral exchange.  
 

Targeted mutual support 

• Upon request, a number of PES have received support from other Network members 
to implement a PES-related Country-Specific Recommendation (e.g. BG, RO). 
 

• Another PES benefits from technical assistance for re-engineering as part of the 
economic adjustment programme (EL).  

Contribution to the European Semester 

The network assumes a formal role in the European Semester multi-lateral surveillance 
process supporting the Commission. According to the first Annual Report 2014 - 2015, PES 
Network representatives participated in EMCO reviews to give specialist input and to assess 
the progress Member States had made having received PES related country-specific 
recommendations and also the progress made in delivering the Youth Guarantee. 

Implementation of Union policy initiatives 

As requested by the PES decision, the PES Network has contributed strategy papers and 
implementation-oriented activities to relevant EU policy initiatives.  

Two recent Council Recommendations do not only identify (public) employment services as 
key actors, but also include them as integral part of the monitoring systems. After having 
introduced systematic monitoring into the Council Recommendation on establishing a 
European Youth Guarantee, other Council Recommendations followed this model, for example 
the Council Recommendation on the integration of the long-term unemployed. Both 
Recommendations ask the PES network to contribute to the monitoring. This is supported by 
the PES decision itself, as quantitative benchmarking encompasses the duration of 
unemployment and as PES are asked to develop strategies for the integration of NEET youth.  

• Council Recommendation on establishing a Youth Guarantee and strategies 
for NEET youth: In 2015, the new PES Network prepared a contribution on ‘PES 
practices for the outreach and activation of NEETS’ as the first Youth Guarantee 
implementation report of 2013 had revealed considerable gaps including unclear 
competences at local level9.  This report brings together various methods for outreach 
PES are using and also approaches for working in partnership. It concludes that a small 
caseload is key which is often a challenge for specialised youth workers in PES or 
contracted by PES. 
 
In accordance with provisions of the Council Recommendation, the PES network 
reported on an annual basis on the implemenation of the Youth Guarantee. The most 
recent report of 201510 states progress, in particular with PES engaging more actively 
in partnerships, offering counselling and individual action planning, intensifying or 
starting outreach work with NEETs and intervening at an early stage. Many PES train 
staff on specific aspects of working with young people. However, there is need for 
further action. Most PES do not have specific Youth Guarantee budgets. Further, it is 
still a challenge for PES to provide data on the extent to which young people receive 
an offer within four months. Very few PES follow young people having dropped out 
from the system and evaluation capacity remains weak.  
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• In May 2015, the PES Network published a contribution to the consultation 
regarding a Commission proposal for a Council Recommendation on Job 
Integration for the Long-term Unemployed11.  The working group had detected 
considerable need for action given gaps and strong variation of PES. In many PES, 
support for LTU is not a clearly formulated management objective and many have a 
specific remit to only deal with jobseekers in receipt of unemployment benefits. Futher, 
there are significant differences in the extent of activation and the existing support 
systems. 
 
The Network proposed the establishment of single points of contact, coordinated action 
for an integrated approach to overcome multiple barriers, introducing personalised 
services with a clear segmentation of services, a strong focus on mutual obligation and 
strengthening delivery partnerships for integrated (employability) support packages. 
 
A number of proposed elements, such as a single point of contact amd coordinated 
action and delivery partnerships are part of the Council Recommendation on the 
integration of the long-term unemployed into the labour market adopted on 
19 February 201612.   
 

• In June 2016, the PES Network adopted Key Considerations on labour market 
integration of refugees13 combining strategy elements with a presentation of 
interesting PES practices from Network members. The Network stresses the need for 
early work practice combining work and language training and for creating labour 
market ‘fast tracks’ for work-ready or highly skilled asylum seekers and refugees. 
Further, it underlines the importance of information sharing agreements between 
different involved institutions.  
 

3.  ROLE OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT  

Impact on the PES Decision 

During the negotiations between the European Commission, the Parliament and the Council, 
a number of amendments the Parliament had asked for, have been included into the final 
PES decision (see EP resolution14), such as reporting to EP upon request and also additions 
to the objectives and initiatives, e.g. support for the most vulnerable groups, for decent and 
sustainable jobs or for voluntary mobility on a fair basis.  

A major change having been pushed by the European Parliament was to annex 
indicators for benchmarking to the PES decision. This was a precondition to accept 
delegated acts the Commission had proposed, i.e. to delegate the Commission the power to 
adopt non-legislative acts that amend certain non-essential elements of the decision. The 
Decision limits such amendments to the Annex laying down the benchmarking indicators 
(Art 8, 9 PES Decision, Art 290 TFEU).  

For the work of the PES Network this change has had a considerable impact as it makes 
delivery of data and information on the set of indicators defined binding for the PES Network 
and its members. 

(Public) employment services in recent Parliament resolutions 

In a number of recent resolutions, the European Parliament underlines the importance of 
sufficient service capacities:  

• In its resolution of 5 July 2016 on refugees: social inclusion and integration 
into the labour market15, it stresses the need that EU funds support targeted 
initiatives to improve language and professional skills, to promote access to services 
and the labour market and to real integration measures. 
 

• In its resolution of 19 January 2016 on skills policies for fighting youth 
unemployment16, the European Parliament calls for building up strong 
partnerships between local authorities, education and employment services [...] and 
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social partners. Further, it emphasises that the recruitment and employment services 
staff should be well trained with a view to the new generation. 
 

• In its resolution of 29 October 2015 on a Council Recommendation on the 
integration of the long-term unemployed into the labour market17, the 
European Parliament supports the main components of the Commission proposal 
(1. stepping up registration through an employment service, 2.  individual assessment, 
3. tailor-made ‘job integration agreement’). However, it stresses that the individual 
assessment should take place before the persons reaches long-term 
unemployment (12 months instead of 18 months as foreseen in the Council 
Recomendation) and insists on integrating non-state actors such as social NGOs 
where possible into the process. As regards job integration agreements, these should 
spell out rights and obligations of both the unemployed person and the authorities or 
case managers. They should be fair to the unemployed and respect their qualifications 
and rights as a workers. The resolution points out that adequate funding is needed 
to strengthen the capacity of employment services. The Commission should 
explore options for quick access to EU funding and mobilise additional 
resources like for the Youth Employment Initiative.  
 

• In its resolution of 10 September 2015 on creating a competitive labour 
market for the 21st century18, the European Parliament recognises the role of both 
public and private employment services in promoting competitive labour markets. 
The resolution calls on Member States to support the close and systematic involvement 
of all labour market stakeholders at all levels to better match supply and demand and 
plan future skills needs and qualifications. 

PES Network reporting to the European Parliament 

The PES Network sends its annual reports to the European Parliament and to the Council. In 
the first Annual Report June 2014 - June 2015, several PES Directors General express 
that they welcome the new benchlearning exercise as an ‘excellent innovation’ and a 
number of PES have already introduced concrete changes and improvements, e.g. regarding 
their performance indicators or integrated quality management. Another Director General 
appraises that for the first time a comparative assessment will be possible and stresses that 
both learn a lot, the PES being assessed, but also the assessors. The second Annual Report 
will be sent after adoption by the Board of the PES network in December 2016. 

In addition, the Parliament is entitled to request reports from the PES Network (Art 4). 
In June 2017, the Commission shall submit a mid-term  report on the application of the 
PES decision to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and to the Committee of the Regions (Art 10). 
 
4. POINTS OF CONSIDERATION FOR THE EMPL COMITTEE  

Potential: PES Benchlearning - a model for capacity building beyond PES and EU  

Given the systematic approach for organisational assessment and development, the initiative 
has been met with interest, for example in a number of enlargement countries. It may bear 
the potential for transfer to further countries in the context of development projects. The 
working methodology could also be applied for other authorities and services, such as public 
career guidance services or tasks at municipality level. 

Challenges: Sustainability of the PES Network 

The PES Network has to cope with a broad range of tasks including the benchlearning. All PES 
members of the Network actively participate and free specialist or management staff for 
assessing other PES as they see the added value. A few PES support the PES network 
management and benchlearning with additional staff resources. In the future, sustainability 
of the PES Network may become an issue as this has been established as an ‘incentive 
measure’ (Art. 149 TFEU) until the end of 2020. Therefore, reflection on its future could start 
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in due time on the occasion of the mid-term report to be prepared by the Commission in 2017 
including questions of resource allocation. 

Funding: Adequate funding for PES capacity building? 

For the programming period 2014-2020, the European Social Fund continues to fund 
modernisation of Public Employment Services as part of the ‘stronger public administration’ 
strand. It could be explored whether adequate EU and national funding are available for 
the PES so that they can implement the action plans resulting from the benchlearning process. 
This would be a precondition to increase PES capacities making thereby labour market 
integration more effective in a given Member State. 
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