
  

 

NEW ALLIANCES TO BOOST JOBS FOR THE 

MOST DISADVANTAGED 

Tackling disadvantage through corporate social responsibility and diversity management. 

EMPLOYING BETTER POLICY TO REACH DISADVANTAGED PEOPLE 

People who are disadvantaged because of a combination of a lack of skills or experience, 
different forms of disability, cultural minority status and social marginalisation tend to have the 
lowest activity rates and be hit first, most frequently and longest by unemployment. They face an 
unemployment risk twice or three times higher than the average or are already excluded from the 
labour market. At the same time, in a number of EU Member States, active employment policies 
focus on those unemployed people who stand a relatively high chance of a placement. As a 
result measures for those facing the greatest difficulties are being axed or under-funded. 

New alliances are required to provide for the most disadvantaged individuals. One of the keys to 
progress lies in a much stronger involvement of employers. In recent years, the debate on the 
role of business and civil society in promoting social welfare has gained new momentum. This is 
reflected in a growing interest in the concepts of "Responsible Entrepreneurship", "Corporate 
Social Responsibility" (CSR), "Corporate Citizenship" and "Diversity Management". Such 
concepts provide a new framework for dialogue between business and the public sector. EQUAL 
has demonstrated how this dialogue can be used to mobilise employers and trade unions to 
become involved in the integration of severely disadvantaged or excluded individuals. 

SECURE EMPLOYMENT THROUGH CORPORATE POLICY HELP 

EU statistics show a steady fall in the long-term unemployment rate, from 4.9% in 1997 to 3% in 
2002. This decline also reflects the fact that a number of discouraged people have become 
permanently inactive. The figures suggest that long-term unemployment is an entrenched 
problem affecting a hard core of disadvantaged people who are not reached by mainstream 
labour market measures. 

The EU Joint Employment Report 2003/2004 warns of "a continuing risk of a surge in long-term 
unemployment and inactivity" and calls for stronger prevention policies. Furthermore, the 
European Commission proposed recommendations addressing public authorities and social 
partners urging immediate priority be given to strengthening measures to attract disadvantaged 
people to the labour market, especially people with disabilities, immigrants and inactive people. 

Against this background, it is important to note that the issue of "Responsible Entrepreneurship" 
has moved up the policy agenda since the European Council made a special appeal to 
companies' corporate sense of social responsibility (Lisbon, 2000). The European Commission's 
Green Paper "Promoting a European Framework for Corporate Social Responsibility" and the 
subsequent Communication presenting an EU strategy to promote CSR led to the establishing of 
the European Multi-Stakeholder Forum on Corporate Social Responsibility (2002). This forum 
brings together European representative organisations of employers, business networks, trade 
unions and NGOs, to promote innovation, convergence and transparency in existing corporate 
social responsibility practices and tools. The Commission's strategy to promote such practice and 
the launching of the Multi-Stakeholder Forum were welcomed in both the Resolution of the 
Employment and Social Policy Council on CSR (2002) and the European Parliament's Report 
(2003) on the Commission's Communication concerning Corporate Social Responsibility. 

The EU Directives on Racial Equality and Equality in Employment affect all companies and call 
for the promotion of dialogue between, and action by, social partners to address different forms of 
discrimination. Reinforcing cooperation between stakeholders and support to promote diversity in 
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the workplace can stimulate companies to engage in fighting discrimination, beyond simply 
complying with their legal obligations. 

LEADING THE WAY: AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY 

Promoting Workforce Diversity in companies is associated with new strategies to recruit 
and retain workers from diverse social groups. The wider concept of Corporate Social 
Responsibility is a particularly fertile framework for developing and implementing such strategies. 
Employers and trade unions are the key actors in harnessing diversity and CSR in favour of 
disadvantaged individuals. 

However, more comprehensive action requiring close cooperation between a range of different 
actors is needed to place and maintain multi-disadvantaged people in employment. EQUAL has 
developed and tested effective methods of building new partnerships involving employers, trade 
unions, employment services and community groups, and combining different types of action into 
one comprehensive approach. 

Promoting the "business case" for diversity action 

The way in which initial approaches are made is crucial in gaining employers' cooperation. 
EQUAL has found that personal meetings/interviews are always the best, especially in the case 
of SMEs, but the preparation of these contacts requires a considerable investment of time, and a 
thorough knowledge of the profile and the company's image. In this context, EQUAL can 
demonstrate positive experiences in creating a special role of "enterprise intermediaries" to 
prepare, establish and maintain employer contacts. 

Listening to, and finding out about, the employer's needs is important before offering specific 
services and proceeding to cooperative action. In some cases, this process had been assisted by 
preliminary studies to identify concrete issues on which SMEs needed practical support. 

In order to overcome certain reservations on the part of employers in engaging in discussion on 
how to improve opportunities and conditions for the employment of disadvantaged individuals, 
the concepts of Diversity (relating to the company's work force as a whole) and Corporate Social 
Responsibility provided an attractive common platform for dialogue. References to 
"discrimination" or "racism", however, acted as a deterrent and made employers more reluctant 
to discuss their views. 

Different types of activity helped employers, especially SMEs, to become familiar with the 
concept of diversity and to support its implementation. Examples include: 

 The provision of guides and toolkits. These include "codes of conduct", standards and 
indicators of social responsibility, tools for equality audits or the assessment of 
diversity/social responsibility. One example is the comprehensive Manual on the 
implementation of Diversity Management, tested with employers in four different 
countries. Complementary experience is available from many other countries.  

 Seminars/workshops and information/sensitisation events on diversity and CSR issues, 
addressing HR staff and managers, including SMEs. These activities respond to a 
growing need and increasing interest in briefings on equality legislation, information on 
available support for meeting legal requirements and in guidance on fair recruitment 
practices. Feedback from participants suggests that public authorities should take 
responsibility for organising training on the development, and benefits of CSR and 
diversity management. One promising new approach to preparing seminars involved the 
use of an external expert team from an ethnic minority background who conducted 
discussions with managers to explore their views on issues related to diversity, gender 
equality, communication and competence.  

Progressive companies are beginning to recognise the benefits of workforce diversity, though 
such benefits are difficult to measure. EQUAL has shown that establishing the "business case" 
for diversity action can be a strong stimulus for employers' cooperation in integrating 

http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/empl/equal_etg/library?l=/etg1/06sworkingsgroups/wg1semployers/2077-manual_managementdo/_EN_1.0_&a=d
http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/empl/equal_etg/library?l=/etg1/06sworkingsgroups/wg1semployers/2077-manual_managementdo/_EN_1.0_&a=d
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disadvantaged groups. Examples of promising practice include the publishing of good practice 
reports that highlight enhanced business performance resulting from diversity action. 

In several countries, partnerships provided practical illustrations of what companies can gain from 
valuing diversity. In one of these, the company management, after participating in diversity 
training seminars, conducted individual interviews with all shop floor workers (60% of whom were 
of foreign or ethnic minority origin) and involved them in "development teams". The outcomes 
included a dramatic drop in sick leave, from 20% to 2% in less than six months, and the 
identification of a number of products that could usefully be scrapped. 

EQUAL experience also shows how diversity action had improved companies' images - as 
reflected in radio, TV and print media - increased their competitiveness, especially with regard to 
public contracts, and fostered better customer relations, which led to winning new clients from 
ethnic minority groups. 

Catering to employers' needs 

The cooperation of companies can be greatly enhanced if they are supported in their diversity 
activities. EQUAL partners from several countries, often in conjunction with Public Employment 
Services, have developed new consultancy services. Such services include novel approaches to 
workplace audits, profiling of jobs and requisite skills/qualifications, matching services, 
recruitment procedures, tutoring, job coaching and case management. The more of these 
approaches that were combined into a single, comprehensive service for employers, the more 
jobs or placements were created. 

EQUAL has explored and tested the ways in which these services can best be provided. 

 One successful approach involved the creation of an "Employers Unit" as a new element 
in the Local Employment Service. With the support of this one-stop shop, more 
employers are now willing to recruit new employees from groups that are most distant 
from the labour market. A similar experience was made with the establishment of new 
employment service centres providing special support for the integration of immigrants 
through the combination of employment and social services, or that had set up telephone 
support "hotlines" for employers.  

 Other promising practices involve direct intervention by employment services in 
companies. In one example, each employer is provided with a Senior Employment 
Officer who spends as much time as possible within the company, working at the highest 
level within Human Resources. These Officers engage in a series of interviews and 
meetings with managers at different levels in the companies, presenting and discussing 
case "scenarios" related to the recruitment of disadvantaged people. These scenarios 
quicken the identification of employers' requirements regarding the employability of 
disadvantaged individuals, and the understanding and overcoming of objective or 
preconceived barriers to their employment.  

 Very positive results were achieved through Supported Employment Schemes. 
Supported Employment is an ambitious approach to unite the placement of severely 
disadvantaged individuals in the open labour market with individual empowerment 
backed by comprehensive support for both the individual and the employer. Support 
includes: job analysis, assessment of individual training needs, provision of training and 
workplace tutoring, sensitisation of co-workers, language instruction related to the 
requirements of the workplace, handling of administrative procedures related to the 
individual's employment, dealing with health issues, stress factors and ergonomic 
aspects in the workplace.  

 A new model for diversity-led recruitment based on reviewing individual job profiles also 
tested positively. This process includes a critical analysis of the tasks involved in a 
specific job and the competences required to accomplish them. These are then grouped 
in order of priority to provide criteria for the selection of candidates. In one model, job 
profiles were redefined and selection criteria changed as a result. Examples include 
cases in which Turkish was more relevant than the mastery of the Member State's 
language, full sight was not essential or age was irrelevant to meet the job requirements.  
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The impact of trade unions 

In several member states, EQUAL has shown that tTrade Unions can increase their impact on 
the recruitment and work place integration of disadvantaged groups. Differences exist between 
Member States in the trade unions' role and involvement but these issues are rarely seen as 
being part of unions' mainstream social bargaining activities. However, in some Member States, 
EQUAL partnerships led by trade unions have demonstrated significant progress in developing 
quality standards and networking for comprehensive employment services, or in training, and 
mobilising shop stewards and shop floor representatives for active involvement in the carrying out 
and development of diversity strategies. One example is a country-wide support system to 
increase the participation of disadvantaged people in workplace learning through a network of 
trade union Learning Representatives which provides guidance towards, and/or creates, new 
learning opportunities that combine a response to individual needs with training related to skills 
requirements of specific jobs or sectors. 

Awareness raising and incentives for employers 

Action aimed at awareness raising and the dissemination of positive experiences was effective in 
promoting diversity-based practices of recruitment and work place integration. In a number of 
countries, EQUAL tested ways to establish local or regional award systems that give public 
recognition to employers with outstanding performance related to equality and/or diversity issues 
and who could also act as role models. These awards had a positive impact on the formation of 
Equality Employer Networks that can contribute to the sustainability and mainstreaming of 
diversity approaches. Through their membership of such networks, companies become more 
responsive to the information activities and other support services related to the employment of 
disadvantaged people. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Authorities, NGOs and bodies that assist in combating discrimination should strengthen their 
monitoring activities. EQUAL Partnerships emphasise that the existence of equality or anti-
discrimination legislation had provided an important lever in raising employers' interest in 
disadvantaged groups. They stress that "pressure" from European Directives and Regulations 
had a crucial impact and that, as a result, employers were more responsive to action initiated 
under EQUAL. 

New alliances in favour of disadvantaged groups can be enhanced by placing a special 
emphasis, in the dialogue with and between the Social Partners, on approaches to implementing 
and developing diversity strategies and Corporate Social Responsibility in enterprises. Employers 
will engage in the creation of opportunities for disadvantaged people and in new forms of 
partnership with employment services, if such cooperation is clearly focused on approaches to 
reconciling business objectives with social responsibility. 

Because of the statutory responsibilities and duties that are placed on Public Employment 
Services, they may find it difficult, in their own right, to adopt and continue some of the more 
innovative approaches that have been successfully piloted within EQUAL. Thus, authorities and 
relevant agencies in the Member States should explore the possibility of "ring fencing" some of 
their available resources. These could be used directly, or as matching-funding for EU support, to 
provide consultancy services on a flexible, contractual basis that could involve actors with new 
professional profiles and adapt more quickly to emerging needs. 

 

 


