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KEY FINDINGS 

In October 2020, the Commission, the Council and the European Parliament reached a provisional 
agreement on enhanced cooperation between Public Employment Services (PES). Under the proposal, 
the work of the Network of Public Employment Services (PES Network) will be extended until 2027. The 
text agreed underlines what the Network can contribute to key EU policy priorities addressing the future 
of work and what the implications are of changing labour markets for PES strategies and their service 
delivery models.  

The importance of the PES Network has been growing since its establishment in 2014. The decision to 
continue the Network can be seen, inter alia, as a recognition of its contribution to the Union's strategic 
policy priorities. The input provided by the Network on the design of relevant European policy initiatives 
has been most notable regarding the European Pillar of Social Rights, the integration of the long-term 
unemployed into the labour market and the Youth Guarantee. The future work of PES will be informed 
by particularly two strategic policy priorities set by the European Commission for 2019-2024: the digital 
transformation and policies for a climate-neutral Europe.  

Substantial changes in the world of work (new forms of employment, demographic change, population 
ageing, increased migration, different career paths, new social attitudes especially of younger 
jobseekers) are impacting the PES. The PES Network has elaborated strategies to deal with the future of 
work and has developed a vision setting out how to implement pathways of change in daily PES 
activities. To put the long-term strategy into practice, the Network proposes a set of key approaches to 
PES service delivery, such as collaboration with a broad range of partners and services and the increased 
use of digital tools and services. 

Despite the intensive and structured work of the Network, there are still gaps with respect to its "Strategy 
2020 and beyond". These gaps include a comprehensive re-skilling and up-skilling strategy. Where 
strategies are missing, or not made explicit, taking action at operational levels becomes more difficult. 
Given the still very diverse operational capacities of national PES, translating strategy into daily PES 
business will require substantial efforts and considerable re-orientation of the service delivery models in 
many European Public Employment Services.  

For the work of the European Parliament, and in particular for its committees dealing with employment, 
social policy, education and training, regular and more intensive exchange with the Network could 
provide added value when assessing the likely impact of policy measures on the ground.  
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Following the first briefing on the European Public Employment Services Network - setup, achievements 
and lessons 1, this note sets out relevant changes proposed in the provisional agreement. It gives an 
overview of future as well as current labour market challenges and Commission priorities relevant for the 
work of Public Employment Services. This is followed by a review of the PES Network's analyses on how to 
respond to changing labour markets. The briefing ends with the discussion of the implications for PES 
operational service delivery models taking into account the profound impact that the COVID-19 crisis has 
on the work of PES. It recommends that the EMPL committee should make greater use of the expertise of 
the Network in addressing relevant policy questions.  

Decision to prolong the PES Network 
The European Network of Public Employment Services (www.pesnetwork.eu) was launched in September 
2014 following a Decision of the European Parliament and the Council. It encompasses all EU countries, 
Norway, Iceland and the European Commission. The PES Network is steered by a board consisting of the 
chairmen of the national PES and a representative of the Commission.  

The PES Network aims to reinforce PES capacity, effectiveness and efficiency by providing a platform for 
comparing their performance at European level, identifying good practices and establishing a mutual 
learning system (benchlearning). In order to capitalise on the results achieved so far, it is proposed to extend 
the period of establishment until 31 December 2027. 

Based on a proposal of the Commission from 11 September 2019, the Council and the European Parliament 
reached a provisional agreement amending Decision No 537/2014/EU on 24 September 2020. The 
agreement was endorsed by Coreper (for the Council) on 7 October and voted by the EMPL committee on 
15 October. The position of the European Parliament was developed by the Rapporteur Manuel Pizarro (S&D, 
Portugal) for the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL). The vote in Plenary is scheduled for 
November 11, 2020.  

As set out in the text of the provisional agreement, the draft Decision is more aligned with the objectives of 
the EU employment policies than before (see Box). It thus gives the PES more opportunities to help develop 
innovative, evidence-based policies in line with relevant EU policy initiatives. The draft Decision 
acknowledges the positive impact of the Network on modernising and strengthening national PES. It also 
recognises explicitly the voice of the PES Networks at European policy level, thus allowing the Network to 
contribute its experience to policy questions. 

  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_BRI%282019%29642366
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_BRI%282019%29642366
http://www.pesnetwork.eu/
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The contribution of the PES Network to EU initiatives 

The draft Decision explicitly calls on the PES to contribute to the implementation of the Union's employment 
policies. In the first period of its existence (2014-2020), the PES Network already provided expert input on 
the design of relevant European policy initiatives such as the European Pillar of Social Rights 2, the Labour 
Market Integration of Refugees3, or more recently, to the reinforcement of the Youth Guarantee4 through a 
number of position and opinion papers. Moreover, the Network has set up own initiatives for a better 
understanding of the developments on the European labour market. An example of this is the recent launch 
of the "European Labour Market Barometer"5 within the European PES Network. The barometer is an 
example of how PES can contribute to provide a reasonably comprehensive picture of the European labour 
market based on the expertise of local PES offices (see Box). At the same time, the project is a good 
demonstration of the benefits of systematising the expertise of PES counsellors to develop daily operational 
knowledge of the various local labour markets and convert it into "big data". 

  

Decision on the prolongation of the PES Network 2021-2027 

The draft Decision amending Decision No 573/2014/EU calls for further cooperation between PES in the 
Member States in order:  

• To contribute to the development of the Union's employment policies helping to implement the 
principles in the European Pillar of Social Rights, the objectives of the European Green Deal 
objectives, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals respond to challenges related to 
digitalisation, the changing world of work and work patterns and demographic changes on the 
labour market; 

• To support the better functioning and inclusiveness of the labour market as well as gender 
equality; 

• To Pinpoint skills shortages by identifying needs for vocational training, address the 
employability of job-seekers and prevent unemployment, for example, through career 
counselling and training; and 

• To Share best practices on the integration of the long-term unemployed and other vulnerable 
groups into the labour market. The document puts particular emphasis on the promotion and 
development of initiatives to ensure that NEETs gain the skills necessary to enter into and remain 
in the labour market.  

The agreement amends the extent of cooperation with relevant labour-market stakeholders (i.e. 
education and training organisations, social partners, regional and local authorities) to include EU 
agencies in the areas of employment, social policy and gender equality, and NGOs working in the fields 
of employment and just transitions and the PES from third countries. 

To support implementation, financial resources should be made available to the Network under the 
Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027. The draft Decision also provides for an evaluation report by 
the Commission by September 2026. 

Source:  Author's own elaboration. 

 
  

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/pes_network_fons_leroy.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20661&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20661&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22519&langId=en
https://www.iab-forum.de/en/launch-of-the-european-labour-market-barometer/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjn2LnSsNnsAhWPqqQKHSZXDrYQFjAAegQIBBAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Foeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu%2Foeil%2Fpopups%2Fficheprocedure.do%3Freference%3D2019%2F0188(COD)%26l%3Den&usg=AOvVaw09fUQFMrDsqfi9NGaSInBc
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Two strategic policy priorities set by the European Commission for 2019-2024 are particularly relevant for 
the future work of PES: the digital transformation (A Europe fit for the digital age)6 and policies for a 
climate-neutral Europe (A European Green Deal)7. Both initiatives imply significant changes in European 
labour markets: job creation in innovative areas, changing job profiles and skills requirements as well as job 
losses due to automation and the reduction of production based on fossil energy and fuel. Probable 
responses will involve a fundamental reorientation of important parts of economic activity, leading to the 
reallocation of workers on the one hand and major adjustments in the workplace on the other.  

The work of the PES Network is also informed by the Commission's yearly work programmes such as the 
upcoming legislative proposal of the Commission on improving the working conditions of platform workers. 
The Networks's opinion paper on platform work 8 calls - in line with the Commission's legislative proposal - 

The European Labour Market Barometer - An initiative of the PES Network 

The project for a Europe-wide early labour market indicator started in June 2018. The number of 
participants has grown since then. Currently there are 16 PES participating in the project. Further 
national employment services will join the project. The barometer is based on a monthly survey among 
local branches of the employment services in the respective countries. They are asked about the 
expected development of unemployment and employment in their district. Hence, the barometer 
bundles the expertise and competency of local employment agencies to obtain an outlook for labour 
market developments in Europe. The survey is carried out jointly by the respective PES and the German 
Institute for Employment Research (IAB). In Germany, this labour market indicator has proven to be a 
leading indicator showing a high predictive power.  

In September 2020 (before the second lockdown), the European Labour Market Barometer recorded 98.7 
points on a scale of 90 to 110, the sub-indicator for the forecast of seasonally adjusted unemployment 
was 99.5 points and for employment 98.0 points (cf. figure below). The barometer increased by 
0.8 points compared to the previous month after the indicator plummeted by 6.9 to 93.5 points in April. 
A considerable part of that drop had been offset by September 2020. 

 
Source:  European Network of Public Employment services, Institute for Employment Research (IAB). 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/shaping-europe-digital-future_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.pesnetwork.eu/2020/09/08/latest-opinion-paper-pes/
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for improved statutory frameworks around platform work. For the time being, only few PES are offering 
support to those already involved or seeking to get involved in platform work. To expanding their services 
will depend very much on platform work being covered by labour law and how it is regularised through 
employment contracts and social security provisions. The Network also proposes the inclusion of platform 
workers into existing training schemes and the development of new ones targeting the self-employed. 

The European PES Network Strategy 2020 and beyond 
The revised PES Strategy Paper to 2020 and beyond (2019)9 describes key changes on the labour market 
that PES will be confronted with. It states that working lives are changing with new forms of employment, 
an ageing population, increased migration, different career patterns, new social attitudes, especially among 
younger jobseekers, and the persistently low participation rates amongst vulnerable groups. Many 
individuals face employment barriers, which PES have to identify and address working with other 
institutions in order to keep pace with wider developments. Based on this analysis, the Network has 
elaborated a vision setting out decisive and influenceable challenges regarding the future of work and how 
pathways of change can be implemented to realise strategic reorientation. It proposes the 
strengthening of prevention and early intervention as well as support for new target groups beyond the 
unemployed who register with them. The vision is to evolve PES towards "transition management agencies" 
by supporting individuals in managing transitions between different statuses, e.g. from unemployment or 
inactivity to employment or between different employment statuses. 

The PES Network strategy paper also lays down imperatives for the work of the Network itself:  

• Become more of a learning organisation, while continuing benchlearning and the further 
development of knowledge-based principles;  

• Continuously work on a more effective delivery of PES services and the improvement of the PES 
organisations themselves; and  

• Establish a European "PES Innovation Laboratory" to facilitate the exchange and dissemination of 
innovative PES approaches, in particular based on new technologies. 

Components of the European PES Network Strategy 2020 and beyond (2019) include: 

• A holistic approach taking into account the multiple transitions arising in the labour market and 
during individual careers ('building bridges', empowerment of clients); 

• A Collaboration with a broad range of partners and services - PES in conducting role (private 
employment services, temporary work agencies, non-governmental organisations, education 
and training providers, social support service providers, employers and employer organisations, 
social partners, local stakeholders/ communities); 

• A Joined up skills and education agenda to support the transition between the labour market 
and education or vocational training including lifelong learning, suitable training, and access to 
careers advice for people who are in work, in particular low-skilled workers; 

• A Focus on sustained outcomes (e.g. prevention, supporting employers to cope with 
demographic change); and 

• An Enhanced career management and career guidance by PES or in partnership. 

Source: Author's own elaboration. 

https://www.pesnetwork.eu/download/pes-network-strategy-2020-and-beyond/
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20662&langId=en
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PES Network Approach to the Future of Work 
In its working paper on The Future of Work: Implications and Responses by the PES Network10, the Network 
has further outlined its long-term approach to addressing the future world of work challenges with the aim 
to of developing a solid strategy (cf. figure). 

The Network is convinced that PES can make a significant contribution towards addressing the effects of 
long-term challenges such as digitalisation processes and the "greening" imperative. In order to put the 
long-term strategy into practice, PES service delivery should promote the following key approaches: 

• Empowerment via customer-orientation and customer engagement in service creation 
(co-creation); 

• Innovation via stimulating service providers to explore and develop new products and 
methodologies. Sharing good practices should inspire PES to review and renew service design, and 
enhance organisational maturity, especially through promoting digital delivery; 

• Improved services (profiling, matching, training recommendations and assignments) based on big 
data and artificial intelligence; 

• Modernising career information; 

• Greater focus on skills and on a heterogeneous customer group; 

• Ensuring adaptable and motivated staff; and 

• Focus on cooperation with stakeholders. 

 

Why, what and how to address change? 

 

Source: The Future of Work Implications and Responses by the PES. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjnterI1KLsAhXFKewKHfgDB3oQFjAAegQIAxAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pesnetwork.eu%2Fdownload%2Fpes-network-the-implications%2F&usg=AOvVaw2fdJH9syTjPSd-aBAS2ssI
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The COVID-19 measures have accelerated the need to deal with the positive and negative effects of ongoing 
structural changes. The thematic paper "The roles of PES in supporting structural changes" 11 notes that these 
changes affect specific groups on the labour market in different ways. Groups with an already vulnerable 
position on the labour market are most likely to encounter difficulties when being laid off in times of mass 
redundancies. However, the Network and diverse labour market stakeholders also stress that new forms of 
employment such as self-employment, temporary working arrangements, the "gig economy", freelance 
work, part-time employment, the rise of new skills needs, and the use of digital technologies do not only 
entail risks but can also bring opportunities for people furthest away from the labour market. PES play a key 
role in providing personalised help to more vulnerable and hard-to-place groups, as well as offering 
guidance on new forms of work. 

Organisational capacity of national PES to cope with current and future challenges 
The ambitious long-term strategy of the Network requires fundamental changes in the understanding of 
the work of PES. However, only few PES are well-prepared to face future challenges. Many PES still see their 
primary role as enhancing the employment prospects of the unemployed customers who register with them 
and are in receipt of unemployment payments. They are less active in encouraging those outside the labour 
force. Few PES engage with people in-work but in need of re-and up-skilling to maintain their jobs, or 
provide activities to address skill shortages (PES Strategies and Activities on Skill Shortages12). This comes as 
no surprise since the organisational capacity of PES as well as PES structures and activities in terms of 
political mandate vary across Member States. Results from a qualitative performance assessment shows a 
mixed picture of PES maturity. Less than one third of the PES are already well-developed organisations with 
the corresponding political mandate. Eight out of twenty-eight PES are progressing towards being an 
effective agency while the rest still lack capacity to make the required change (see European Public 
Employment Services Network- setup, achievements and lessons). 

In this context, it is important to mention that the benchlearning exercise of the PES Network as a 
framework for structured cooperation and peer learning between PES has become a source for continuous 
improvement. PES Benchlearning, with its emphasis on sustainable activation and management of 
transitions might continue to offer a strong unifying theme which can drive all Member States towards 
addressing for example lifelong guidance needs, irrespective of their disparate starting points and 
institutional arrangements. There are a variety of tools available for PES practitioners willing to learn from 
the experiences of other countries such as the PES Knowledge Centre and PES Practices page providing 
analytical papers, practitioners' toolkits and conference outcomes. Since the outbreak of COVID-19 the PES 
Network Secretariat run by the European Commission has also organised a variety of Mutual Learning 
Webinars, for example, on PES strategies to support the recovery after the COVID-19 crisis, the digitalisation 
of PES services or on PES staff motivation and leadership.  

Prerequisites for improving the organisational capacity of PES include ensuring that the proposed EU 
funding within the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027 - along with resources from national 
budgets - is accessible for PES to support institutional capacity building further in the period 2021-2027. 
Dealing effectively with staff motivation and leadership is deemed to be another prerequisite for PES 
being able to face the challenges of the future as well as developing strategic partnerships particularly 
when adapting service offerings to consider new customer groups. While the political mandate of Activating 
inactive13, non-traditional customer groups to make labour markets more inclusive (Activation for Inclusion) 
such as refugees or socially excluded groups varies across countries, all PES have got the political mandate 
to provide support services for the long-term unemployed and NEETs as called for in the Council 
Recommendations on long-term unemployment (2016) or the Youth Guarantee (2013).  

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=23004&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=21485&langId=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_BRI%282019%29642366
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_BRI%282019%29642366
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1163&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1206&langId=en
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjqn8LBzensAhURDOwKHW-ODXoQFjABegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fsocial%2Fmain.jsp%3FcatId%3D1163%26intPageId%3D3459%26langId%3Den&usg=AOvVaw2TtJvkYwTO-QM2QNwNf6sS
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjqn8LBzensAhURDOwKHW-ODXoQFjABegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fsocial%2Fmain.jsp%3FcatId%3D1163%26intPageId%3D3459%26langId%3Den&usg=AOvVaw2TtJvkYwTO-QM2QNwNf6sS
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20186&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20186&langId=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32013H0426(01)
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In this context, PES have different roles in an "eco-system" of stakeholders to mobilise people not officially 
registered as unemployed or looking for work. PES act sometimes just as a partner and in other cases they 
take on a leading role (conductor) in organising support for distinct vulnerable target groups. A PES 
Networking Group analysed promising ways of partnership management and came to the conclusion that 
It is often both desirable and possible for PES to adopt an "à la carte" approach to service delivery, utilising 
elements from various models in order to best meet client needs (PES Partnership Management)14. To 
overcome the traditional PES focus on matching the unemployed to vacancies requires also a closer co-
operation with employers, particularly with small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The PES Network 
therefore calls for more attention to be paid to the needs of employers and has elaborated a toolkit on 
engaging with and improving services to employers15. 

Skills Policies - a major challenge for PES 
The European Skills Agenda 16 (2020) is well connected with key EU policy priorities in the areas of digital 
transformation and the Green New Deal. The latest version of the Skills Agenda was issued by the 
Commission in July 2020. Many skills initiatives have been significantly scaled up. Examples are the 
introduction of skills pacts, modernisation of skills intelligence and VET, exploring individual learning 
accounts, scaling up Europass, the EU platform for career development, and finally, the provision of 
comprehensive guidance for using EU funds. The Skills Agenda 2020 emphasises that the COVID-19 
pandemic has added urgency to skills development in Europe. The agenda sets out quantitative targets to 
increase the participation of adults in education and training to be achieved over the next five years (see 
Box). To improve the perspectives of young people on the labour market, the Commission launched a 
separate Youth Employment Support17 package including the Council recommendations for a reinforced 
youth guarantee but without setting specific targets.  

The PES and the PES Network are explicitly invited to contribute to the improvement of the knowledge on 
skills and competencies. The Skills Agenda proposes to make greater use of online, real-time information on 
skills needs at regional and sectoral level based on a big data analysis of job vacancies. The Commission also 
proposes to strengthen the mutual learning capacities of the European PES Network, particularly by 
focusing on outreach measures for inactive young people. 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=23014&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=19735&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=19735&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22832&langId=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1594047420340&uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0276
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Fast changing labour markets require employees and jobseekers to constantly adjust their skills. Research 
by Cedefop (2016)18 highlights the scale of the upskilling challenge across the EU: 46% of adults have a low 
level of education, low digital and cognitive skills, or obsolete skills; 54% of the current working population 
will need to adapt their qualifications in an environment characterised by increasingly frequent transitions 
and where the content of work is changing. This requires PES to design measures that were traditionally not 
in the toolbox, namely re- and up-skilling programmes for in-work groups who are at risk of losing their jobs.  

In the provision of information on skills anticipation, PES counsellors are crucial intermediaries. Though 
some PES have well-developed career guidance services, so far none are part of comprehensive lifelong 
guidance systems. PES advice and counselling direction on trainings needs to be "future-proof". Especially 
young people need to develop the skills required by the labour markets of today and tomorrow, such as 
digital skills and more general soft skills.  
Although the PES Network has dealt with skills issues in working groups and seminars, it has not so far 
developed a comprehensive strategy addressing skills needs in the labour market19. One reason might be 
that a set of conditions has to be fulfilled when prioritising preventative activity and intervening to support 
upskilling for a variety of customer groups. One important condition is, for example, national legislation 

Skills related labour market challenges  

• Low participation of (low-qualified) adults in education and training: The overall 
participation of adults in education and training remains low (11.1% in 2018) and is decreasing 
with age. Only 1 out of 25 low-skilled workers benefits from lifelong learning, though low-skilled 
workers have the highest risk of unemployment and in-work poverty. Targets: Increase by 32% 
compared to 2016; yearly increase of low-qualified adults by 14 millions;  

• Only 1 out of 10 unemployed adults have a recent learning experience: 

o Target: Increase by 82% compared to 2019. Improving basic digital skills among adults; and 

o Target: Increase by 25% (230 Mio. adults) compared to 2019; 

• Low-qualified young people having a higher risk of unemployment and inactivity: Despite 
a declining trend, 10.2% of those aged 18-24 in the EU in 2019 were early school leavers, they had 
completed at most a lower secondary education and were not in further education or training. At 
EU-level, the NEET rate (10.9%) before the outbreak of CORONA was down to its pre-crisis level 
but has increased since then. In the COVID-19 pandemic young people are likely to suffer severe 
and long-lasting impacts threatening their social and economic integration; 

• Skills mismatches: A Cedefop survey shows that 1 out of 4 young tertiary graduates are 
overqualified for their job. Skills mismatches can, inter alia, be attributed to the lack of quality and 
attractiveness of Vocational Education and Training (VET); and 

• Labour Shortages: In many regions and countries, labour force shortages are a problem, 
sometimes co-existing with significant levels of unemployment. The shortage particularly of 
skilled workers remains a challenge despite increasing short-time work and unemployment in the 
current Corona crisis. Shortage occupations span different qualification levels and profiles 
including truck drivers, skilled trades, nurses, doctors, software developers or certain engineers 
and teachers. Due to the longer-term demographic changes (ageing) the potential workforce will 
continue to shrink. 

Source: Author's own elaboration. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/50286d46-e5b1-11ea-ad25-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22126&langId=en
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requiring employers and employees to engage with the PES. Political backing and support is a prerequisite 
for PES to extend further training activities to all workers who are in danger to be replaced by technologies. 

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on PES service delivery 
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has put the focus of PES on the short-term concerns coping with a 
massive reduction in economic activity and the repercussions for earnings and employment. At the same 
time the digital transformation is accelerating, including in PES service delivery. The evolving labour 
market context for PES can be characterised by a combination of structural and cyclical changes. This 
means that structural changes have now also become a short-term concern requiring immediate action 
from PES and other labour market actors (The roles of PES in supporting structural changes).  

The importance of digital and data for PES have featured prominently in the work of the PES Network in 
recent years (Digital Technologies and Advanced Analytics in the PES20 or Getting Started with Digital 
Strategies)21. The pandemic has been a catalyst for digital and remote PES services. PES offices were 
closed and customers were denied the option of face-to-face contact. Therefore, an increased inflow of 
jobseekers has to be supported on an increasingly virtual basis. This includes ensuring that benefits are paid 
out without delay, providing information, and encouraging jobseekers to stay active even if there are fewer 
vacancies. In response, call centre staff and information about online services were expanded and the use 
of e-services (online registration, automated job matching, guidance 'chats' and webinars) grew 
substantially. Several countries were pioneering and experimenting with "digital-by-default" automated 
employment service models already prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. PES that had full-fledged digital tools 
in place are in a better situation now. 

Examples of how PES use digital tools and services include: 

• The French PES which developed a deep learning based recommender system helping jobseekers 
find relevant applications and tools based on their personal situation in the 'Employment App Store' 
(emploi-store.fr).  

• The Dutch PES which has developed an application that detects potentially fraudulent behaviour 
based on click data. The Dutch PES also uses fully digitalised profiling tools that make it possible to 
identify the online services that are the most suitable for every client. 

• The Belgian-Flemish PES (BE-VDAB) has developed a profiling tool (based on various machine 
learning models) to predict the time jobseekers are unemployed. VDAB has also developed a system 
of automated matching that minimises the need for caseworker intervention. Other VDAB online 
tools include online guidance services and advice for highly educated young people who are 
encountering difficulties with accessing the labour market.  

• The Swedish PES is engaging in the EU funded "Democratic Digitalisation" project. The project 
should ensure easy and quick navigation including a digital first meaning that customers should be 
able to easily self-access the ways in which they can take up the services they need. Inclusivity is 
deemed to ensure that no customer groups are excluded from accessing the services they need and 
equal/equivalent access to all services 

According to the OECD (2020)22, the recent changes in operating models and progress with digitalisation 
provide good momentum to set public employment services on a more efficient path than ever before. The 
digital transformation of employment and guidance services via automated platforms and AI-enabled 
decision-making will continue to develop and all PES are likely to be planning for this. The development has 
to consider that the potential of digital tools is seen and accepted in the PES and that all customers' needs 
are recognised. This is going to be explored by the EU-funded project "Democratic Digitalisation" of the 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=23004&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20787&langId=en
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Swedish PES. The results of the project are likely to have wider applicability and will be of interest for all PES 
(Dematerialisation of services in EU PES)23. 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
The importance of the European PES Network has been growing since its establishment in 2014. The 
decision on its prolongation until 2027 is, inter alia, a recognition of its contribution to the strategic policy 
priorities set by the European Commission through its initiatives. The input provided to the design of 
relevant European policy initiatives is most notable in the case of the European Pillar of Social Rights and 
the reinforced Youth Guarantee.  

Through intensive and structured work, the PES Network has addressed the long-term implications of EU 
policy priorities such the digital transformation and the "greening" of the economy for the future work of 
PES. The ambitious long-term strategy of the Network implies major changes for the PES mandate and PES 
service delivery models. Translating strategy into daily PES business will require a substantial re-
orientation for most PES in Europe.  

There are pending issues in view of the Network's strategy 2020 and beyond. One major gap is the 
development of comprehensive lifelong guidance systems. Moreover, up-skilling activities and effective 
training measures in connection with the European Skills Agenda have so far been addressed only 
occasionally and have not been bundled into a comprehensive skills strategy. The Network strategy paper 
should be revised accordingly to highlight and support this new role and the type of actions envisaged 
under a proactive, broad-based strategy.  

The design of innovative and effective training measures is without doubt a particularly challenging task for 
PES. Skills development has to cover a wide range – from literacy and job search skills to digital skills. A 
comprehensive strategy requires also a shared appreciation by both the PES and national authorities of the 
long-term benefits of developing customised and integrated up-skilling opportunities not only for the 
unemployed but also for those in-work at risk of losing their jobs. 

The draft Decision calls for the Network to expand its cooperation with EU agencies in the area of 
employment, social policy, gender equality, and education and training. However, enhanced exchange 
should also apply to the respective committees of the European Parliament. They should pay more 
attention to the work of the PES Network. Given the expertise of the Network it would be highly 
recommendable, for example, to invite the Chair of the PES Network to the meetings of the EMPL committee 
- at least once a year when preparing the annual report. 
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	KEY FINDINGS
	Following the first briefing on the European Public Employment Services Network - setup, achievements and lessons, this note sets out relevant changes proposed in the provisional agreement. It gives an overview of future as well as current labour market challenges and Commission priorities relevant for the work of Public Employment Services. This is followed by a review of the PES Network's analyses on how to respond to changing labour markets. The briefing ends with the discussion of the implications for PES operational service delivery models taking into account the profound impact that the COVID-19 crisis has on the work of PES. It recommends that the EMPL committee should make greater use of the expertise of the Network in addressing relevant policy questions. 
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	The European Network of Public Employment Services (www.pesnetwork.eu) was launched in September 2014 following a Decision of the European Parliament and the Council. It encompasses all EU countries, Norway, Iceland and the European Commission. The PES Network is steered by a board consisting of the chairmen of the national PES and a representative of the Commission. 
	The PES Network aims to reinforce PES capacity, effectiveness and efficiency by providing a platform for comparing their performance at European level, identifying good practices and establishing a mutual learning system (benchlearning). In order to capitalise on the results achieved so far, it is proposed to extend the period of establishment until 31 December 2027.
	Based on a proposal of the Commission from 11 September 2019, the Council and the European Parliament reached a provisional agreement amending Decision No 537/2014/EU on 24 September 2020. The agreement was endorsed by Coreper (for the Council) on 7 October and voted by the EMPL committee on 15 October. The position of the European Parliament was developed by the Rapporteur Manuel Pizarro (S&D, Portugal) for the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL). The vote in Plenary is scheduled for November 11, 2020. 
	As set out in the text of the provisional agreement, the draft Decision is more aligned with the objectives of the EU employment policies than before (see Box). It thus gives the PES more opportunities to help develop innovative, evidence-based policies in line with relevant EU policy initiatives. The draft Decision acknowledges the positive impact of the Network on modernising and strengthening national PES. It also recognises explicitly the voice of the PES Networks at European policy level, thus allowing the Network to contribute its experience to policy questions.
	The contribution of the PES Network to EU initiatives
	The draft Decision explicitly calls on the PES to contribute to the implementation of the Union's employment policies. In the first period of its existence (2014-2020), the PES Network already provided expert input on the design of relevant European policy initiatives such as the European Pillar of Social Rights, the Labour Market Integration of Refugees, or more recently, to the reinforcement of the Youth Guarantee through a number of position and opinion papers. Moreover, the Network has set up own initiatives for a better understanding of the developments on the European labour market. An example of this is the recent launch of the "European Labour Market Barometer" within the European PES Network. The barometer is an example of how PES can contribute to provide a reasonably comprehensive picture of the European labour market based on the expertise of local PES offices (see Box). At the same time, the project is a good demonstration of the benefits of systematising the expertise of PES counsellors to develop daily operational knowledge of the various local labour markets and convert it into "big data".
	Two strategic policy priorities set by the European Commission for 2019-2024 are particularly relevant for the future work of PES: the digital transformation (A Europe fit for the digital age) and policies for a climate-neutral Europe (A European Green Deal). Both initiatives imply significant changes in European labour markets: job creation in innovative areas, changing job profiles and skills requirements as well as job losses due to automation and the reduction of production based on fossil energy and fuel. Probable responses will involve a fundamental reorientation of important parts of economic activity, leading to the reallocation of workers on the one hand and major adjustments in the workplace on the other. 
	The work of the PES Network is also informed by the Commission's yearly work programmes such as the upcoming legislative proposal of the Commission on improving the working conditions of platform workers. The Networks's opinion paper on platform work calls - in line with the Commission's legislative proposal - for improved statutory frameworks around platform work. For the time being, only few PES are offering support to those already involved or seeking to get involved in platform work. To expanding their services will depend very much on platform work being covered by labour law and how it is regularised through employment contracts and social security provisions. The Network also proposes the inclusion of platform workers into existing training schemes and the development of new ones targeting the self-employed.
	The European PES Network Strategy 2020 and beyond
	The revised PES Strategy Paper to 2020 and beyond (2019) describes key changes on the labour market that PES will be confronted with. It states that working lives are changing with new forms of employment, an ageing population, increased migration, different career patterns, new social attitudes, especially among younger jobseekers, and the persistently low participation rates amongst vulnerable groups. Many individuals face employment barriers, which PES have to identify and address working with other institutions in order to keep pace with wider developments. Based on this analysis, the Network has elaborated a vision setting out decisive and influenceable challenges regarding the future of work and how pathways of change can be implemented to realise strategic reorientation. It proposes the strengthening of prevention and early intervention as well as support for new target groups beyond the unemployed who register with them. The vision is to evolve PES towards "transition management agencies" by supporting individuals in managing transitions between different statuses, e.g. from unemployment or inactivity to employment or between different employment statuses.
	Components of the European PES Network Strategy 2020 and beyond (2019) include:
	The PES Network strategy paper also lays down imperatives for the work of the Network itself: 
	 Become more of a learning organisation, while continuing benchlearning and the further development of knowledge-based principles; 
	 Continuously work on a more effective delivery of PES services and the improvement of the PES organisations themselves; and 
	 Establish a European "PES Innovation Laboratory" to facilitate the exchange and dissemination of innovative PES approaches, in particular based on new technologies.
	PES Network Approach to the Future of Work
	In its working paper on The Future of Work: Implications and Responses by the PES Network, the Network has further outlined its long-term approach to addressing the future world of work challenges with the aim to of developing a solid strategy (cf. figure).
	The Network is convinced that PES can make a significant contribution towards addressing the effects of long-term challenges such as digitalisation processes and the "greening" imperative. In order to put the long-term strategy into practice, PES service delivery should promote the following key approaches:
	 Empowerment via customer-orientation and customer engagement in service creation (cocreation);
	 Innovation via stimulating service providers to explore and develop new products and methodologies. Sharing good practices should inspire PES to review and renew service design, and enhance organisational maturity, especially through promoting digital delivery;
	 Improved services (profiling, matching, training recommendations and assignments) based on big data and artificial intelligence;
	 Modernising career information;
	 Greater focus on skills and on a heterogeneous customer group;
	 Ensuring adaptable and motivated staff; and
	Focus on cooperation with stakeholders.
	Why, what and how to address change?
	The COVID-19 measures have accelerated the need to deal with the positive and negative effects of ongoing structural changes. The thematic paper "The roles of PES in supporting structural changes" notes that these changes affect specific groups on the labour market in different ways. Groups with an already vulnerable position on the labour market are most likely to encounter difficulties when being laid off in times of mass redundancies. However, the Network and diverse labour market stakeholders also stress that new forms of employment such as self-employment, temporary working arrangements, the "gig economy", freelance work, part-time employment, the rise of new skills needs, and the use of digital technologies do not only entail risks but can also bring opportunities for people furthest away from the labour market. PES play a key role in providing personalised help to more vulnerable and hard-to-place groups, as well as offering guidance on new forms of work.
	Organisational capacity of national PES to cope with current and future challenges
	The ambitious long-term strategy of the Network requires fundamental changes in the understanding of the work of PES. However, only few PES are well-prepared to face future challenges. Many PES still see their primary role as enhancing the employment prospects of the unemployed customers who register with them and are in receipt of unemployment payments. They are less active in encouraging those outside the labour force. Few PES engage with people in-work but in need of re-and up-skilling to maintain their jobs, or provide activities to address skill shortages (PES Strategies and Activities on Skill Shortages). This comes as no surprise since the organisational capacity of PES as well as PES structures and activities in terms of political mandate vary across Member States. Results from a qualitative performance assessment shows a mixed picture of PES maturity. Less than one third of the PES are already well-developed organisations with the corresponding political mandate. Eight out of twenty-eight PES are progressing towards being an effective agency while the rest still lack capacity to make the required change (see European Public Employment Services Network- setup, achievements and lessons).
	In this context, it is important to mention that the benchlearning exercise of the PES Network as a framework for structured cooperation and peer learning between PES has become a source for continuous improvement. PES Benchlearning, with its emphasis on sustainable activation and management of transitions might continue to offer a strong unifying theme which can drive all Member States towards addressing for example lifelong guidance needs, irrespective of their disparate starting points and institutional arrangements. There are a variety of tools available for PES practitioners willing to learn from the experiences of other countries such as the PES Knowledge Centre and PES Practices page providing analytical papers, practitioners' toolkits and conference outcomes. Since the outbreak of COVID-19 the PES Network Secretariat run by the European Commission has also organised a variety of Mutual Learning Webinars, for example, on PES strategies to support the recovery after the COVID-19 crisis, the digitalisation of PES services or on PES staff motivation and leadership. 
	Prerequisites for improving the organisational capacity of PES include ensuring that the proposed EU funding within the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027 - along with resources from national budgets - is accessible for PES to support institutional capacity building further in the period 2021-2027. Dealing effectively with staff motivation and leadership is deemed to be another prerequisite for PES being able to face the challenges of the future as well as developing strategic partnerships particularly when adapting service offerings to consider new customer groups. While the political mandate of Activating inactive, non-traditional customer groups to make labour markets more inclusive (Activation for Inclusion) such as refugees or socially excluded groups varies across countries, all PES have got the political mandate to provide support services for the long-term unemployed and NEETs as called for in the Council Recommendations on long-term unemployment (2016) or the Youth Guarantee (2013). 
	In this context, PES have different roles in an "eco-system" of stakeholders to mobilise people not officially registered as unemployed or looking for work. PES act sometimes just as a partner and in other cases they take on a leading role (conductor) in organising support for distinct vulnerable target groups. A PES Networking Group analysed promising ways of partnership management and came to the conclusion that It is often both desirable and possible for PES to adopt an "à la carte" approach to service delivery, utilising elements from various models in order to best meet client needs (PES Partnership Management). To overcome the traditional PES focus on matching the unemployed to vacancies requires also a closer co-operation with employers, particularly with small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The PES Network therefore calls for more attention to be paid to the needs of employers and has elaborated a toolkit on engaging with and improving services to employers.
	The European Skills Agenda (2020) is well connected with key EU policy priorities in the areas of digital transformation and the Green New Deal. The latest version of the Skills Agenda was issued by the Commission in July 2020. Many skills initiatives have been significantly scaled up. Examples are the introduction of skills pacts, modernisation of skills intelligence and VET, exploring individual learning accounts, scaling up Europass, the EU platform for career development, and finally, the provision of comprehensive guidance for using EU funds. The Skills Agenda 2020 emphasises that the COVID-19 pandemic has added urgency to skills development in Europe. The agenda sets out quantitative targets to increase the participation of adults in education and training to be achieved over the next five years (see Box). To improve the perspectives of young people on the labour market, the Commission launched a separate Youth Employment Support package including the Council recommendations for a reinforced youth guarantee but without setting specific targets. 
	The PES and the PES Network are explicitly invited to contribute to the improvement of the knowledge on skills and competencies. The Skills Agenda proposes to make greater use of online, real-time information on skills needs at regional and sectoral level based on a big data analysis of job vacancies. The Commission also proposes to strengthen the mutual learning capacities of the European PES Network, particularly by focusing on outreach measures for inactive young people.
	Fast changing labour markets require employees and jobseekers to constantly adjust their skills. Research by Cedefop (2016) highlights the scale of the upskilling challenge across the EU: 46% of adults have a low level of education, low digital and cognitive skills, or obsolete skills; 54% of the current working population will need to adapt their qualifications in an environment characterised by increasingly frequent transitions and where the content of work is changing. This requires PES to design measures that were traditionally not in the toolbox, namely re- and up-skilling programmes for in-work groups who are at risk of losing their jobs. 
	In the provision of information on skills anticipation, PES counsellors are crucial intermediaries. Though some PES have well-developed career guidance services, so far none are part of comprehensive lifelong guidance systems. PES advice and counselling direction on trainings needs to be "future-proof". Especially young people need to develop the skills required by the labour markets of today and tomorrow, such as digital skills and more general soft skills. 
	Although the PES Network has dealt with skills issues in working groups and seminars, it has not so far developed a comprehensive strategy addressing skills needs in the labour market. One reason might be that a set of conditions has to be fulfilled when prioritising preventative activity and intervening to support upskilling for a variety of customer groups. One important condition is, for example, national legislation requiring employers and employees to engage with the PES. Political backing and support is a prerequisite for PES to extend further training activities to all workers who are in danger to be replaced by technologies.
	The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has put the focus of PES on the short-term concerns coping with a massive reduction in economic activity and the repercussions for earnings and employment. At the same time the digital transformation is accelerating, including in PES service delivery. The evolving labour market context for PES can be characterised by a combination of structural and cyclical changes. This means that structural changes have now also become a short-term concern requiring immediate action from PES and other labour market actors (The roles of PES in supporting structural changes). 
	The importance of digital and data for PES have featured prominently in the work of the PES Network in recent years (Digital Technologies and Advanced Analytics in the PES or Getting Started with Digital Strategies). The pandemic has been a catalyst for digital and remote PES services. PES offices were closed and customers were denied the option of face-to-face contact. Therefore, an increased inflow of jobseekers has to be supported on an increasingly virtual basis. This includes ensuring that benefits are paid out without delay, providing information, and encouraging jobseekers to stay active even if there are fewer vacancies. In response, call centre staff and information about online services were expanded and the use of e-services (online registration, automated job matching, guidance 'chats' and webinars) grew substantially. Several countries were pioneering and experimenting with "digital-by-default" automated employment service models already prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. PES that had full-fledged digital tools in place are in a better situation now.
	Examples of how PES use digital tools and services include:
	 The French PES which developed a deep learning based recommender system helping jobseekers find relevant applications and tools based on their personal situation in the 'Employment App Store' (emploi-store.fr). 
	 The Dutch PES which has developed an application that detects potentially fraudulent behaviour based on click data. The Dutch PES also uses fully digitalised profiling tools that make it possible to identify the online services that are the most suitable for every client.
	 The Belgian-Flemish PES (BE-VDAB) has developed a profiling tool (based on various machine learning models) to predict the time jobseekers are unemployed. VDAB has also developed a system of automated matching that minimises the need for caseworker intervention. Other VDAB online tools include online guidance services and advice for highly educated young people who are encountering difficulties with accessing the labour market. 
	 The Swedish PES is engaging in the EU funded "Democratic Digitalisation" project. The project should ensure easy and quick navigation including a digital first meaning that customers should be able to easily self-access the ways in which they can take up the services they need. Inclusivity is deemed to ensure that no customer groups are excluded from accessing the services they need and equal/equivalent access to all services
	According to the OECD (2020), the recent changes in operating models and progress with digitalisation provide good momentum to set public employment services on a more efficient path than ever before. The digital transformation of employment and guidance services via automated platforms and AI-enabled decision-making will continue to develop and all PES are likely to be planning for this. The development has to consider that the potential of digital tools is seen and accepted in the PES and that all customers' needs are recognised. This is going to be explored by the EU-funded project "Democratic Digitalisation" of the Swedish PES. The results of the project are likely to have wider applicability and will be of interest for all PES (Dematerialisation of services in EU PES).
	The importance of the European PES Network has been growing since its establishment in 2014. The decision on its prolongation until 2027 is, inter alia, a recognition of its contribution to the strategic policy priorities set by the European Commission through its initiatives. The input provided to the design of relevant European policy initiatives is most notable in the case of the European Pillar of Social Rights and the reinforced Youth Guarantee. 
	Through intensive and structured work, the PES Network has addressed the long-term implications of EU policy priorities such the digital transformation and the "greening" of the economy for the future work of PES. The ambitious long-term strategy of the Network implies major changes for the PES mandate and PES service delivery models. Translating strategy into daily PES business will require a substantial re-orientation for most PES in Europe. 
	There are pending issues in view of the Network's strategy 2020 and beyond. One major gap is the development of comprehensive lifelong guidance systems. Moreover, up-skilling activities and effective training measures in connection with the European Skills Agenda have so far been addressed only occasionally and have not been bundled into a comprehensive skills strategy. The Network strategy paper should be revised accordingly to highlight and support this new role and the type of actions envisaged under a proactive, broad-based strategy. 
	The design of innovative and effective training measures is without doubt a particularly challenging task for PES. Skills development has to cover a wide range – from literacy and job search skills to digital skills. A comprehensive strategy requires also a shared appreciation by both the PES and national authorities of the long-term benefits of developing customised and integrated up-skilling opportunities not only for the unemployed but also for those in-work at risk of losing their jobs.
	The draft Decision calls for the Network to expand its cooperation with EU agencies in the area of employment, social policy, gender equality, and education and training. However, enhanced exchange should also apply to the respective committees of the European Parliament. They should pay more attention to the work of the PES Network. Given the expertise of the Network it would be highly recommendable, for example, to invite the Chair of the PES Network to the meetings of the EMPL committee - at least once a year when preparing the annual report.

