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EMPLOYING BETTER POLICY
TO REACH DISADVANTAGED
GROUPS

People who are disadvantaged because
of a combination of a lack of skills or
experience, different forms of disability,
cultural minority status and social mar-
ginalisation tend to have the lowest activ-
ity 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 mar-
ket.At the same time, in a number of EU
Member States, active employment poli-
cies 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 groups. 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 momen-
tum.This is reflected in a growing interest
in the concepts of "Responsible Entrepre-
neurship", "Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity" (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 dia-
logue can be used to mobilise employers
and trade unions to become involved in
the integration of severely disadvantaged
or excluded groups.

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 perma-
nently 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 mar-
ket 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 rec-
ommendations addressing public
authorities and social partners urging
immediate priority be given to strength-
ening 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 com-
panies' corporate sense of social
responsibility (Lisbon, 2000).The Euro-
pean Commission’s Green Paper "Pro-
moting a European Framework for Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility" and the subse-
quent 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 representa-
tive organisations of employers, busi-
ness networks, trade unions and
NGOs, to promote innovation, conver-
gence and transparency in existing cor-
porate 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 Communi-
cation concerning Corporate Social
Responsibility.

The EU Directives on Racial Equality and
Equality in Employment affect all compa-
nies and call for the promotion of dia-
logue between, and action by, social part-
ners to address different forms of dis-
crimination. Reinforcing cooperation
between stakeholders and support to
promote diversity in 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 compa-
nies is associated with new strategies to
recruit and retain workers from diverse
social groups. The wider concept of 

NEW ALLIANCES TO
BOOST JOBS FOR THE
MOST DISADVANTAGED
TACKLING DISADVANTAGE THROUGH 
CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND 
DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT
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corporate social responsibility is a partic-
ularly fertile framework for developing
and implementing such strategies.Employ-
ers 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 com-
pany’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 reserva-
tions on the part of employers in engag-

ing 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 dia-
logue. References to "discrimination" or
"racism", however, acted as a deterrent
and made employers more reluctant to
discuss their views.

Different types of activity helped employ-
ers, especially SMEs, to become familiar
with the concept of diversity and to sup-
port its implementation. Examples
include:

• The provision of guides and toolkits.
These include "codes of conduct",
standards and indicators of social res-
ponsibility, tools for equality audits or
the assessment of diversity/social res-
ponsibility. One example is the com-
prehensive Manual on the Implementa-
tion of Diversity Management, tested
with employers in four different coun-
tries. 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 activi-
ties respond to a growing need and
increasing interest in briefings on equa-
lity legislation, information on available
support for meeting legal requirements
and in guidance on fair recruitment prac-
tices. Feedback from participants sug-
gests that public authorities should take
responsibility for organising training on
the development, and benefits of CSR
and diversity management. One promi-
sing new approach to preparing semi-
nars 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 equa-

lity, communication and competence.

Progressive companies are beginning to

recognise the benefits of workforce

diversity, though such benefits are diffi-

cult to measure. EQUAL has shown that

establishing the "business case" for

diversity action can be a strong stimulus

for employers’ cooperation in integrat-

ing disadvantaged groups. Examples of

promising practice include the publish-

ing of good practice reports that high-

light enhanced business performance

resulting from diversity action.

In several countries, partnerships pro-

vided practical illustrations of what com-

panies can gain from valuing diversity. In

one of these, the company management,

after participating in diversity training

seminars, conducted individual inter-

views 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 compa-

nies’ images - as reflected in radio, TV

and print media - increased their com-

petitiveness, especially with regard to

public contracts, and fostered better

customer relations, which led to winning

new clients from ethnic minority groups.
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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 consul-
tancy 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 esta-
blishment of new employment ser-

vice centres providing special sup-
port for the integration of immi-
grants 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 exam-
ple, 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 mana-
gers at different levels in the compa-
nies, presenting and discussing case
"scenarios" related to the recruit-
ment 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 pre-
conceived barriers to their employ-
ment.

• 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. Sup-
port includes: job analysis, assessment
of individual training needs, provision
of training and workplace tutoring,
sensitisation of co-workers, language
instruction related to the require-
ments 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 indi-
vidual job profiles also tested positi-
vely. This process includes a critical
analysis of the tasks involved in a spe-
cific job and the competences requi-
red 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 rele-
vant 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 trade 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 involve-
ment in the carrying out and develop-
ment of diversity strategies. One exam-
ple is a country-wide support system
to increase the participation of disad-
vantaged people in workplace learning
through a network of trade union
Learning Representatives which pro-
vides guidance towards, and/or creates,
new learning opportunities that com-
bine a response to individual needs
with training related to skills require-
ments of specific jobs or sectors.

Awareness raising and
incentives for employers

Action aimed at awareness raising and
the dissemination of positive experi-
ences was effective in promoting diver-
sity-based practices in recruitment and
work place integration. In a number of
countries, EQUAL tested ways to
establish local or regional award sys-
tems that give public recognition to
employers with outstanding perform-
ance 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, compa-
nies 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 empha-
sise that the existence of equality or
anti-discrimination legislation had pro-
vided an important lever in raising
employers’ interest in disadvantaged
groups. They stress that "pressure"
from European Directives and Regula-
tions had a crucial impact and that, as a
result, employers were more respon-
sive to action initiated under EQUAL.

New alliances in favour of disadvan-
taged groups can be enhanced by plac-
ing a special emphasis, in the dialogue
with and between the social partners,
on approaches to implementing and
developing diversity strategies and cor-
porate social responsibility in enter-
prises. Employers will engage in the cre-
ation of opportunities for disadvan-
taged people and in new forms of part-
nership with employment services, if
such cooperation is clearly focused on
approaches to reconciling business
objectives with social responsibility.

Because of the statutory responsibili-
ties and duties that are placed on pub-
lic employment services, they may find
it difficult, in their own right, to adopt
and continue some of the more innova-
tive approaches that have been success-
fully piloted within EQUAL. Thus,
authorities and relevant agencies in the

Member States should explore the pos-
sibility 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 pro-
fessional profiles and adapt more
quickly to emerging needs.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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RACIAL DISCRIMINATION
PREVALENT IN EU JOBS
MARKET

It is widely acknowledged that racial dis-

crimination is a reality in the European

labour market. Some evidence of its

extent can be seen when reviewing the

following figures for the EU15 in 2002.

The unemployment rate of non EU-

nationals, used as a proxy, was 16%

against 7% for EU nationals; their employ-

ment rate was 53% against 66%; and the

employment rate of high-skilled, non-EU

nationals was only 66%  compared to 83% of

high-skilled EU nationals.

The European Union’s Racial Equality

and Equality in Employment Directives

banning discrimination on grounds of

racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief,

disability, age and sexual orientation

were adopted by the European Council

in 2000. Governments of Member

States have already modified their own

national laws to bring them into line

with these Directives or are currently

involved in this process. However, elimi-

nating discrimination against ethnic

minorities and migrants and ensuring

their effective social and vocational inte-

gration requires more than just the legal

framework established by the two

Directives. It also requires changes in

existing attitudes and practices. With

the recent  enlargement, both the old

and the new Member States need to

readdress these issues if a high level of

social cohesion is to be maintained

throughout the Union.

GREATER MIGRANT
INTEGRATION REQUIRED

The extent of the changes that are nec-

essary is highlighted in the Report of

the Employment Task Force that states:

"The EU is not performing well

enough with respect to the integra-

tion of migrants and non-EU nation-

als in the labour market. The Task-

force believes that it is vital that Mem-

ber States strengthen their capacity to

integrate those minorities and migrants

already present in the EU, if they are to

be prepared for and able to reap the full

benefits from new immigration". It goes

on to urge Member States and social

partners to implement multi-dimen-

sional integration policies that include:

• facilitating access to education,

training and support services;

and

• combating discrimination at the

workplace.

In addition, the Commission’s recently

published Green Paper - Equality and non-

discrimination in an enlarged European Union

also stresses that: "Enlargement should be

used as an incentive for all Member States

to step up their efforts to address the

challenges faced by minorities.This relates

in particular to the Roma,who will collec-

tively form the largest ethnic minority

group in the enlarged EU and who con-

tinue to face situations of exclusion and

discrimination in a number of old and new

Member States".

EQUAL: HARNESSING THE
SUPPORT OF TRADE UNIONS
AND EMPLOYERS

EQUAL has tested new methods of

combating discrimination in the

workplace by promoting the awareness

of employers and harnessing the sup-

port of the social partners (trade

unions/employers’ associations). In addi-

tion, EQUAL has pioneered approaches

which ensure that ethnic minority or

migrant groups have the same oppor-

tunities for employment, training and

information and support as those that

are available to native citizens.

Combating Discrimination
in the workplace

The "Business Case" - often the
best way of convincing employers

Employers are often more willing to

consider employing people from ethnic

minority or migrant backgrounds if they

can see how it will benefit their business

EQUALITY, THE
LABOUR FORCE AND
THE LAW
EQUAL SUPPORTS THE IMPLEMENTATION OF
THE DIRECTIVES ON RACIAL EQUALITY AND
ON EQUALITY IN EMPLOYMENT
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or agency. EQUAL has been active in

promoting this "business case" using

two main arguments:

• firstly, where there is a great deal of

customer contact, either face-to-

face or on the telephone, the num-

ber of customers and sales can

increase dramatically when cus-

tomers see that the person who

serves them understands their

unique needs, language, or culture.

The same is also true for public sec-

tor services.

• Secondly, if an enterprise wishes to

be truly global, its workforce must

understand the requirements, and

sometimes the language, of people

from different cultures and regions.

If a company's workforce does not

include people who have lived or

travelled abroad then product

development and sales may suffer.

EQUAL has built on the experience

in the previous EMPLOYMENT

Community Initiative that demon-

strated how immigrants have

helped enterprises in the European

Union to open up new markets and

to identify new sources of goods or

products on other continents.

The results of promoting the business

case have been successful. For exam-

ple, a major national bank, national tax

authorities and a well-known furni-

ture company that has branches

throughout Europe have already

realised the benefits of employing

people from migrant backgrounds.

New tools can help to raise
employers’ awareness 

The transposition of the two Equality

Directives into national regulations

means that enterprises are now inter-

ested in finding out about how they

can comply with their additional

responsibilities and so EQUAL has

produced tools to help them. These

tools include codes of conduct or

equality audits and, while their names

may be different, there are similar ele-

ments in both approaches. The

process involved is extensive, contain-

ing a number of steps, such as setting

up a steering group, training staff that

will help with the audit or in screen-

ing for discriminatory practices;

undertaking the audit or screening;

identifying the most problematic

areas; and finally developing and

implementing the code. The resulting

codes contain guiding principles that

cover recruitment and selection pro-

cedures, operations of the Human

Resources department, communica-

tion, conflict resolution, complaints

procedures and relationships with

suppliers and customers.

Some of the tools and guides were

developed to help employers with

specific aspects or functions such as

promoting more objective recruit-

ment and selection procedures. One

example developed and tested is an

IT-based decision making tree. Essen-

tially, this is a database that can asso-

ciate the set of tasks involved in a par-

ticular job to the actual skills and

knowledge which are required to per-

form that job effectively. This soft-

ware tool seeks and makes an un-

biased link between job function

requirements, and the job seekers’

skills and knowledge.

The tools developed within EQUAL

have been most successful when

their introduction has been com-

bined with the business case. In other

words, when employers understand

how they can actually benefit by

complying with their new regulatory

responsibilities.

Active support of the social part-
ners is vital 

In collaboration with the social part-

ners, EQUAL has developed work-

places that are "welcoming" to people

from migrant and ethnic minority

communities. Supported by EQUAL, a

nationwide temporary employment

agency is in the vanguard of the fight

against discrimination in the work-

place and has signed a framework

agreement with the national govern-

ment to this effect. Its stance on non-

discrimination is promoted internally,

particularly through in-service train-

ing. During 2003, 300 employees were

trained in a module on "Racial Dis-

crimination and the Possibilities of

Intervening", and the training of a fur-

ther 600 is planned for 2004/5. This

stance also permeates all of its exter-

nal relationships to the extent that the

agency was prepared to risk the loss

of one long-term, important client

when it refused to comply with an

instruction to provide "no coloured

people" amongst the many hundreds

of temporary staff that this client had

requested.

Trade unions have also had a major

involvement. In one instance, all three

national unions signed a "non-discrim-

ination" protocol with the ministry of

employment and created an EQUAL

Partnership to strengthen their ability

to combat discrimination on the office

or factory floor.The three unions are

currently piloting training for shop

stewards and union representatives in

some 15 companies that cover most

of the important economic sectors.

This training is based on "factual situa-

tions" taken from the day-to-day reali-

ties of working within these compa-

nies, rather than on theoretical issues

concerning multiculturalism. As a

result of these experiences and subse-

quent training activities, a manual will

 



be produced for other shop stewards
so that they can influence the employ-
ment policies of the companies and
institutions in which they work. In
another country, a trade union confed-
eration is working hard to change tra-
ditional union practices, and is piloting
new approaches to getting workers of
non-EU nationality involved in the
processes of democratic decision
making in enterprises and to disman-
tling existing preconceptions related
to this issue.

Accessing Employment
training and information
and support

New types of employment serv-
ices and roles are necessary

In several countries, the starting point
for developing new models under
EQUAL is the recognised need for
new approaches or new roles for
employment services as part of their
support to employers, or of their sup-
port to the job seekers or, some-
times, as a bridge between both of
these groups. EQUAL has demon-
strated the importance of a more per-
sonal approach to small, local firms or

family businesses and used "job coun-
sellors" to make this contact, and also
to recruit and match job seekers.This
is paralleled by other experiences that
indicate that it is the quality of the
service provided by "enterprise medi-
ators" to SMEs, rather than any finan-
cial incentives, which determines the
willingness of small firms to hire
migrant people. In certain areas where
they have not existed before, Sup-
ported Employment Services present
an effective way of integrating people
from ethnic minority and migrant
backgrounds. Supported Employment
links the placement of severely disad-
vantaged people into the open labour
market with individual integration
pathways and empowerment strate-
gies. All these activities are backed up
by a comprehensive support frame-
work for both the individual and the
employer. A new method in Sup-
ported Employment is to have job
coaches working in pairs with one
coming from an immigrant background
and the other being a country
national. This practice seems to
increase the clients’ confidence in the
service and gives a positive signal to
employers by demonstrating that
migrants can undertake skilled and
demanding positions.

Training has to be tailored 

In several countries, EQUAL has been
experimenting with new forms of
training that are particularly suited to
people from ethnic minority or
migrant backgrounds. One very
important aspect is language learning
and a number of approaches have
been tested, including work-based
learning. EQUAL has successfully
demonstrated the advantages of com-
bining vocational training in various
sectors with training in language and
citizenship skills. Courses are being
held in individual, or in groups of,
enterprises and approaches are also
being piloted for unemployed people
offering vocational and language train-
ing in a work context. Local employers
have recognised the benefit of this
training in terms of creating a more
efficient workforce and are now pre-
pared to increase their enterprises’
participation in training activities.
Trade unions have also been active in
this respect by providing opportunities
for union members who have low lev-
els of skills and are least likely to take
part in learning, especially people with
disabilities and ethnic minorities.
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Information and support are inte-
gral aspects of the integration
process

Finding the quickest way through the
maze of existing services can be a chal-
lenge for anyone. In addition, the initial
contact often has to be made by tele-
phone, and this can be a big barrier for
a person who is not fluent in the lan-
guage of the "host" country. Evidence
from EQUAL suggests that it is possible
to tackle these problems through the
creation of one-stop-shops, which pro-
vide as much information and as many
practical facilities as possible all under
the same roof.

In Austria, EQUAL has demonstrated
the approachability and relevance of
such one-stop-shops providing multi-
lingual advice and practical support to
migrants on a wide range of questions,
such as employment, education and
training, housing, residence and citizen-
ship and social security. There is clear
evidence of the value-added of these
outreach centres: in 2003, they handled
a total of more than 100 000 face-to-
face counselling sessions and dealt with
almost 9 000 telephone calls for advice
or counseling. In some southern Mem-
ber States, networks of support offices
have also been established in rural areas
to bring services closer to the "new
arrivals" and the outreach activities of
these offices can extend into work-
places, cafes or other leisure time loca-
tions.

Another way of addressing this problem
within EQUAL was to set up a consul-
tation group so that "participants can
become more self-sufficient as far as
their life project is concerned and
simultaneously less dependent on serv-
ice providers". The regular monthly
meetings of this group have produced
an information leaflet for recently
arrived asylum seekers, and a memoran-
dum on the additional services and facil-
ities that are required.

In many Member States, EQUAL is also
working with existing agencies to help
them develop ways of making their pro-
vision more relevant, as the overall aim
of integration strategies is to ensure
that mainstream employment measures
are accessible to migrants and ethnic
minorities and that their needs are
taken into account in a proactive way.
One method that is used is to offer
training to the staff of public and private
integration agencies on aspects such as
intercultural skills, diversity manage-
ment and legal issues related to migra-
tion.Another method is to pilot, within
the existing mainstream services, some
of the new roles and approaches that
have been successfully tested by
EQUAL.This latter method is now used
as one way of ensuring the replication
and sustainability of the most important
outcomes of EQUAL.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The promising practices that emerge
from EQUAL are a source of imagina-
tive concepts, methods and techniques
which can be drawn on to support the
implementation of the two Equality
Directives and to reinforce the Euro-
pean Commission’s Action Programme
to Combat Discrimination. In each
EU15 Member State, the relevant
national authority and the specialised
equality bodies that are required by the
Racial Equality Directive should be pro-
vided with EQUAL working practices,
tools and materials, such as those
described above. It would then be the
responsibility of this national authority
or the equality bodies to disseminate
these resources, and to promote their
mainstreaming or replication through
their continuing dialogue with the social
partners and NGOs.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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DIVERSITY REPRESENTATION
IN THE MEDIA: SEPARATING
FICTION FROM REALITY

In most EU countries, the mainstream
media are considered to be the most
appropriate channels for information and
communication for all groups in society.
However, they do not, as yet, reflect the
diverse nature of our societies in an ade-
quate way.This is true both for the com-
position of the staff of media companies
and the issue of fair portrayal, meaning
how programming is made and how the
selection of programming is done.These
two perspectives are closely connected
since the issue of fair portrayal is directly
affected by, for example, recruitment pol-
icy,who is visible on the screen,how pro-
grammes are selected etc.Both concerns
should be regarded together, not sepa-
rately as is often the case in many media
businesses today.

A national study conducted by a
research organisation, on behalf of an
EQUAL Development Partnership, indi-
cates that in 78% of the cases when tel-
evision news mentioned migrants it was
in a negative context, and that in 58% of
the cases, reference was made to crimi-
nal or illegal behaviour. Since September
11, the situation has become even
worse, as the media are increasingly set-
ting the political integration agendas by
connecting Muslim communities to ter-
rorism and extremism. Unfortunately
there are few counterbalances to this, as
people who work in the media often

have little knowledge of the cultural and
religious backgrounds of these "new
Europeans", and the recruitment and
involvement of people with different
backgrounds in the national mainstream
media is still limited.

Recently arrived migrants and refugees
are often not able to communicate in
the language of their new country of
residence and cannot access information
provided by the mainstream media.As a
result, they turn to satellite stations from
their countries of origin instead. While
commercial and public broadcasters
struggle to attract audiences and survive
in an increasingly competitive market,
audiences themselves are becoming
more multicultural. In some countries,
ethnic minority groups are the fastest
growing consumer forces, and in some
urban areas, more than 50% of young
consumers have an ethnic minority
background. Thus, increasing diversity
within the media is essential for the full
integration of the groups of "new Euro-
peans" into the national societies, and
the future sustainability and legitimacy of
the national mainstream media.

SOCIAL INTEGRATION VITAL
FOR EU COHESION

Integration is both a matter of social
cohesion and a prerequisite for eco-
nomic efficiency. In the context of the
European Council’s Tampere and Lisbon
agendas, integration should be under-

stood as a two-way process based on
mutual rights and obligations. This
implies that the host society ensures
equal participation of migrants in eco-
nomic, social, political, cultural and civil
life, and that migrants respect the funda-
mental norms and values of the host
society and actively take part in the inte-
gration process, without having to relin-
quish their own identity.The media can
play an essential role in this process.

This role is recognised by the European
Union, as one of the four initial priorities
for its Action Programme to Combat
Discrimination: "Working with the
media on how to avoid publishing or
broadcasting material which is discrimi-
natory or encourages discrimination and
from discriminating in their employment
policies". Similarly, within this area of
activity, the European Commission has
launched a five-year, EU-wide informa-
tion campaign "For Diversity. Against
Discrimination". This campaign is
designed to inform people about their
rights and obligations under European
and national anti-discrimination law, as
well as to promote the positive benefits
of diversity for business and society as a
whole.

At EU level, most of the regulatory
issues relating to the media are dealt
with by DG Education and Culture. It
runs, for example, a Media Plus Pro-
gramme (2001-2005) that aims to
strengthen the competitiveness of the

REFLECTING THE
COLOURS OF THE
WORLD
MEDIA, DIVERSITY AND DISCRIMINATION
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European audiovisual industry through
a series of measures that support
training of professionals, development
of production projects, distribution
and promotion of cinematographic
works and audiovisual programmes.
And a Television without Frontiers
(TVWF) Directive has been adopted
which creates the conditions neces-
sary for the free movement of televi-
sion broadcasts within the Commu-
nity. The Media Plus Programme and
the TVWF Directive do not explicitly
mention the role of diversity in the
European mass media, but at the same
time they offer the possibility of more
space for media and diversity issues.

However, the debate on new migration
challenges and the media goes beyond
the borders of the enlarged Union. In his
report on the "Strengthening of the
United Nations: an agenda for further
change" (A/57/387), UN Secretary-Gen-
eral Kofi Annan identified migration as a
priority issue for the international com-
munity. The Global Commission on
International Migration (GCIM) was
established, on the initiative of the gov-
ernments of Switzerland and Sweden,
and involves many other countries.
Among the thematic papers to be pro-
duced by GCIM, one will focus on
migrants in society examining in particu-
lar public and political perceptions of
international migration and the role of
different stakeholders in this respect,
including the media.

EQUAL: MAKING THE MEDIA
MORE DIVERSE 

The EQUAL programme has been an
important vehicle for change in the por-
trayal of diversity in the media, both at
national and transnational level. EQUAL
partners have brought together and
encouraged dialogue between media
companies, training institutes, NGOs,
anti-racism organisations, public broad-
casters, community media, national

authorities, and many more organisa-
tions connected to the media.The com-
position of the partnerships under
EQUAL has made it possible to develop
tools and methods that have helped the
media to provide a more welcoming
working environment for professionals
from, for example, ethnic minority back-
grounds.

Making news reporting
more representative

One of the most important techniques
in this area of activity has been the cre-
ation of intercultural training modules
for journalists that have been offered to
existing journalists and students of
journalism or specific seminars on, for
example, accessibility to strengthen the
knowledge of disabilities. Thanks to
EQUAL, the first news agency in a
Member State that is staffed by both
native and migrant journalists has been
set up. It provides timely, accurate and
unbiased news and information in a for-
mat that can be used by news and cur-
rent affairs programmes broadcast at
national and regional level.This way, the
media industry is moving away from so-
called "ghetto programming" towards
integration and diversified standard
programming.

Developing new forms of
training

EQUAL has also helped to organise
workshops and summer schools for pro-
fessionals with different backgrounds and
indigenous media professionals. Training
has been given to minority and disability
NGOs on how to engage in constructive
dialogue with the media. Furthermore,
Multicultural Media Masterclasses have
developed ethnic minority talent by pair-
ing potential media professionals with
experienced public broadcasters in the
design and production of innovative
intercultural programme formats.

Providing opportunities to
young people

EQUAL has run several pilot projects to
encourage young people from migrant
and ethnic minority groups or disabled
individuals to choose a vocational career
in the media, and created placements so
that they can experience what it is really
like to work for major news pro-
grammes. Other young people have had
the chance to produce their own televi-
sion programmes, some of which have
subsequently been broadcast by local,
regional and national public channels.

Promoting diversity

Strategies have been developed to
improve diversity policies based on the
business case and an equality audit for
broadcasting has been established.The
activities of projects funded under the
former EMPLOYMENT Community
Initiative have inspired public broad-
casters in a number of Member States
to establish diversity policies. These
EMPLOYMENT projects were also the
stimulus for the present involvement of
two national broadcasting companies
in the first round of EQUAL. For the
second selection round, a further three
national channels or companies have
developed project proposals based on
the type of results and experiences of
EQUAL that are mentioned in this
brief.

An international conference in spring
2004 that was organised by EQUAL and
which brought together diversity offi-
cers from most of the European public
broadcasters and the European Broad-
casting Union (EBU) marked another
important milestone for the initiative.
This meeting was followed by a transna-
tional roundtable during which the
media diversity officers decided to try to
initiate a working committee on diver-
sity policies within the EBU and to revive
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the EBU Charter on Equal Opportuni-
ties in such a way that public broadcast-
ers would commit themselves to an
annual report on their diversity efforts.
The seminar concluded 12 points out of
which three are mentioned below:

• Diversity management should be inte-
grated into forward planning, not pro-
ject-based or ad hoc.

• Broadcasting should reflect the world
from as many perspectives as possible
and celebrate ‘the drunkenness of
things being various’.

• Equality and diversity are economic as
well as moral imperatives.

Cooperating across
Frontiers

The trans-national cooperation in
EQUAL has enabled the exchange of
good practice between partners, and the
joint development of new methods and
strategies.Together, EQUAL projects are
in the process of finalising an intercultural
blueprint for so-called  "change agents’’
and future EQUAL initiatives in the media
industry. This blueprint will offer exten-
sive information on how the media indus-
try is working, outline strategies for
change and provide examples of good
practice that can be replicated. Last but
not least, the transnational activities have
led to the creation of a lobby that is aim-
ing to make EU media policies more
intercultural and diverse. In September
2004, all EQUAL partnerships working
on diversity in the media joined forces at
a European conference where their
results and experiences were shared with
other networks, and with potential part-
ners under EQUAL. During the event,
additional strategies for change were for-
mulated to increase the involvement of
schools of journalism and unions of jour-
nalists in promoting diversity.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Over the years, there have been many
conferences on the media and diversity
at both national and international level.
At first, they tended to focus on "how to
get more diversity into newsrooms?"
Since then, the discussions have moved
on from simply anti-racism issues, to
topics like exclusion, equal citizenship,
negative portrayal, integration, Islam, ille-
gal immigrants, asylum-seekers, accessi-
bility and the responsibility of the media
in setting the political agenda. Despite all
this activity, there are still relatively few
journalists with a diversity background
working in the media, and most journal-
ists and broadcasters continue to find it
difficult to portray a fair picture of our
diverse society.Thus, while most of the
recommendations and guidelines that
have already been produced are still
valid, the big question remains: how to
put them into practice? 

• The Television without Frontiers
Directive that was launched with the
Fourth Communication from the
Commission (COM (2002) 778 final)
is currently under review.At present,

the Directive contains only "passive
quotes" and the Council Conclusions
of 19 December 2002 on the TVWF
recall only generic objectives, such as
"to promote cultural and linguistic
diversity" or "to reinforce the indis-
pensable role of television broadcas-
ting in the democratic, social and cul-
tural life of society". Some form of
wording should be added to the
Directives and the subsequent Calls
for Proposal that would support the
concept of media pluralism and the
introduction of active measures, like
‘media monitoring’ and the training of
media professionals from ethnic
backgrounds.

• The next changes in the Media Plus
Programme will focus on the
concept of citizenship and the rein-
forcement of a European culture
through projects for youth, culture,
audiovisual and civic participation. It
is suggested that a future programme
selection criterion should require
projects to have a multi-cultural
dimension. It is also recommended
that the programme should include
possibilities of support for ethnic
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media, intercultural projects and
other pilot projects concerning
intercultural vocational training and
vocational orientation.

• The promotion of diversity within
media interests would be greatly
assisted if the European Broadcasting
Union were to create a Working
Committee on Diversity in Broadcas-
ting and to revive the Charter on
Equal Opportunities by committing
the Directors-General of all broad-
casters to produce annual, public
reports on their efforts to make their
companies more intercultural.

• Minority community media should be
recognised as a basic, public, commu-
nity service and as such, references
to these media should be contained
in all European and national media
legislation. To function properly, they
should have free access to all relevant

broadcasting platforms. National and
local governments should also create
Media Funds to provide start-up and
continuing funding on a structural
basis for these media. At the same
time, ethnic media will be required to
make extra efforts to demonstrate
the important service that they per-
form within their local communities.

• Schools of journalism should develop,
in cooperation with the national
unions of journalists, new media com-
petencies regarding diversity in the
broad sense (encompassing gender,
disability and other forms of diver-
sity), and implement them in their
curricula in order to prepare their
students for future work in fast chan-
ging environments. Schools of journa-
lism and other media training centres
should also initiate community pro-
jects on civic journalism, in coopera-
tion with NGOs working in these
fields and other organisations.

• To promote more fundamental
change, an increasing number of
young people, for example of ethnic
minority origin or with disabilities,
need to be aware that a career in the
media is a meaningful and viable
option. Diversity media education in
the school curriculum and vocational
orientation projects are particularly
valuable in this respect. NGOs dea-
ling with, for example, ethnic minority
issues or accessibility can also play an
important role by involving young
people in media projects.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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COORDINATING A COHERENT
SYSTEM OF SUPPORT
SERVICES

Although most of the institutions, agen-
cies and services in the  integration sys-
tem share common overall aims in
terms of people with disabilities, many
of them work in parallel, operating in
separate legislative structures and under
different funding arrangements.This has
led to fragmentation of, and confusion
about, the work of different services in
the field of vocational, medical and
social integration or rehabilitation. It has
also reduced the chances of smooth
integration  pathways being offered, and
the potential for new methods and
tools to be developed.

REMOVING BARRIERS TO HELP
INTEGRATE PEOPLE WITH
DISABILITIES INTO THE
LABOUR MARKET

A European Council Resolution
adopted during the European Year of
People with Disabilities (2003), calls on
the Member States and the European
Commission, within the framework of
their respective powers, to:

• continue efforts to remove barriers
to the integration and participation of
people with disabilities in the labour
market, by enforcing equal treatment

measures and improving integration
and participation at all levels of the
educational and training system;

• pursue efforts to make lifelong learn-
ing more accessible to people with
disabilities and, within this context,
give particular attention to the bar-
rier-free use of new information and
communication technologies and the
Internet to improve the quality of
learning, vocational training and
access to employment.

However, a recent study on illness and
disability by the European Foundation
for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions concludes that:
"Various services are offered in the
Member States, but often in a frag-
mented way without any consideration
as to whether they will promote real
independence".Whereas, the Report of
the Employment Task Force recognises
the need for more advances and urges
Member States to:

• equip employment services so that
they can deliver tailor-made services
and strengthen local partnerships for
employment.

EQUAL: INVESTING IN
PARTNERSHIPS FOR
IMPROVED CO-OPERATION

EQUAL provides time and money to
build Development Partnerships com-
prising all key actors and stakeholders
to work on ways of overcoming frag-
mentation and providing more effective
services  for people with disabilities. In
the summer of 2003, a survey was car-
ried out covering 24 EQUAL Develop-
ment Partnerships that were working
with people with disabilities and a strik-
ing point emerged: more than half of the
Development Partnerships questioned
said that their composition and co-
operative work was the single most
important element in their good prac-
tice.This is illustrated by the quote from
one Development Partnership:

"The principal factor of success is a very

strong co-operation between public and pri-

vate health and rehabilitation bodies, train-

ing organisations and enterprises’ associa-

tions, all fundamental actors in the

approach designed by us".

Some of the benefits resulting from the
co-ordinated delivery of existing inte-
gration and rehabilitation services are
explained by the following examples
from EQUAL.

CLIENT-ORIENTED
INTEGRATION CHAINS
EQUAL: PROMOTING THE COMPREHENSIVE
DELIVERY OF SERVICES FOR PEOPLE WITH
DISABILITIES 

1



2

Plugging the gaps

Partnerships working in two adjoining
regions have identified problems of
interface and communication at four
different levels:

• lack of co-ordination between the
bodies responsible for the regula-
tory framework, funding and super-
vision of rehabilitation and integra-
tion measures;

• insufficient co-operation between
the providers of specialised rehabili-
tative, psycho-social and job market
oriented services;

• gaps in co-operation between the
two levels mentioned above; and

• gaps between the expectations of
the job seekers and the available job
offers.

As a response, key stakeholders com-
bined their resources in  a common
strategy and tested the feasibility and
sustainability of a regional  network,
which included  service providers,
funding authorities and other strategic
partners. The pivot  for almost all of
the network’s practical activities is a
Centre for Vocational Rehabilitation
and Work that operates as a one-stop
shop providing advice, guidance and
counselling. In addition, six "pilot sub-
projects" are testing new ways of plug-
ging gaps in services, such as the pro-
vision of care between the patients'
stay in psychiatric departments and
their (re-) entry into employment.

The outcome of all of this work has
been an improvement in the perform-
ance of support systems that is also
evident to clients or potential clients.
For example, in the first year of oper-
ation, there were 64% more clients
than expected and this number grew

in the second year by 38% to almost
600. Moreover, more people have
found placements, the integration
processes are shorter and more effec-
tive and, perhaps most importantly,
there are higher rates of job retention.
It is now recognised that this regional
co-operation network can serve as a
model to underpin the reform process
launched under new social security
legislation in the Member State.

Providing local cost-
effective services

Many municipalities, especially those in
rural areas, often lack methods and
structures for effective vocational
rehabilitation.Thus, EQUAL in Sweden
has developed a model that would
make it possible for small municipali-
ties to carry out vocational rehabilita-
tion to a better quality and at a lower
cost. Research, surveys and reports,
including those from the national
Board of Social Affairs, clearly indicate
that many clients, and particularly
those who are unemployed or most
disadvantaged, have had negative per-
sonal experiences of vocational reha-
bilitation schemes because of the lack
of genuine co-operation between inte-
gration agencies. They also state that
they would like better collaboration
amongst the authorities and organisa-
tions involved.

In this  innovative approach  all clients
are offered a personal co-ordinator
who assists, advises and supports
them through the whole rehabilitation
process, as well as in their contacts
with various services and agencies. In
addition, the approach adopted by
EQUAL makes all actors, including
employers and partners, feel that they
are involved in all parts of the process,
by communicating experiences and
progress at all stages. As a result, there
is now evidence to demonstrate that

increased co-operation has improved
the matching of individual needs with
services and that the support to
employers has opened up new job
opportunities. As concern about the
problems of long-term sick leave and
the future financing of social security
schemes grows, there is a great interest
in this approach, which offers a coher-
ent philosophy combining financial
benefits with a focus on the individual’s
own needs.

Linking together an
integration chain

The wide variety of services available
and the divergence in both their quality
and quantity makes it difficult to create
a secure integration chain for young
people in their transition from school
through vocational training and into an
appropriate work setting.

To create such a chain, EQUAL has
established and tested an action model
for social planning at regional level.The
partners include the funding authori-
ties, the service providers, disability
organisations and workshops for peo-
ple with disabilities.They all took part
in the preparations and together they
developed a concept for a common
interest representation in the social
planning committees.The four funding
authorities also drafted and signed an
agreement of co-operation at the
highest possible decision-making level
- the federal state.Through this agree-
ment, co-ordinated action was estab-
lished in a number of different con-
texts.This arrangement has produced
benefits for everyone involved:

• the clients - Within the regional
structures, the four funding author-
ities can now co-ordinate a wide
network of well known supportive
offers and make the necessary tran-
sition from one offer to the next

 



within the clients’ individual action
plans;

• the funding authorities - Co-
ordination between all of the partic-
ipating partners has produced a
more effective service offer with
higher acceptance and more effi-
cient use of resources;

• the political decision makers -
Accurate and more financially sound
decisions have been made in the
area of social planning, based on
actual demand and action plan pro-
posals;

• the service providers - A contin-
uous planning process proves to
guarantee optimal qualitative and
quantitative adaptation of the serv-
ices to the actual local/regional
demands.

Designing new tools

While they are of great value to the
clients, the construction, monitoring
and management of the integration
chains or individualised pathways men-
tioned above can be a very complex

and time-consuming process.The par-
tners in one EQUAL Partnership work
with about 300 people each year and
needed an effective system to jointly
monitor the progress of these individ-
uals. They therefore created and
tested what they call an "individual
guided talk for the evaluation of the
situation of people with disabilities".
The guide is usually operated with
experts from the seven partners, and
is essentially a software database that
aims to support a holistic approach to
the provision of services. Secure
access to the "individualised guided
talk" is provided through an intranet
site. All partners can consult the site
to extract data or to make their own
input related to the integration path-
ways of their clients. In addition, more
than 70 types of activities that are
involved in these pathways to social
and vocational integration have been
included in the database.This makes it
possible to visualise the course of an
individual client on an on-going basis
from reception and diagnosis, through
the training actions carried out along
the pathway, to the final stage of a
placement or job.

The main advantages of this approach
for professional staff  are  more acces-
sible information and better manage-
ment of their clients’ progress. The
positive points for people with disabil-
ities are more in-depth discussions
with the professional workers,
improved speed and quality of
responses and resulting action that is
better adapted to their needs.

Exploiting new
technologies

For many people with disabilities who
lack mobility or need specific health-
care treatment, travelling regularly to a
training centre or finding suitable resi-
dential accommodation near to a
training centre can be a problem. One
answer tested under EQUAL is to
develop new forms of computer-based
learning so that trainees do not have
to give up their social or family envi-
ronments or systems of health care if
they decide to enter training. EQUAL
has combined open and distance train-
ing and "alternance" (linked theoretical
and work-based) training for disabled
people. The experiment brings
together 12 of these centres, two
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national companies that have a number
of branches and two networks of local
tutors, one of which is specialised in
working with blind people. Together,
their mission is to provide all the meas-
ures and support that are needed to
facilitate the social and professional
reintegration of people with disabilities
and to ensure training in their home or
as near as possible to where they live.
Thus, they have to take account of the
psychological and social dimensions, as
well as the potential and the constraints
of each trainee.

The benefits of this new co-operative
approach can already be seen. People
with disabilities get better access to
training and the chance to gain a qualifi-
cation. They also have individualised
training courses adapted to their con-
straints and requirements.The co-oper-
ation between different actors has
improved the matching of individual
needs and services and the mutual
understanding of each other’s measures
and provision.At national level, EQUAL
is holding a series of working meetings
with the representatives of the relevant
ministries to inform them about its
results and to promote the integration
of the good practices of the DP into
guidelines for further funding incentives.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

EQUAL has demonstrated how the co-
operative working engendered by its
Development Partnerships has led to
dramatic improvements in the services
that are available to people with disabili-

ties and other disadvantaged groups.
Local and regional authorities should
promote similar partnership approaches
in their labour market integration
schemes, and regional, national or Euro-
pean bodies which finance such schemes
should ensure that the existence of an
effective local partnership is one of their
most important criteria in the allocation
of funding.

For those who can promote or support

partnerships for labour market integration,

particularly local and regional authorities:

• the difficulties that people with dis-
abilities and other disadvantaged
groups face in accessing employment
can only be overcome by depart-
ments and services working together
– education and training and guidance
and placement agencies. Housing,
health and social services also have an
important contribution to make as
some individuals have to resolve
pressing personal problems before
they are able to take part in training
or employment;

• while increased efforts should be
made to ensure that buildings and
public transport are accessible to
people with disabilities, there is also
scope for the further application of
open and distance learning methods.
By harnessing the knowledge and
expertise of different agencies, more
offers of training could be provided
that match the requirements and life
styles of people with disabilities.

For those regional, national or European

bodies which have the resources to finance

projects or programmes for labour market

integration:

• experience from EQUAL and from
the former EMPLOYMENT Commu-
nity Initiative strongly suggests that if
people with disabilities or people
from other disadvantaged groups are
to make a smooth transition from
unemployment to employment they
require understandable and struc-
tured pathways. Such pathways can
only be built on the active co-opera-
tion of all agencies and services
involved. Thus, evidence of the exis-
tence of an effective local partnership
should be an important criterion for
the allocation of financial assistance to
integration projects or programmes.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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EMPOWERMENT BARRIERS
FOR PEOPLE WITH
DISABILITIES

Approximately 26 million people of
working age within the EU-15 have
some form of disability and only 40% of
them are employed.The unemployment
rate of people with a moderate illness
or disability is about twice as high as for
persons with no disability, while the
unemployment rate of persons with a
severe illness or disability is about three
times the level of non-disabled persons.

In addition, because of the way in which
they have been cared for or educated,
people with disabilities are often not
eager to take the initiative, nor prepared
to take advantage of active employment
measures. Integration agencies can also
unconsciously "conspire" to maintain
this passive stance, as they often take
action on behalf of people with disabili-
ties without involving them in the rele-
vant decisions.

PARTICIPATION IS CENTRAL
TO INTEGRATION

The Report of the Employment Task
Force states: "Activation is all the more

necessary for these people (people with dis-

abilities), as part of a broader inclusion

strategy". The report identifies Member
States that need to introduce more

active labour market policies and those
that should reconsider the link between
social or disability benefits and partici-
pation in such measures.

As part of the European Employment
Strategy, Guideline 1 calls on Member
States for "personalised action, special

attention to people facing greatest difficul-

ties" and Guideline 7 encourages the
integration of such people "by developing

their employability, increasing job

opportunities and preventing all forms of

discrimination against them".

In addition to its European Employment
Strategy, the EU also has a Disability
Strategy that promotes the full partic-
ipation of people with disabilities and
their involvement in the planning, moni-
toring and evaluation of changes in poli-
cies, practices and programmes.

COUNTERING EXCLUSION
AND INCREASING
EMPLOYABILITY

EQUAL has addressed the question of
how the full participation of people
with disabilities can be facilitated by
strategies that enhance the individual’s
capacity to make an impact on the
design and implementation of measures
that are intended to increase their
employability. EQUAL experiments
have sought to counteract the fact that

integration or re-integration can be a
very lengthy process and that the longer
it continues the more people will be dis-
couraged to engage in any form of pro-
active behaviour.These tests and exper-
iments have:

• created new instruments to measure
empowerment;

• developed new roles to promote
empowerment in vocational integra-
tion;

• developed a new approach to pro-
mote empowerment in career pro-
gression;

• reinforced empowerment in voca-
tional integration by adopting
empowerment approaches in social
integration activities.

EQUAL experiences offer new
approaches that combine activation
measures with a deliberate strategy of
empowering people with disabilities to
steer their own integration processes.

Measuring empowerment

EQUAL has recognised the importance
of developing the competences, skills
and knowledge required for navigating
through the integration process to the

RECOGNISING YOUR
OWN POTENTIAL
EQUAL ASSISTS PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
TO BECOME ACTORS IN THEIR OWN 
INTEGRATION                                              
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highest possible level and the need to

build on each individual’s existing abili-

ties and aptitudes.

EQUAL has pioneered a new diagnos-

tic instrument to help design suitable

training pathways for those at the

greatest distance from the labour mar-

ket. This instrument is essentially a

questionnaire that each individual

completes with help and further

explanation, if necessary.The question-

naire contains 62 statements and

respondents are asked to express the

extent of their agreement or disagree-

ment with each statement. The six

components covered are:

• competence: trusting in your own

abilities;

• self-determination: being able to

make choices and feeling in control

of your own situation;

• impact: engendering change in your

own environment;

• significance: experiencing a mean-

ing in your activities that fits with

your own values;

• group-orientation: realising that

you are part of a community or

group and that you need support

from this group; and

• positive identity: accepting your

disability in a realistic way and

understanding that it does not con-

trol your life.

Having analysed the responses, a psy-

chologist then discusses the responses

and indicates which particular compo-

nents are not as well developed as

they might be. As it is vitally important

that the person with a disability is

committed to further action, an

appropriate training pathway can only

be established when he or she agrees

with this assessment.

At the beginning of 2004, research

was conducted to test the instrument

with people already at work and

those still in the reintegration

process.The group of people at work

scored significantly higher on several

of the empowerment components,

underlining the importance of empo-

werment skills in reintegration into

work. Another testing process is cur-

rently taking place to determine the

effectiveness of training programmes

designed to counteract any empower-

ment "weakness" detected with the

diagnostic instrument.

The instrument has attracted much

interest amongst key actors:

• it is currently being used and vali-

dated by a major pension fund in

collaboration with a national body

for social security.The pension fund

caters for people who have worked

in the health sector. If some of its

clients become unfit for work

before they reach the normal retire-

ment age of 65, the fund has to begin

pension payments and this is a very

costly obligation. However, the pen-

sion fund believes that empower-

ment is a crucial factor in ensuring a

successful return to work and will

use the diagnostic instrument to

measure empowerment levels of

their clients.This will allow the fund

to determine if it is possible to pro-

vide training to help them return to

work.

• Further tests are being conducted

by a group of occupational health

physicians who are using the diag-

nostic tool to determine if the level

of empowerment is lower amongst

people who are frequently absent

from work.

The diagnostic tool makes it possible

to identify priorities for support and

thus it could be used to increase the

effectiveness of new training initiatives

for people with disabilities.

Empowerment and
vocational integration

Another method of developing

empowerment concerns the reinte-

gration of people who are on long-

term sickness or disability benefit.Two

new approaches have been tested

under EQUAL and these have the

potential for further, large scale appli-

cation.They are based on the principle

that the ‘client’ is the principal actor

and the services and support are

designed and provided at that person’s

request.

• One approach ensures that people

with disabilities are offered a per-

sonal co-ordinator who is available

to advise and support them in all

their contacts with various services

and agencies throughout the entire

integration process. The co-ordina-

tor is a new role that has been devel-

oped and refined within EQUAL.

The co-ordinator must spend time

with the client in order to get a

proper picture of the situation, as

seen from the client’s perspective.

This requires a type of listening sim-

ilar to listening to a friend rather

than conducting a therapeutic inter-

view.The picture obtained is not lim-

ited to the person’s problems, but

also includes the resources the per-

son has, or has access to, as well as

the person’s interests, goals and/or

expectations.The next stage concen-

trates on motivating the individual to

take charge of the situation and to

follow through his or her own inter-

ests, goals and ambitions.The results

of this approach have been impres-

 



sive. Just halfway through, 50% of the

people originally seen as being

"hopeless cases" (having been on

long-term sickness or unemploy-

ment benefit for periods of up to 10

years and approaching retirement

age) are already actively involved in

work or full-time training.

• Positive experiences have also been

gained through EQUAL from the fur-

ther development of Supported

Employment Schemes. These

schemes create individual integration

plans for people with physical and

intellectual disabilities based on the

skills and abilities that can be pro-

moted through supported employ-

ment, helping them obtain and retain

jobs on the open labour market.The

approach tested is similar to that

described above but the main sup-

port is given by a job coach.The role

of the job coach is to provide assis-

tance but not to take any action with-

out the individual’s agreement.

EQUAL has demonstrated a number

of ways in which job coaches encour-

age empowerment. Apart from

selecting their own coach, EQUAL

has proved that individuals benefit

from being involved in:

- choosing where to meet;

- formulating their own needs;

- taking part in the creation of their

own plans for individualised sup-

port;

- defining the method of solving

their own difficulties;

- discussing each step needed to

find a job.

EQUAL has also shown that job

coaches are effective in empowering

people with disabilities during their

search for employment. As a result,

many people with disabilities are suc-

cessful in finding a job, but even then

the support of job coaches is main-

tained until each individual feels set-

tled in the new workplace. The job

coach is a relatively new role and while

no European training course has been

established, EQUAL has provided a

platform for the sharing of experi-

ences and certain common elements

in the preparatory training are begin-

ning to emerge.

Empowerment and career
development

Finding employment is one thing but

maintaining a job or developing a

career is another issue, especially as

retaining the same job for a lifetime is

no longer a realistic prospect for many

people. Just like other employees, peo-

ple with disabilities will face evolution

during their working lives and will

require the necessary attitudes to

cope with these changes. EQUAL

experiences suggest that the tradi-

tional caring or helping approaches

found in education and training, basic

employment services and employment

and job coaching initiatives, tend to

perpetuate dependency and therefore

new skills and competences are

required by agency staff.

EQUAL has embarked on three main

lines of action that are geared to

empowering people with disabilities to

manage their careers:

• providing training for coaches,

tutors, instructors and teachers that

increases their empowerment

awareness and enables them to

work in a way that develops the

capacities of their clients to plan and

pursue fulfilling careers;

• introducing the concept of career

self-management;

• producing a practical guide for staff

members of integration/career

counselling/mediation services.
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In order to ensure continued mutual
learning, staff members have agreed to
have their ways of working with clients
observed, mixed groups of coaches,
trainers and teachers have been set up
to provide feedback, and coach-the-
coach working groups have been net-
worked by using an e-learning module.
In one instance, a regional office of the
public employment service has decided
to review its working methods in order
to improve self-management capacities.
A provincial Individual Pathways
Approach Network is also reviewing its
procedures with a view to increasing
career self-management by its clients.

Empowerment and social
integration

EQUAL has also demonstrated new
ways of improving the quality of lives of
people with disabilities by creating
empowerment opportunities outside
the world of work. One example comes
from a dispersed rural area where
EQUAL has helped to respond to
requests from young people to be
housed in the village where they were
being trained and would have access to
more leisure and recreational opportu-
nities. This initiative has created a new
model for adapted housing, as it pro-
vides rented flats that the young people
can decorate and furnish as they like.
The local social service department is
running a support service in one of the
flats in the same block and this co-oper-
ation is having a "spill-over" effect, with
other communes asking for information
on how to implement a similar
approach.

By creating alternative self-determined
housing projects and social, culture and
leisure activities outside working situa-
tions, it has been possible for EQUAL to
strengthen the motivation and capacity
of people with disabilities to participate
actively in the employment process.

Of course, disability  organisations them-
selves have a role to play in creating an
empowering environment and EQUAL
has stimulated several promising exper-
iments that have been managed by such
organisations.This testing involves look-
ing at the concept of empowerment
from the perspective of the advocacy
groups: "nothing about us without us".
EQUAL has tackled a major problem in
this respect: the fact that, although many
professionals and integration service
providers agree with this principle, they
very rarely apply it to their own work.
The success of the EQUAL innovation
is attributed to the fact that it is an
experiment FOR disabled people BY
disabled people.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Empowerment strategies constitute a
radical departure from approaches
based on philanthropy, charity or tradi-
tional forms of social protection, which
often tend to perpetuate or even
increase dependency. However, such
strategies require an understanding that
people with disabilities have a role to
play in their own integration, and this
necessitates a shift in traditional prac-
tice to take account of the individual’s
interests, concerns and potential.

The new roles and empowerment
approaches developed within EQUAL
reflect the Report of the Employment
Task Force and the EES’s calls for activa-
tion as part of a broader inclusion strat-
egy, tailor-made programmes and the
provision of personalised advice and
guidance.Training authorities in Member
States are encouraged to consider the
outcomes of EQUAL developments
with a view to applying similar
approaches.

Similarly, public employment services
are encouraged to explore the condi-
tions under which they can integrate
some of the aspects that have been
tested by EQUAL within the context of
their staff in-service training pro-
grammes in order to develop or sup-
port activation measures for people
with disabilities or other disadvantaged
groups.

Social security agencies and pension
funds can also benefit from the results
of EQUAL and apply the lessons learnt
from person-centred empowerment
approaches.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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SUPPORTING SMALL
BUSINESS  

There is a recognised shortage in the
supply of finance from banks to support
small-scale income generating activities
by under-represented groups 1, 2 . The
most important reasons are:

• The relatively high transaction costs of
managing loans of under EUR 25 000
which lowers the returns to conven-
tional financial institutions.

• The fact that disadvantaged people
often lack both collateral and experi-
ence (or a business track record).
According to traditional methods of
assessment this increases their risk to
financial institutions.

Studies also show that ethnic minorities
refer to difficulties in accessing finance as
the most important barrier to setting up
a business, women place them as the
second biggest barrier and young people
as the third 3. Regulatory reform 4 and
the gradual withdrawal of traditional
banks from the local and mutual econ-
omy, partially due to the pressure from
the banking regulations (including Basel
II), are predicted to make things worse 5.

However, there is also evidence 6 that
there are problems related to the
demand for micro-credit. Not all busi-

ness proposals and people are "invest-

ment ready". The take-up of micro-

credit is heavily affected by the compet-

ing availability of grants and the tax and

social security implications of setting up

a business.

In this highly complex scenario, it has

become clear that it is not enough sim-

ply to increase investment in funds

which offer smaller loans. On the one

hand, the take-up of such funds has

been slower and less than expected in

some countries and regions. On the

other, some people warn that an indis-

criminate increase in small loans could

simply increase problems of over-

indebtedness (resulting from credit

card and consumer loan abuse) among

certain sections of the population. The

key problem, therefore, appears to be

not just how much finance is offered to

disadvantaged people but what kind.

THE PROMOTION OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP HIGH
ON EU AGENDA

At its meeting of 20 and 21 March 2003,

the European Council highlighted the

importance of promoting entrepreneur-

ship through an action plan and meas-

ures to increase access to finance, and

for the first time, stressed the impor-

tance of micro-credit.

In this context, the European Commis-
sion relies on two main instruments for
promoting micro-credit. Firstly, there is
the micro-credit guarantee window
managed by the European Investment
Fund (EUR 250 million). The Commis-
sion’s DG Enterprise recommends
expanding this and other micro-credit
instruments in its Action Plan on Entre-
preneurship 7 and its recent consulta-
tion document for a new Community
Support Programme for Entrepreneur-
ship8.

Secondly, there are the various "risk
capital" schemes, including micro-
credit, financed through the Structural
Funds in a decentralised way in the var-
ious Member States and regions of the
EU. Total spending on these schemes
now stands at around EUR 1 billion
between 2000-6 or approximately 15%
of grant aid to SMEs.

DG Regional Policy provides three rea-
sons for expanding these schemes 9.
Firstly, that "despite many years of pro-
viding grant aid from the Structural
Funds on a massive scale, regional dis-
parities have not diminished signifi-
cantly and alternatives therefore have
to be considered". Secondly, risk capital
financing methods are better suited to
the knowledge economy. Finally, "with
increasing demands on EU resources
arising from the accession of Central

FINANCIAL LADDERS
OUT OF SOCIAL
EXCLUSION
EQUAL SUPPORTS MICRO-FINANCE
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and Eastern European countries there
is a need to make funds work harder".

TAILORING MICRO-CREDITS
TO REAL NEEDS 

Although it cannot be said that the indi-
vidual solutions being tested by EQUAL
constitute global innovations to micro-
finance methodology, they do provide a
series of lessons on how to integrate
different aspects of micro-finance and
to adapt them to the real needs of spe-
cific target groups in quite different
national and regional contexts.

Research into needs and
effective outreach for
specific target groups   

EQUAL demonstrates how important it
is to find out about the real (rather than
assumed) financial and business needs of
disadvantaged groups. Given the degree
of financial and social insecurity some
disadvantaged groups face, one needs to
guard against taking steps which do not
take into account that one or more
sources of income (paid work, social
security, informal work) could be jeopar-
dised.A shift is required from simply sell-
ing a specific financial product to adjust-
ing both products and services (based
on solid experience of or research into
the target groups) so that they genuinely
help to increase income flows and the
ability to repay the loan.EQUAL has car-
ried out more formal types of research
as well as supported efforts by seasoned
micro-credit players that branch out and
"feel" their way into providing finance for
new groups such as ethnic minorities
who rely wholly or partly on the infor-
mal economy. This demonstrates how

effective marketing and outreach is
essential to deliver finance to these
groups.

Creating a sensitively
designed package of
mentoring and business
support 

EQUAL shows the need within strong
welfare states to complement financial
products with a sensitively designed
package of mentoring and business sup-
port to increase investment readiness.
One can discern at least two models.
Firstly, there are schemes which focus
on social support. In some cases, the
financial support is totally dwarfed 
by the "soft" services and is just a 
small tool of the latter (eg loans of
under EUR 500). Secondly, there are
approaches which focus more on inno-
vation within the financial circuit. How-
ever, both types agree that the services
should never be used to mask poorly
designed financial products.

The content of the business support
provided has to be designed to meet the
needs of the specific target public and
context. This often involves what has
been called "financial capacity building"
(teaching people how to manage diverse
income flows in a way that they can
gradually capitalise their activities).How-
ever, the initial process of screening and
the knowledge that is built up about
both the characteristics of the people
and the strength of their business plan is
also seen as a guarantee against exces-
sive risk.

Mentoring of all kinds is probably the
most extensively used form of support.
Given the vagueness surrounding this

term,EQUAL has worked towards com-
mon standards, benchmarks and systems
of quality control for mentors.

Another associated support service is
the provision of incubators (real or vir-
tual) in order to tackle the absence of
consistent support after the business
creation and loan provision.

Adapting financial products
and methods to the specific
needs of clients

At present, the main focus within EQUAL
has been on smaller sized loans and
exploring the use of the various tech-
niques for controlling risk (substitutes for
collateral). Many loans have been much
below the EUR 25 000 official definition
of a micro-credit. Most are around 
EUR 5 000 with relatively few schemes
with loans of over EUR 15 000.

The need for collateral is seen as a major
obstacle to credit. In addition to using
guarantee schemes such as those of the
EIF, EQUAL has demonstrated two ways
to deal with this risk. As mentioned
above, the first is to substitute a detailed
knowledge of the person and the viabil-
ity of the project with regard to mate-
rial guarantees, with support services
using various methods for simplifying
and unifying the documents required for
business plans and applications.

The second method is to substitute
individual guarantees with group or
peer pressure. Many of the same
schemes also favour "Step lending" -
starting with relatively small loans,
which are renewed progressively after
short periods.
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There is a growing consensus that inter-
est rates are not the most important
factor and should be set close to mar-
ket rates (and frequently higher) in
order to increase the sustainability of
the funds. Some funds make a fixed
service charge in order to avoid reli-
gious objections to the payment of
interest.

Partnerships to bring in
organisations with financial,
business and social expertise

EQUAL has been successful in bringing
together the public sector, banks, special-
ist micro-credit intermediaries (providing
for example a credit board for approval
of loans, collateral, supervision of repay-
ments and debt collection) and organisa-
tions dedicated to providing the patient
business support (in terms of training,
coaching, mentoring, monitoring and

control) required by hard to reach
groups. The non-financial organisations
often work as the port of entry to the
financial organisation.

Engineering both organisa-
tions and funding sources to
maximise sustainability

Although there are exceptions, most of
the funds connected with EQUAL aim
for operational sustainability. The first
strategy is to increase the scope of oper-
ations by bringing fragmented micro-
lending initiatives together. For example,
in Germany EQUAL has brought
together 22 micro-lending initiatives to
form the Deutsches Mikrofinanz Institut
and to create a single Federal Fund for
Microlending Initiatives backed by EIF
guarantees. Local initiatives will tap into
this fund by adopting a tripartite com-
mon local funding model, thereby

increasing their economies of scale.

A second strategy, followed by many

European organisations, is to shift many

of the additional costs of dealing with

disadvantaged groups onto the support

side of the operation. After an initial

start-up grant the financial activities

themselves are expected to be self-sus-

taining whereas the necessary business

support requires 70-100% public grants.

Several of the longer standing financial

operators within EQUAL are able to

provide excellent evidence of the cost-

effectiveness of their support (for exam-

ple one tenth of the annual cost of

unemployment in France). Indeed, the

average cost of support for micro-credit

schemes in Europe is reported to be

under EUR 5 000 per job created 10. In

purely economic terms this makes inter-

vention worthwhile even if the job cre-

ated only lasts a year. However, EQUAL

support has led to business survival

rates of well over 60% after two years.

In addition, there is the change of men-

tality, confidence and capacity in people

who start to feel that they are serious

"clients" of a financial institution rather

than the beneficiaries of social support.

Finally, the importance of networking,

training and financial capacity building

(especially in the use of structural funds

and other funding sources) is to be

noted. Benchmarking and accreditation

services have been developed in order

to provide a means to track and guide

progress.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The experience of EQUAL can offer the
following recommendations that are rel-
evant to the European policy frame-
work.

Financial initiatives to disadvantaged
groups would benefit from:

• solid previous experience of the tar-
get group and/or sound research into
financial needs;

• an integrated package of mentoring
and advice in order to build the finan-
cial capacities of the disadvantaged
and reduce risk for the initiative (not
necessarily provided by the same
organisation);

• products and methods that are adap-
ted to the target public, taking account
of different methods of guaranteeing/
covering risk. Far more experimenta-
tion is required particularly in the
transition from welfare to entrepre-
neurship. Possibilities include mutual
guarantees, micro guarantees, mezza-

nine products and insurance products
to manage insolvency risk;

• reinforcing sector specific national and
European networks to increase sustai-
nability and improve both hard and
soft skills;

• using partnerships with social services
and other frontline support workers
for bringing financial institutions closer
to disadvantaged clients.

Finally, there is a need to document and
highlight the changes required in national
framework conditions. For this, relevant
public sector actors must be involved in
the partnerships. These conditions
include: progressive tax regimes which
facilitate the transition from the informal
to the formal economy, the legal situation
of migrant workers, the extension of
unemployment benefits during the early
stages of starting a business and interpre-
tations of the banking regulations.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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ENCOURAGING
ENTREPRENEURSHIP AMONG
THE DISADVANTAGED

Approximately half as many women as

men set up a business1, and the propor-

tion of self-employed young people and

ethnic minorities 2 is lower than that for

the population as a whole. Some EU

Member States also report that start-up

rates are 10 times lower in their worst

performing areas than in their best3.

One reason why the potential 4 is not

realised is because, for many disadvan-

taged groups, the risks of losing income

(from benefits, casual work or the sub-

merged economy) by becoming an

entrepreneur often appear greater than

the likely gain, especially when they have

a dependant family and/or a precarious

legal status (for example, they have just

arrived from another country).

Business support providers can be

helpful in controlling or reducing the

risk for these groups. However, they

usually have little information on the

business needs of the people that face

discrimination on the labour market

and likewise, social economy enter-

prises rarely have any contact with

business support providers.This means

that disadvantaged groups as well as

social economy enterprises often do

not receive appropriate guidance from

business support services.

In addition, potential entrepreneurs

from disadvantaged groups often see

little reason to trust or identify with

traditional business support providers.

And the fact that the disadvantaged

tend to have few role models or con-

tacts with successful entrepreneurs

from their peer group distorts their

perceptions of the risk involved in set-

ting up a business.

Finally, entrepreneurial attitudes and

skills are not sufficiently addressed by

training and education establishments.

EU PLEDGES LONG-TERM
COMMITMENT TO
DEVELOPING SMALL
BUSINESS 

The European Union, through both the

European Regional Development Fund

(ERDF) and European Social Fund (ESF),

plays a leading role in shaping the nature

of business support in Europe. Around

a third of the total EU budget for SMEs

is directed at different kinds of business

support 5. The ESF dedicates around

EUR 8 billion - or 14% of its total

budget for 2000-6 6 - to a broad pack-

age of measures to develop entrepre-

neurial skills, business start-ups, business

networks and the promotion of enter-

prise. This commitment will be main-

tained and possibly increased.Action to

support entrepreneurship is raised

under all three proposed priorities for

the ESF and the three new objectives

proposed for the ERDF for the period

2007-13 7.

The rationale for public policy interven-

tion in the field of business support

services is based upon three main argu-

ments. Firstly, the European Employment

Strategy recognises that "some 22 mil-

lion jobs need to be created to reach the

Lisbon employment rate target in 2010" 8.

The Strategy accepts that it is not possi-

ble to achieve these goals exclusively by

increasing employability or adaptability,

particularly in lagging regions.

Secondly, the Commission's Green

Paper on Entrepreneurship argues that

"entrepreneurship should be widely

promoted with a particular focus on

women and other underrepresented

groups."  By way of illustration, the UK

states that there is a loss of EUR 8 bil-

lion per annum, 88 000 firms and thou-

sands of jobs as a result of lower start-

up rates in inner city areas 9.

And thirdly, the Green Paper on Entre-

preneurship recognises that "business

support services available seem to

respond less well to their (ethnic

minorities and disadvantaged groups)

specific needs". Improving these serv-

ices is often far more cost-effective than

keeping people unemployed.

HARD-TO-REACH BUT
NOT EXCLUDED
EQUAL PROVIDES BUSINESS SUPPORT TO
HARD-TO-REACH PEOPLE
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At EU level, it is recommended that

these business services should meet a

series of priorities that include putting

users needs first, improving outreach and

communication, stressing the importance

of role models, improving entrepreneur-

ship education10. It is also argued that

"creating awareness of support serv-

ices among micro, small and sole pro-

prietor’s businesses seems to be the

most important challenge for support

service providers in the future" and

recommends that "business support

places an emphasis on initial diagnosis

of SME needs prior to assistance being

granted" 11. Indeed, the European

Commission’s DG Enterprise has

developed a methodology for ana-

lysing SME needs and gaps in relation

to the existing support available to

them 12.

BUILDING BRIDGES
BETWEEN LOCAL
COMMUNITIES AND NEW
BUSINESS

From the perspective of disadvantaged

groups or areas, key elements of success

have come from:

Research to develop clear
information about the
target public

Providers of business support services

participating in EQUAL have under-

taken extensive research to acquire

better intelligence about the specific

business support needs, profiles and

opportunities of disadvantaged groups,

areas and sectors (i.e. the social econ-

omy). In other cases, the kind of busi-

ness support that works best for spe-

cific groups and contexts is systemati-

cally analysed and monitored.

The results of this research have been

directly used:

• to increase the quality of business

support strategy and procedures in

national and regional programmes

(for example, the content of pro-

grammes, specific targets and moni-

toring arrangements which take into

account the needs of specific

groups, contracts specifying  when,

how and how much specialist out-

reach services intervene, when they

hand over to  mainstream support

services, and quality guidelines for

specific services, such as women-

friendly "business incubators");

• to improve operations of both gen-

eral and specialist business support

services by training employees to

take into account the differences

between potential entrepreneurs

(for example, by providing guides on

routes out of benefit dependency

into entrepreneurship that analyse

the major hurdles faced by disadvan-

taged people and by all those in the

submerged economy when trying to

move from social security benefits

into self-employment). On the basis

of international comparisons, a

series of policy recommendations

for improvements to benefit sys-

tems and practical hints that should

be taken into account when provid-

ing business advice have been for-

mulated in some countries;

• to allocate considerable resources

to business support programmes

and schemes, targeting under-repre-

sented groups (up to 30% of the

budget for entrepreneurship).

Business start-ups have been shown to

increase by up to 20% per annum in

regions where the above approaches

have been undertaken.

Strategies for getting out
into hard-to-reach
communities (outreach)

Disadvantaged groups will rarely take

the first step of coming into a business

support office.Therefore a number of

approaches have been developed to

overcome this problem:

• first approach: offices are set up in

the middle of the hard-to-reach

communities, while at the same time

creating a style attractive to the tar-

get public with good referral net-

works from both social services and

representative groups (i.e. youth

groups). In Germany, it was calcu-

lated that such a service to young

people costs around EUR 6 000 in

an inner city location and EUR 8 000

in a rural area. Given unemployment

benefits of EUR 750 a month, this

means that the costs are covered

after eight months self-employment

in the city and 11 months in rural

areas. A variation on this approach,

when the region is very large, is to

create mobile offices;

• second approach: subcontract part of

the service in a "hub and spoke"

model to specialist agencies more

firmly enrooted in the communities

supported and therefore able to

engage far better with its client group

by providing tailor-made services.

Users are, however, to be referred to

mainstream support agencies at an

agreed point. One region involved in

EQUAL has used this model to cre-

ate 700 companies and 1 400 jobs

among hard-to-reach groups;

 



• third approach: train local NGOs to

provide business advice themselves,

thereby building on the trust they

have acquired within their communi-

ties. In some cases, this training also

allows these NGOs to acquire recog-

nised professional qualifications.

Building bridges between
local needs and
entrepreneurship

Local and social economy support

services no longer restrict themselves

to waiting for entrepreneurs to come

into the office with a business idea for

an existing market. Many take a far

more proactive role by creating data

bases of potential business ideas and

actively promoting certain market

niches (e.g. for rural tourism or partic-

ular craft products). Social economy

projects often play a similar role of

broker between unmet social needs,

the public sector and unused human

potential. For example, projects may

train and qualify immigrant women

providing care services in the informal

economy, use voucher schemes, open

up public contracts and promote their

services directly within the community.

Promoting positive role
models of
entrepreneurship among
local communities

EQUAL partnerships have tested

effective ways to promote positive

role models of entrepreneurship by:

• disseminating promotional leaflets,

posters and by organising publicity

campaigns in the media. All promo-

tional images show people who are

confident, energetic and fashionable;

• organising contests and competitions

for entrepreneurship among particu-

lar groups to reinforce the idea that

the businesses are far from marginal;

• to make a wider impact, some

EQUAL partners have pooled

resources with various actors to

achieve larger scale initiatives, such

as TV series.

Support for teachers and
trainers to build
entrepreneurial attitudes
and skills

Besides promoting entrepreneurship

in secondary schools and training cen-

tres via the use of tools, such as simu-

lated business games, EQUAL has also

developed support tools for teachers,

influenced the mainstream curriculum

and had an effect on training institu-

tions with a particular focus on groups

that face disadvantages.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The good practices tested under

EQUAL reinforce the policy orienta-

tions and priorities at EU level by

addressing the business needs of

under-represented groups.

Business support services can benefit

from:

• increased take-up among disadvan-

taged groups and more start-ups by

using demographic profiling of busi-

ness needs and the demographic

monitoring of the effectiveness of all

stages of business support in order

to adapt their services to real needs.

This can be done to complement

the existing methodology developed

by the European Commission’s DG

Enterprise (see above);
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• improved effectiveness towards dis-
advantaged groups by making a clear
analysis of the barriers that prevent
people progressing along routes out
of benefit dependency;

• increased creation of viable busi-
nesses in deprived communities by
assuming a brokerage role in opening
up public and private sector markets
and connecting unmet social needs
with unused human resources. This is
where the social economy and its
support structures can generally go
further than conventional businesses;

• changed "mindsets" of disadvantaged
groups by increasing the visibility of
successful projects and communica-
ting positive role models. There is
considerable scope for national and
transnational co-operation in this

area for both disadvantaged groups
and the social economy.

The objectives of social affairs and
employment policy-makers would be
within easier reach if they recognise
that schools (and training establish-
ments) are central players in inclusive
entrepreneurship strategies. Adjusted
curricula and support for teachers can
ensure that entrepreneurship education
also addresses the needs of groups that
face disadvantages in the labour market;

National and regional funding pro-
grammes (specifically those that fit
within the relevant EU policy frame-
works, such as the European Employ-
ment Strategy, the Structural Funds, the
European Charter for Small Enterprises,
the Multi-annual Programme for Entre-
preneurship and the Entrepreneurship

Action Plan) that incorporate entrepre-
neurship objectives could improve their
effectiveness and efficiency by better
co-ordinating between relevant govern-
ment departments, agencies responsible
for business support and regional actors
like development agencies and business
organisations.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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1 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor. 2002. See also Strengthening women’s entrepreneurship.The ADAPT and EMPLOYMENT Community Initia-
tive. Innovations No 4. 1998 

2 Diversity and Equality for Europe. European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia. Annual Report 2001.
3 Small Business and Government.The Way Forward. SBS. Department of Trade and Industry. 2002
4 According to the third report on economic and social cohesion (A new partnership for Cohesion EC 2004) "these disparities contribute to lower

levels of income and employment than can potentially be achieved and lower the growth potential to the detriment of all, not just those directly
affected." 

5 Creating an entrepreneurial Europe.The activities of the European Union for small- and medium-sized enterprises. COM 2003 21 + 26. EC
2003.

6 A new partnership for social cohesion.Third Report on Economic and Social Cohesion. E.C. February 2004.
7 Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the European Regional Development Fund COM (2004) 495 and

on the European Social Fund COM (2004) 493.
8 Joint Employment Report 2003/2004. European Commission.
9 Small Business and Government.The Way Forward. UK Small Business Service. 2002
10 The following are key references to EU policy recommendations in this area: EC Strategic Evaluation of Financial Assistance Schemes to SMEs;

EC Report on Support Services for Micro Small and Sole proprietor businesses; EC Action Plan on Entrepreneurship; EC Staff Working Paper
"Creating Top Class Business Support Services"; Report of the Employment Task Force chaired by Wim Kok; the Joint Employment Report
2003/4.

11 Strategic Evaluation of Financial Assistance Schemes to SMEs. Commissioned by DG Budget. Final Report. 2003
12 Support Services for Micro Small and Sole proprietor businesses. DG Enterprise (2002)



BUSINESS SUPPORT SERVICES:
TOO DISJOINTED AND
INAPPROPRIATE FOR
DISADVANTAGED GROUPS?

Small businesses and governments in
many European countries complain that
sources of business support frequently
do not respond to the real needs of
actual and potential business people, par-
ticularly those who face disadvantages in
the labour market.

Disadvantaged groups and areas tend to
rely on a circuit made up of different
public and semi-public agencies working
at the boundaries between social secu-
rity, employment and enterprise policy.
Here, one often finds poor quality and
overlapping sources of business support
for small enterprises.They rarely form a
genuine system capable of effectively
accompanying disadvantaged groups
along an itinerary towards independent
income generating activities. Further-
more, business support staff are seldom
trained in how to help disadvantaged
groups, while agencies specialised in
dealing with these groups may lack busi-
ness skills and experience.

These problems contribute to lower
rates of self-employment and business
creation among disadvantaged groups
and areas, lower rates of employment
and loss of output 1.

BUSINESSES NEED HIGH
QUALITY AND TARGETED
SUPPORT

Providing business support is already a
major policy priority of the European
Union. Business advisory services and
shared business services represent
approximately one third of the EUR16
billion to be spent on supporting SMEs
by the structural funds 2000-20062 (split
fairly evenly between pure advice and
support involving some kind of business
premises). Another third of the total is
spent on grant aid but this often forms a
package with the business advisory serv-
ices. The advisory services often play a
key role in the access to and allocation of
the grant aid.

Since the late 1990s this has led to a
whole series of initiatives to document
good practice in business services, to
increase the synergy between the large
number of existing projects and to
improve quality, relevance and take-up.3

The Enterprise DG has been formally
responsible for most of these initia-
tives. Improving the coherence and
quality of the business support system
is mentioned as a priority in the Euro-
pean Charter for Small Enterprises and
its successive national reports.

The recent Strategic Evaluation of
Financial Assistance Schemes to SMEs4

also argues that the "overall rationale of
business infrastructure and advice

should not be questioned. The cluster
responds to practical needs, particularly
acute as far as SMEs are concerned,
even more if one considers micro and
small enterprises which cannot afford
to pay for such services, deemed crucial
for their survival rate after three to five
years". The report endorses the state-
ment that "the development of a one-
stop SME shop, capable of providing
information regarding all of the services
available at national level is urgently
needed". Consequently, the report sup-
ports "closely aligning SME measures
with regional development strategies".
In addition, it says targeting should be
made "according to geography, size but
also particular social groups".

This point was also taken up in DG
Enterprise’s Green Paper on Entrepre-
neurship and the Action Plan that fol-
lowed from it 5. The latter states that
"the Commission will keep promoting
access to top class support and manage-
ment training for entrepreneurs from all
backgrounds including groups with spe-
cific needs such as women and entrepre-
neurs from ethnic minorities". From the
point of view of employment policy, the
report of the Employment Task Force
chaired by Wim Kok and the Joint
Employment Report also stresses the
importance of further developing advi-
sory services for start-ups6. Finally, busi-
ness support services are specifically
mentioned in the first two objectives of
the new ERDF regulations and support

BETTER BUSINESS = 
INCLUSIVE SUPPORT
EQUAL DEVELOPS HIGH QUALITY SUPPORT 
SYSTEMS FOR ALL
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for entrepreneurship is raised under
two of the three priorities of the ESF
regulations for the period 2007-13 7.

In this light, DG Enterprise is consid-
ering further initiatives regarding top
class business support which include
further developing systems for tailor-
ing business services to the needs of
entrepreneurs; establishing a Euro-
pean quality referential for business
services; developing a recognised
common core of training for business
support workers; and developing
common evaluation systems of busi-
ness services.

ENSURING HIGH QUALITY
BUSINESS SUPPORT FOR ALL 

EQUAL strategies for ensuring a high
quality business support system for all
can be summarised in three lines of
action, which are interlinked and rein-
force each other:

Specialised support for 
setting up and running a
business

EQUAL provides a strong case for giving
specialised support to key target groups,
notably women, young people, ethnic
minorities, people with disabilities, peo-
ple over 50, social economy organisa-
tions and so on. In Germany, for exam-
ple, training designed specifically for
women led to business survival rates of
around 80% compared to an average of
30% on normal courses. In Wales a
series of specialist pre-start agencies
have contributed to an increase of 20%
in yearly start-up rates.

However, it is clear that there is also a
common core of skills and compe-
tences that are necessary for anyone to
set up any kind of business. For exam-
ple, according to DG Enterprise, 80% of
the problems faced by ethnic minorities
in setting up a business are common to
all entrepreneurs. Similarly, social econ-
omy organisations need sound financial
and business management, in the same
way as ordinary SMEs.

In order to balance the advantages of
specialist support (for example, greater
understanding and affinity with the
client group) with the additional costs
and the risk of marginalising people
even more, specialist organisations
(often NGOs) within EQUAL have
focused on the phases before the
launch of the business.This allows them
to concentrate on issues specific to
certain disadvantaged groups such as
language, confidence and trust, caring
responsibilities and work-life balance,
and collective methods of working.

Regarding social economy businesses,
specific support is needed throughout
all phases of business development, not
just pre-start. It includes cooperative
management structures, dealing with
voluntary workers, disabled workers
and other disadvantaged personnel,
managing public-private funding mixes,
public procurement, social auditing,
social franchising and so on.

Three key support services have
received particular attention: business
incubators, mentors and "one-stop
shops".

Most business incubators focus on the
higher technology end of the market

and are often closely related to univer-
sities and research centres. EQUAL has
developed incubators that support dis-
advantaged groups in different ways:

• The first puts young, unemployed
people through a rigorous selection
process so as to support business
start-ups in fashionable growth sec-
tors like graphic and internet design,
film, music, public relations and so on.
In Germany, such an approach has
achieved a success rate of 82% into
self-employment and a survival rate
of nearly 90% after two years.

• At the other extreme, some incuba-
tors explicitly aim to attract people
that face particularly severe disadvan-
tages in the labour market, such as
single mothers, unskilled women or
women from ethnic minorities, by
providing longer and more flexible
opening hours, space for part-time
working, longer incubation periods,
access to public transport, security,
and childcare.

Mentoring has been tried and tested as
a means of introducing both business
realism and a degree of individual
empathy into what sometimes risks
becoming a rather academic business
planning process. EQUAL has demons-
trated the importance of matching
mentors and business promoters in
two key areas: firstly, their experience
and background not only in terms of
sector and type of business but also
according to age, sex and ethnic origin;
secondly, the mentor’s interpersonal
skills and the personal "chemistry" bet-
ween mentor and business promoters
are important. These conclusions lead
to a clear set of methodological recom-
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mendations, such as the need for trial
periods and the integration of mentors
into well-defined packages of business
support.

Integrated business support
systems that link into mains-
tream provision

EQUAL "one-stop shops" have devel-

oped beyond the idea that the client

should find all services under one roof

and are instead designing a set of guide-

lines for recognising a genuine support

system made up of clearly defined

stages like profiling, planning, start-up,

consolidation and growth.

Each stage has a fixed duration (ranging

from four weeks for profiling to five

years for growth) and involves the pro-

vision of different services (such as

counselling, training and qualification,

mentoring and access to micro-credit)

that help the entrepreneur acquire  the

personal competences, the skills as well

as the resources necessary for success.

Then, based on a predefined division of

labour, both specialist and mainstream

providers, such as banks, provide differ-
ent parts of the support package in
each stage. Systems have been devel-
oped to record the progress made by
the entrepreneurs along this itinerary
in a way that is recognised by banks and
other agencies. Survival rates after two
years can also be over 80% using these
systems and the costs of support are
estimated at around two thirds of the
annual cost of unemployment.

Quality standards and
training for inclusive
business support

EQUAL has found that the various inte-
grated support systems described
above need to define common method-
ologies and, above all, recognised qual-
ity standards, indicators and bench-
marks that take account of diversity by
breaking down the data to the level of
the disadvantaged groups. In the UK,
this has been applied to produce offi-
cially recognised standards and moni-
toring procedures for business men-
tors. In Germany, EQUAL created a
National Association for Business Start-

ups and developed quality standards for

the support system as a whole.

By adding ‘social inclusion’ to the qual-

ity criteria applied to business services,

EQUAL has exposed the need for fun-

damental changes in certain cherished

business support methodologies. For

example, more accessible and flexible

business planning tools may better

reflect the more gradual, organic way in

which many businesses are started by

women and ethnic minorities. How-

ever, to ensure that these methods are

not restricted to specialist support

services, training packages on diversity

have been developed for business advi-

sors and used extensively at a national

and at regional level for a broad range

of disadvantaged groups.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The good practices tested under

EQUAL address and reinforce the policy

orientations and priorities at EU level by

addressing the business needs of under-

represented groups.
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National and regional business support
programmes (particularly if these are
co-financed by the Structural Funds)
would increase their effectiveness and
efficiency by:

• ensuring that there is adequate provi-
sion of certain specific services for
particular groups and types of enter-
prise. Some of the main tools include
mentoring, incubators and one-stop
shops or centres;

• using partnerships to negotiate inte-
grated systems of business support
which link specialist and mainstream
provision into coherent support itine-
raries that respond to the business
needs of disadvantaged groups and
areas;

• including quality standards and sys-
tems of control which take account
of diversity. A common European
core for these quality systems could
provide a useful tool for ensuring
that business support systems finan-
ced by the structural funds are really
inclusive;

• aiming for better coordination bet-
ween relevant government depart-
ments, agencies responsible for busi-
ness support and regional actors like
development agencies and business
organisations.

Business support staff would benefit
from recognised training in all the above.
Business support methodologies must
also be adapted to deal with very differ-
ent realities (social entrepreneurship
and the submerged economy).

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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NEW SKILLS NEEDED FOR
STAFF IN SOCIAL
ENTERPRISES 

Social enterprises play an important role
in society. Their distinguishing feature is
that they trade to support their social
objectives rather than for personal gain.
In so doing, they provide much-needed
goods and services, often where the pri-
vate sector has chosen not to. Social
enterprises provide health and care serv-
ices, recycling services, new and recycled
goods, transport, community facilities,
renewable energy, construction services,
housing and access to broadband
telecommunications. This is often com-
bined with providing on-the-job training
in a supportive environment for disad-
vantaged people, including people who
have a disability or are long-term unem-
ployed.

Despite this, or perhaps because they
eschew a "get rich quick" mentality, social
enterprises tend to suffer from low pres-
tige.Yet working in them is not easy; it
demands flexibility and multiple skills.
Incentives and career paths are some-
times limited, or perceived as such. Social
and financial aims may clash, as may vol-
unteer and paid employee mentalities.
There may be fears that pay and condi-
tions in the public or private sectors
might be undermined by "unfair compe-
tition" from more result-oriented social
economy working methods. Result-ori-
ented in the sense that participative
working methods and internal flexibility
allow the ingenuity of employees to be
harnessed to increase productivity. As if
this was not enough, they predominantly

offer employment to people who have
not gained formal qualifications.

As businesses, they must be well man-
aged if they are to survive. The specific
nature of social enterprises means that
they need specific new skills and qualifi-
cations in the following areas:

• working in a social enterprise is not
solely a matter of gaining a material
reward. In personnel or human
resource management, social enter-
prises therefore depend to a far
greater extent on the motivation of
their workers. Techniques of partici-
pative management are required to
maintain this. These depend on the
involvement of people in deciding the
content of jobs and in improving
results, rather than simply carrying
them out as instructed.This relies on a
keen appreciation of what it means to
work in a team, and a commitment to
a process of collective problem resolu-
tion and decision-making. Positions of
responsibility may be held in rotation
over longer or shorter periods, and
jobs may be shared. Working hours
may be negotiated flexibly.To increase
job quality, people may carry out a
number of different roles in parallel or
in succession. Strategic decisions will
generally be reached through a
process of consultation of all stake-
holders. Feedback on achievements
and results is to the general meeting of
members, as well as to stakeholders
more broadly.

• The success of social enterprises
depends on keeping up good links with

a number of different stakeholders.
There is a need to manage their
"social capital", which is made up of
levels of trust, reciprocity, norms of
behaviour, a sense of belonging and
networks.This not only involves work-
ers but suppliers, final users, clients in
both the public and private sectors and
the community generally.

• Social enterprises do not rely on con-
ventional, anonymous marketing tech-
niques. Instead they focus on social
marketing based on proximity, per-
sonal contact and trust.

• Finance is often a combination of pri-
vate finance, public funding and volun-
tary contributions of money or time.
Managing this mix also requires specific
skills.

• Finally, social enterprises have multiple
"bottom lines", that is to say multiple
objectives – social and environmental
and not only financial. They strive not
only to ensure their continuity by mak-
ing an operating surplus, but also to
produce outputs which are not simple
to translate into monetary terms (for
instance in terms of the improved
social welfare of their members, their
customers and the local community).
Methods of attributing monetary val-
ues to the costs and benefits of social
enterprise are continually being
improved (for instance their activity
may reduce public spending on unem-
ployment benefit, social security, health
and policing services). Evaluating
whether to support social enterprises
and monitoring their performance

MANAGEMENT SKILLS
FOR SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISES
EQUAL CONTRIBUTES TO SET STANDARDS
FOR NEW PROFESSIONS
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requires special reporting, monitor-
ing and evaluation techniques that
take account of the social as well as
the economic objectives.

RECOGNISING INFORMAL
LEARNING AND VALIDATING
QUALIFICATIONS

Over the years, the European Social
Fund and education and training pro-
grammes, such as FORCE and
Leonardo da Vinci have supported
many projects, which have built the
skills of social enterprise managers.The
start of a more strategic approach was
signalled in the mid-1990s, when the
European Commission supported a
pilot project to establish a Third Sector
Training Network (REEN). This held a
number of European conferences and
summer schools and published a direc-
tory of 140 providers 1, but in the
absence of permanent funding was
wound up after several years. Provision
remains fragmented and there are few
accepted standards.

The European Commission’s main pol-
icy thrusts in this area are:

• the Strategy for Lifelong Learn-
ing produced in 2001, which is based
on two key ideas: firstly, that nowa-
days learning has to take place
throughout one’s life rather than
being concentrated in the ages
between 6 and 19. Secondly, that it is
important to encourage and recog-
nise much of the informal learning
that takes place at work and outside
the formal education or training sys-
tem (learning must be life wide as well
as life long); and

• the Initiative on Vocational Education
and Training (commonly known as
t h e B r u g e s - C o p e n h a g e n
process), a 31-country initiative
whose aim is to build a transparent
and visible European framework that
allows credit transfers between coun-
tries (now possible in higher educa-
tion), common quality references for
training and teacher training.

The link between learning and mobility,
and the imperative towards inclusion,
are set out in the Copenhagen Declara-
tion of 30 November 2002 as follows:
"Strategies for lifelong learning and mobil-
ity are essential to promote employability,
active citizenship, social inclusion and per-
sonal development. Developing a knowl-
edge-based Europe and ensuring that the
European labour market is open to all is a
major challenge to the vocational educa-
tional and training systems in Europe and
to all actors involved.The same is true of
the need for these systems to continuously
adapt to new developments and changing
demands of society" 2.

As a result of this Declaration, work
focuses on five concrete outputs:

• a single framework for trans-
parency of competences and
qualifications. The intention is to
bring together into a single user-
friendly and more visible format the
various existing transparency instru-
ments, for example the European CV,
the certificate supplements and
diploma supplements, the Europass-
Training and the national reference
points, possibly using the Europass
brand;

• a system of credit transfer similar
to the European Credit Transfer Sys-
tem in higher education;

• common quality criteria and
principles;

• common principles for the validation
of non-formal and informal
learning;

• lifelong guidance. The aim is to
strengthen the European dimension
of information guidance and coun-
selling services, enabling citizens to
have improved access to lifelong
learning.

Training in social enterprise manage-
ment would benefit from this harmoni-
sation process. There are already a
number of management qualifications,
at various levels, specially designed for
enterprises with social objectives. The
Commission points out that "several
examples exist of specific modules for
co-operative management training
(including distance learning) and even of
dedicated university courses for co-
operative entrepreneurs. Unfortu-
nately, most such initiatives remain iso-
lated and these could usefully be net-
worked across Europe". It undertakes
to "take the necessary steps to ensure
that programmes for education, train-
ing, lifelong learning and e-learning
should facilitate the participation of co-
operatives" 3.

EQUAL: HELPING TO DELIVER
COMPREHENSIVE TRAINING
AND EDUCATION

The training being piloted by EQUAL
generally falls into one of five cate-
gories, with many Development Part-
nerships (DPs) working on more than
one:

• management training to improve
the performance of social enter-
prises,

• graduate and post-graduate educa-
tion,

• vocational training (mostly in the
care sector),

• pre-vocational training and anima-
tion,

• training in support services.

A number of widely varying approaches
may be mentioned.

Transnational delivery of a
common curriculum

The partners in one transnational co-
operative agreement are piloting an 18-
month university-level qualification, the
European Certificate in Community

 



Enterprise (ECCE) 4. While delivery is
divided among the six participating
countries (ES, FR, IT, RO, SE, UK), the
course is validated by the University of
East London. It develops a common
understanding of the social economy,
creates "communities of practice" to
improve skills, and creates a new pro-
fessional profile, the "community enter-
prise agent". Thirty students started
the course, and six have dropped out.
The progress of the work in EQUAL so
far shows that wide variations in prac-
tices of social enterprise development
in different countries still allow useful
lessons to be learnt. The partnership
approach described above has been a
strong success factor in learning the
right things and in enabling the work to
be further developed into a feasible
European model for social enterprise
support practice.

A strong focus on
empowerment

Self-managed enterprises such as co-
operatives are by their nature empow-
ering, as all members have to take the
responsibility of running the business.
The process of group working and
decision-making can be an important
socialising and therapeutic tool.
EQUAL has for example found ways to
successfully reintegrate ex-drug addicts
and education dropouts into the labour
market through theoretical/practical
courses in starting a social enterprise 5.

The EQUAL experience shows that
some people, disadvantaged in the
labour market, such as for example ex-
drug addicts, have the potential to keep
professional jobs, but, having dropped
out of formal education, lack the formal
qualifications to gain such a job. By
boosting confidence, building skills and
offering ways into work for people with
low qualifications, social enterprises play
an important role in integrating disad-
vantaged people into the labour market.

In Germany, EQUAL has successfully
piloted training courses that empower

unemployed people by making them
the boss of their own co-operative
enterprise 6.

Professionalising the fast-
growing care sector

By carrying out training in skills used in
the care sector, EQUAL work is testing
integrated approaches to simultane-
ously improve the supply of high-quality
care, integrate disadvantaged individuals
into the workforce, and reduce the
extent of informal work.The need for
elderly care is growing fast: for exam-
ple, in the region of Baden-Württem-
berg alone there are 34 000 people
working in institutional care and a fur-
ther 12 000 in mobile care. Demo-
graphic change means that this figure
will grow by 25% by 2010 7.

Creating new professions
to aid social enterprise
development

EQUAL has supported the develop-
ment of new formal occupational stan-
dards both for managers inside social
enterprises and for those advising them
externally.The standard for social enter-

prise managers 8 is structured around
three areas of competence: improving
relationships with stakeholders,working
with a board of directors, and monitor-
ing the social performance of the enter-
prise. The standard for business advis-
ers 9 covers four main areas: knowledge
and understanding of key areas, identify-
ing opportunities to start social enter-
prises, helping to start social enter-
prises and helping social enterprises to
survive in the long-term.

In Italy, EQUAL has developed and
tested on-line training courses leading
to a masters’ degree in social business
administration 10. The training is devel-
oping a new profession, the "intermedi-
ary of confidence", with the following
skills profile:

• mapping the outsourcing policy of
profit-making enterprises;

• mapping the social economy offer;

• arranging meetings between public
authorities, private enterprises and
social enterprises;

• developing corporate social respon-
sibility policies;

• developing innovative ideas.
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The qualification is accredited by the
economics faculty of Padua University
for the year 2005/6.The delivery of the
course is scheduled so as to facilitate the
participation of working managers.
EQUAL has also shown that the tensions
that arise within our changing societies
require the exercise of new social roles.
For instance in some areas young people
from immigrant communities may find it
difficult to find a suitable job.Their expe-
rience of facing, and possibly resolving,
such difficulties can be turned into an
asset,by training them to help other peo-
ple facing similar problems.Training peo-
ple to carry out new professions such as
intercultural mediator or social economy
coach not only helps them to integrate
into society, but also makes them cata-
lysts for the integration of those they
advise.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Social enterprises produce goods and
services, and provide employment in a
supportive environment.They constitute
an alternative business model, which
makes business attractive to a wider
range of people than conventional 
models do.They have a valuable contri-
bution to make in promoting inclusion,
local development and neighbourhood
renewal. They face the risks that com-
merce is prey to, and so require profes-
sional management if they are to prosper.
Moreover, their multiple stakeholders

and objectives mean that managing them
is a complex balancing act, which
demands a broader range of skills than
much conventional management.There is
therefore a need for better-targeted and
widely available training in social enter-
prise management.

In several Member States, EQUAL is
working on various pieces of the jigsaw
of training that is needed, and the pieces
are beginning to fit together. But a higher
level of mutual knowledge and inter-
change among training providers would
help to raise standards everywhere, thus
leading to more, and more successful,
social enterprises. One way to stimulate
such a mutually beneficial exchange
might be to facilitate the establishment of
a European network of social enterprise
training providers.

A new professional qualification in social
enterprise management, which recog-
nises the specific skills needed, would
raise the profile of the sector and thus
improve labour market transparency and
job quality. To aid labour mobility, this
should be agreed at European level. Such
a qualification should be made widely
available, and there is interest in several
EU countries in a common graduate-
level qualification in social enterprise
management.A first step towards creat-
ing such a qualification would be to bring
together the necessary critical mass of
centres providing such training, so that

they could work out the best ways of
collaborating.The great potential for syn-
ergy might, for instance, be brought out
by establishing a European network of
centres of excellence in social enterprise
management.

As well as the level of general manage-
ment skills, there are skills issues specifi-
cally related to the field of personal care.
Professional standards are needed to
guarantee service levels to clients, to
provide accountability to funders, and to
offer stable career paths to workers.
Transnationally accepted professional
qualifications also promote cross-border
labour mobility. Their establishment in
the care sector will make it easier for
care workers (in both EU and third
countries) to take up posts in other
countries as part of the formal economy,
while reducing the temptation to work
illicitly.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal4

1 European Directory of Training Organisations for the Third Sector, European Third Sector Training Network, Brussels, c. 1996
2 cited at http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/copenhagen/index_en.html
3 On the promotion of co-operative societies in Europe, COM(2004) 18, 23 Feb 04, page 7
4 ECCO – European Community Co-operative Observatory (TCA 397), led by the Thames Gateway DP, see www.eccoeuropa.net
5 The Swedish DP partner in TCA 397 (EFF – Empowerment for the Future) has four partners: Basta Arbetskooperativ (an 80-strong co-opera-

tive of ex-drug addicts), a voluntary organisation, an insurance company and the University of Lund. -
6 innova Entwicklungspartnerschaft für Selbsthilfegenossenschaften, see www.innova-eg.de
7 The Dritt-Sektor-Qualifizierung in der Altenhilfe DP is a coalition of the main welfare organisations. It aims to improve personnel development,

raise job quality, and create jobs in elderly care. An index of its value is that it has grown from 17 to 30 partners.
8 http://www.sepgb.co.uk/downloads/semanagementunitsversion3.doc
9 http://www.sepgb.co.uk/downloads/seadviserunitsversion3.doc
10 The Welfare Integrato e Imprenditorialità DP in northwest Italy has 24 partners.

 



GETTING IT RIGHT FOR ALL
WORKERS

Information and communication tech-

nologies (ICT) are not accessible to all.

Individuals who fail to learn, adapt and

update ICT skills risk exclusion from the

labour market and society in general,

particularly as ICT become a basic skill.

The challenge of learning ICT skills can

be especially great to disadvantaged

groups such as unemployed people, peo-

ple with disabilities and migrants.Training

efforts are not adapted to the needs of

these groups but are primarily focused

on management and white-collar work-

ers.This leaves the vast majority of man-

ual workers and unemployed excluded

from ICT up-skilling. Ultimately there is

a risk of a “digital divide” between those

who access and use ICT skills and those

who do not. In 2001, only 29.1% of the

total workforce had ever had ICT train-

ing. Some 27.5% of the men received

training compared to 31.1% of the

women, 15.9% of the self-employed,

16.7% of manual workers and as few as

13.7% of the unemployed. Yet 84% of

workers who have had ICT training

found that it made their job easier 1.

The potential of ICT-based self-assess-

ment tools is largely unexplored. This

means that employees are unaware of

their skills and training needs, and are

not empowered to learn ICT and

develop their careers. This also means

that employers are unaware of what

skills their workforce possesses, and

how training could be used and devel-

oped to enhance staff and business

development. It also prevents beneficial

knowledge exchange, which ICT could

aid, from taking place.

Employers are also often unaware of

how ICT could be used for forecasting

business needs and for business devel-

opment.This contributes to the risk of

businesses falling behind because they

do not use their full development

potential. If many businesses fail to ben-

efit from ICT the EU risks not develop-

ing into a knowledge-based society and

falling behind in world markets.

BUILDING A DYNAMIC AND
KNOWLEDGE-BASED EUROPE

Is the EU to become the world’s most

dynamic and competitive knowledge-

based economy by 2010? This target

was set in March 2000 at the Lisbon

European Council.The EU is addressing

this challenge through a number of poli-

cies and activities. Successful integration

of ICT into education and training is a

main concern of EU leaders and a policy

priority for eEurope 2005 2. There are

two main themes: to promote ICT-

enhanced learning so that it is available

to all; and to support ICT changes in the

workplace (in production and work

organisation) by aiding the learning of

required ICT skills.

The EU is also committed to developing

‘e-Inclusion’ so that a digital divide does

not widen the economic divide between

those who have access to ICT and knowl-

edge, and those who have not. It is a pri-

ority to support and encourage enter-

prises, particularly SMEs, to recognise the

need to take up ICT on a wider scale.

The Employment Taskforce Report 3

emphasises that the EU needs higher and

more effective investment in human capi-

tal for the good of individual enterprises,

society and the economy. Knowledge-

based and service-based economies

require different skills than traditional

industries; skills which also constantly

need updating in the face of technological

change.Workers, if they are to remain and

progress in work,need to accumulate and

renew skills regularly.The productivity of

enterprises depends on building and

maintaining a workforce that can adapt to

change. Better responsiveness of EU

economies to change requires a high

degree of flexibility in labour markets, in

particular through modern work organi-

sation. The report urges EU Member

States and social partners to promote the

use of ICT and working time flexibility as

tools to modernise work organisation.

BRIDGING 
THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
EQUAL ADAPTS WORKFORCE TO THE
KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY                                        
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CREATING EQUAL ACCESS
TO IT

Development Partnerships formed by
EQUAL have tackled discrimination by
focusing on ICT and the use of ICT.
Three main approaches have emerged
from their work:

• making the Information Society
accessible to all by targeting the use
of ICT and updating of ICT skills in
disadvantaged groups;

• using ICT-based tools as an enabler
by evaluating existing skills and self-
assessment of training needs;

• introducing ICT and adapting com-
panies, work organisation and work-
force to ICT.

Many of the EQUAL activities do not
seem to be innovative in themselves.
However, they do represent an inno-
vative package in the context of wider
aims and activities. The ICT compo-
nent, for instance, may be innovative
for the sector concerned, or at
regional level, or the partnership may
be intervening for the first time to
change the circumstances for disad-
vantaged people. It is the partnership
approach that is the most important
innovation and a unique element of
the work. Transnational co-operation
has enabled joint development of Web
solutions and software. The opportu-
nity to learn about different school
and learning environments in other
countries clarified what conditions are
needed for success. Where social
partners, companies and individuals
work together towards a common
goal it offers a great potential to bring
about lasting change for the EQUAL
target groups.

Access for all to the
information society 

To help increase access to IT, EQUAL 4

in Greece has used innovative ICT
solutions to enhance the abilities and
work-ability of disabled people, par-
ticularly physically disabled people.The
raised technology awareness pro-
duced the unexpected result of creat-
ing work opportunities for disabled
people in environments that had pre-
viously been closed to them. Use of
ICT was a key factor for achieving
these results, primarily by using appli-
cations for e-learning and distance
learning, IT on-the-job training cus-
tomised for people with disabilities,
and an online observatory that moni-
tors activities and results, and helps to
disseminate outcomes.

EQUAL has also looked at effective
ways of making distance learning
accessible to all disadvantaged groups
by ensuring that the teaching used
when training and learning about ICT
is developed, and adapted to the train-
ers and the people receiving training. It
could prove that this approach has
benefited the trainers and trainees,
and unemployed as well as employed
people. EQUAL has also undertaken
action-research on the teaching of dis-
tance learning and thereby improved
dissemination of online courses and
best practice through innovative uses
of an ICT platform. In order to sup-
port this development, it has also car-
ried out research into the question of
how ICT access could be made part of
a wider lifelong learning system.

As part of its work on resolving the
problem of entry qualifications,
EQUAL has developed an ICT learning
system that is truly open to all includ-
ing disadvantaged people, and not only
those who have entry qualifications.
The system, which was developed and

tested in Sweden, focuses on unem-
ployed people and, in particular, on
women refugees, immigrants, children
and young people. In order to ensure
that training content meets employers'
needs, surveys of local SMEs to find
out what skills they require proved to
be an effective tool.The results of the
surveys have helped to train unem-
ployed people in the skills they
request.

Elsewhere in Europe, EQUAL has
developed and implemented success-
fully a tailored-training service that
takes account of the work lifecycle of
several groups of women who are
excluded from active involvement in
the information society and from
access to jobs where ICT skills have
become crucial. A critical success fac-
tor was the provision of special train-
ing to a wider support group, such as
teachers, trainers and guidance staff to
update their skills in supporting the
process of labour market integration
for this target group.

Following tests and developments by
EQUAL, a large number of prisoners
have also been given access to e-learn-
ing, including via Web simulation
where Internet access was not possi-
ble to provide. The prisoners are
offered training measures, which are
carefully selected, evaluated and devel-
oped by a team of experts. The
courses are carried out in small
groups and most of the time partici-
pants study on their own or work as a
group using the training software.This
approach was complemented with
regular assistance by prison staff and
regular contact with an instructor.The
aim was to enable the prisoners to
resolve problems on their own while
not leaving them frustrated by receiv-
ing too little assistance by a trainer.
This approach of tailoring training
packages that use different types of

 



learning, the so called  blended learn-
ing approach, which included a weekly
visit from a trained instructor, proved
successful.

Self diagnostics and
information exchange 
via ICT 

EQUAL in Belgium addressed the
problem that employers need to be
convinced of the benefit of using ICT-
based self-assessment tools if they
are to be applied. It developed and
tested an ICT based training pro-
gramme that could be cost-effectively
tailor-made to give employees and
employers a clear view on skills and
knowledge needed. In particular, the
results of the pilot applications of the
ICT tool showed that it can be tailor-
made for SMEs, combining training
needs analysis, a business audit and
planning tool. It is easily accessed
through the Internet or through a
CD-Rom. Its success is partly due to
its involving and co-operating with
many stakeholders. In order to con-
vince the sector-specific training
organisations who were sceptical at
first, EQUAL demonstrated the poten-
tial advantages of the comprehensive
approach and highlighted the flexibility
of the ICT tool. However, the positive
outcomes would not be possible with-
out the active involvement of these
stakeholders, which was crucial in
identifying the most relevant profes-
sional sectoral skills.

Similarly, EQUAL in Spain successfully
developed an online self-diagnosis
tool to assist with business and train-
ing decisions, and processes aimed at
small businesses run by disadvantaged
people, including female entrepre-
neurs. Businesses can now access the
tool online in Spain for free. Other
support to business ensures that the

tool is made available, that companies
know how to make the best use of it
and that advice is tailored to the indi-
vidual business depending on needs
and technology.

Effective ways of using ICT to share
skills and expertise between disadvan-
taged workers were tested in Finland
around an EQUAL-funded electronic
portal that provides a platform to link
workers, many of them older experi-
enced workers. The portal proved to
be a critical tool for helping these
workers stay in touch with each other,
and discuss problems and solutions
relating to the requirements of a job
or task. It is a particularly useful tool
for those at risk of being excluded
from the workforce because of age;
and it also supports workers between
employment contracts.

Developing business 
with ICT

What are the future ICT needs of a
sector or a region? And what are the
barriers for enterprises to adapt to
new technologies? EQUAL has
realised through its activities in this
field that the answers to these ques-
tions can be used to engage employers
to take up ICT-solutions.

In Spain, EQUAL has demonstrated
the advantages of innovative ways to
provide new ICT-skills to a core of
employees and firms within the print-
ing and publishing sector.The basis
approach is based on a full model of
sectoral adaptation, by using this core
of firms and employees as drivers for
change more widely in the industry. It
starts with providing innovative ICT-
based training schemes to motivate
and train disadvantaged employees. It
then goes on to support new compa-
nies and new business models by facil-
itating access to the digital economy,
and offering new opportunities for
entrepreneurs and risk capital compa-
nies through the creation of strategic
plans.

In the digital broadcasting sector,
EQUAL has looked at how to address
problems with older workers’ knowl-
edge gaps and difficulties in keeping up
with new technology by using inter-
generational learning. And in Spain, it
has targeted a geographical area with
high industrial decline and therefore
considerable unemployment. Within
the latter area it is promoting the use
of champions to advise small com-
panies about business, training and
other key issues.The champions have
access to ICT tools to support their
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work and provide online training to the
employees. Three different types of
champions are being developed and
tested: a social co-ordinator, profes-
sional career mediator and network
manager.The task of the network man-
ager focuses on the introduction of ICT
into small businesses. These managers
have the responsibility of informing the
self-employed about the advantages of
introducing ICT into their company,
particularly the benefits of ICT for
becoming more competitive. Most of
the businesses work with outdated, tra-
ditional machinery and are unfamiliar
with new technology. The introduction
of safer, modern machinery is therefore
crucial, both from a skills and business
competitiveness point of view, but also
from a safety angle.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Unless actions are taken, not everyone
will be able to participate in the knowl-
edge society. EQUAL provides mes-

sages for policy about how to support
people, particularly people disadvan-
taged in the labour market, to become
more familiar with ICT and develop the
necessary skills.

Employers and social partners are
invited to unite to:

• create programmes and methods
aimed at making ICT accessible to all,
particularly people facing discrimina-
tion in the labour market by ensuring
teacher-supported and tailored train-
ing which combines individual work
with face-to-face support;

• use and tailor ICT tools for self-
assessment of employees’ skills, cre-
ate cost-effective customised training,
which benefits employees and busi-
ness development;

• realise the potential of ICT tools to
be used to forecast sectoral and/or

regional training needs and business
development, and use ICT to pro-
mote competitive development with
workforce improvements and techni-
cal upgrading;

• explore the possibilities of setting up
networks with mediators and/or
regional champions to advise small
companies about business, training
and other key issues.

Governments should consider:

• including the promotion of ICT solu-
tions as part of overall approaches or
strategies to achieve change or
respond to change.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal

4

1 Information Society jobs – quality for change, Exploiting the Information Society’s contribution to managing change and enhancing quality in
employment, SEC(2002) 372, p 25-26.

2 e-Europe 2005: is a continuation of the EU’s promotion of the knowledge society established under e-Europe 2002, the main objectives of
which were to develop a cheap, fast and secure Internet, stimulate investment in people and skills, and encourage the use of the Internet.
(www.europa.eu.int/information_society/index_en.htm)

3 ‘Jobs, jobs, jobs-creating more employment in Europe, report of the Employment Taskforce chaired by Wim Kok November 2003
4 Proteas, GR 200958 Greece

 



INVEST IN HUMAN CAPITAL
NOW: GREATER EU
COMPETITIVENESS LATER

In the EU, employers rarely invest in
human capital, because there are few
economic incentives, legal obligations,
social partners agreements or public
sector funding for them to do so. From
a small business perspective, investment
in training is often considered to be
risky at best - a waste of money, at
worst.This position is reinforced by the
lack of tailor-made and relevant training
available for SMEs and their staff. Unlike
large companies, SMEs do not benefit
from economies of scale when creating
tailor-made training for personnel, and
from more evolved human resource
management systems.They are also in a
weaker position when it comes to main-
taining production or services when
staff are absent to attend training
courses.

EQUAL is addressing all of these prob-
lems by promoting demand-led systems
for investment in human capital and life-
long learning.

LIFELONG LEARNING
PROMOTES SUSTAINABLE
EMPLOYMENT

The European Employment Strategy
emphasises the benefits of employer
investment in training adults, as it pro-

motes productivity, competitiveness and
an active older workforce. It also pro-
motes sustainable employment. Fur-
thermore, promoting lifelong learning is
a way to tackle discrimination and
reduce the risk of exclusion by increas-
ing participation, and working towards
giving all individuals real prospects of
getting and keeping a job.

Employers need to be encouraged to
invest in human capital so that the tar-
get set by the Lisbon European Council
of 12.5% of the adult population partic-
ipating in education and training by 2010
can be reached. At this stage, and
despite the fact that some Member
States have outlined comprehensive life-
long learning strategies, there is little
information available on how to imple-
ment coherent lifelong learning systems,
or how to increase the level of invest-
ment in education and training on the
part of working adults and their
employers.

It is argued that greater levels of consul-
tation with and involvement of employ-
ers in developing solutions and systems
that are demand-led, will help to antici-
pate future skills needs within compa-
nies and within sectors.This, in turn, will
help to create a win-win situation that
avoids mismatches between services
delivered and the actual skills needed
within the economy (Employment Task-
force1 Report).

Involving social partners, such as trade
unions and employers’ organisations, in
increasing the motivation of employers
and employees to invest in training is
key 2 . One of the priorities of the social
partners is to build bridges between
formal and non-formal learning. The
European Association of Craft, Small
and Medium-sized Enterprises also
argues for the recognition of continu-
ous informal training in SMEs 3.

EQUAL: ENGAGING THE
EMPLOYER IN CONTINOUS
LEARNING SCHEMES

Engaging the employer is central to
EQUAL innovation in attempting to
develop a culture of continuous
learning in companies. EQUAL has
pursued and tested four main steps to
encourage investment in human capital
by employers, particularly SMEs:

1.making the business case for invest-
ment in human capital;

2. developing tools for assessment of
competences and analysing training
needs;

3. tailoring training to specific needs and
taking a ‘blended learning’ approach;
and

4. networking and collaboration through
various means including training net-
works.

MAKING THE MOST
OF HUMAN
RESOURCES
EQUAL ENCOURAGES SME EMPLOYERS TO
INVEST IN HUMAN CAPITAL

1
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EQUAL has proven that networking
and collaboration provide a necessary
underpinning to points 1 to 3 above. It
has also demonstrated that the timing
of the intervention is crucial. For
example, the development of lifelong
learning systems may become a more
attractive proposition when new mar-
kets are being sought or new designs
are being tested. EQUAL has provided
resources for testing new approaches
over an extended period of time.This
has added value by allowing employers
to invest in improving and developing
tools and approaches to enhance
human capital, and in setting up and
developing collaborative networks
with key stakeholders.

Some of the approaches described
below, such as job rotation, are not 
in themselves new. However, the
processes through which they have
been developed and delivered within
EQUAL has enhanced their efficacy
and efficiency. The added value of
EQUAL over previous approaches is in
creating more comprehensive
interventions than previously
existed. By combining and building on
many established concepts, employers
on EQUAL schemes have created inte-
grated, demand-driven and rele-
vant solutions that are dependent on
the integration of steps 1 to 4 above.

Making the business case
for investment in human
capital

In order to ensure lifelong learning
benefits for both employees (profes-
sional and vocational growth) and
employers (increased competitiveness
and productivity), training should be
both relevant and cost-effective. In
order to make the business case for
investment in human capital, EQUAL
has responded to the need to analyse

and identify skills that have to be
obtained or updated. Eventually,
EQUAL can provide evidence for
enhanced competitiveness, for exam-
ple on a sectoral basis in the building
industry and in the commercial, ship-
ping/nautical and ship building sector,
as a result of such analyses and the
subsequent adaptation of training pro-
vision.

Furthermore, EQUAL has developed
methods with a regional dimension in
several countries, focusing on antici-
pating regional economic and labour
market needs. In these cases, EQUAL
has provided employers with a back-
ground analysis against which they
have developed a business strategy
specifically linked to the regional char-
acteristics, including migration trends
and existing skills availability.

In other cases, EQUAL tested posi-
tively the value added of providing
specific advice on markets, skills plan-
ning and business development oppor-
tunities. Some Member States investi-
gated the benefits of adopting a holis-
tic approach to human resources and
business management based on a per-
formance management system. These
approaches have addressed the prob-
lem of the lack of human resource
management in SMEs and successfully
created an integrated tool of innovation

to both improve the workplace and
the chances of survival of the business
at the same time.

The job rotation model has also been
adapted by some Member States as an
effective tool for reintegrating disad-
vantaged people and simultaneously
providing employers with the oppor-
tunity to release existing staff for
training while maintaining production
and/or service levels. EQUAL in Ire-
land used job rotation as a means to
integrate and secure employment for

marginalised individuals (including ex-
offenders, people with disabilities and
refugees) who had previously experi-
enced discrimination in their efforts to
secure employment. The scheme
simultaneously facilitated the training
needs of employers. EQUAL could
demonstrate that 40% of the employ-
ers involved in a job rotation scheme
opened up their business into new
fields by making use of the skills and
initiatives of migrants and others who
took part in the scheme.Furthermore,
there is evidence that a number of
companies have also expanded by tak-
ing on new staff that resulted in job
offers for 83% of the job-seekers.

Developing tools for
assessment of
competences and training
needs analysis

EQUAL has developed and success-
fully tested several tools for assess-
ment, including Information and Com-
munication Technology (ICT), web-
based tools and job rotation systems.
These tools are used to assess
employees’ skills and, combined with
analyses of what skills gaps exist, allow
to identify specific employers’ needs
and the needs of the sector. For exam-
ple, in the port sector, new pathways
for training were developed by adapt-
ing the training in accordance with the
findings of needs analyses and valida-
tion/certification, which all relevant
stakeholders developed together.

Tailoring training to needs
and taking a ‘blended
learning’ approach

Once the training needs have been
analysed, it is time to find or create the
right type or mix of training. SMEs
prefer shorter courses, preferably on
site, and targeted at real work needs.

 



The availability of time is often a cru-
cial obstacle for participation in life-
long learning interventions. Therefore
EQUAL in Italy created a method of
constructive dialogue with the
employer to solve the problem of tim-
ing of training. This approach led to a
successful combination of the needs of
the employees and the vessel-owners
in question.

• Blending different types of learning,
such as e-learning, virtual coaching,
mentoring, and action learning has
provided a useful package of sup-
port for both managers and work-
ers. EQUAL examples from several
Member States provide evidence for
the benefits of a "blended learning"
approach.

• In this context, EQUAL in Spain
focused on the printing and publish-
ing sector, and proved successful
ways to support employers and

employees in adapting to new tech-
nologies, by making highly innovative
use of multi-media materials and the
latest e-learning platforms to train
200 employees.

• In the UK, EQUAL has taken what is
known as "the family learning
model" and applied it to the work-
place context in order to demon-
strate that this model can also be
used to change the way in which
employers perceive and engage with
training/learning. Using job rotation
as a training device was another
innovation explored in the context
of this approach.

Networking and co-operation
between employers and other actors
has been very important in EQUAL.
EQUAL’s success largely resulted from
the support and collaboration of all
stakeholders and the ensuing win-win
ethos generated through joint-owner-

ship of the process. Training networks
proved to provide an innovative means
through which this can be tested and
realised. Through involving employers,
employers’ organisations and trade
unions it has been possible to validate
and sustain good practices and out-
comes. Co-operation with social part-
ners has proved particularly useful in
changing work cultures, perceptions of
work and groups of workers. This co-
operation has helped SMEs to engage in
training, and to repeat successful prac-
tices and exchange know-how.

In some of the new approaches
explored, the social partners have
been key drivers. In Italy, for example,
social partners used EQUAL to
address highly significant issues related
to the reform of welfare systems.They
successfully managed to achieve this
objective by empowering workers
through transferring, to all workers,
trade unions’ skills and abilities that
are needed for the prevention of
workplace disadvantages.

The advantages of co-operation with
work-related authorities have also
been highlighted by EQUAL experi-
ences in several Member States.
Involving the national employment
services in the development, testing
and validation of new models encour-
aged them to disseminate the results
and use the methods developed at a
local employment services level. Inter-
national networking also made the
stakeholders and decision-makers
learn about other education systems
and ways of operating, and realise
what factors were important in mak-
ing certain types of training work.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The creation of a culture of lifelong
learning requires a collaborative
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approach between employers, employer
representatives, trade unions and
employees. Employers need to be con-
vinced of the business case for invest-
ment in lifelong learning and the win-
win benefits associated with nurturing
the diversity of their workforces.
Employers who begin to engage in these
issues following changes in their atti-
tudes and perceptions will subsequently
generate demand for services that will,
in turn, create a market for lifelong
learning. EQUAL has demonstrated that
an efficient way to convince the
employer is to approach all relevant
stakeholders at the same time. This
enables a multi-faceted approach that
allows for integration and concentra-
tion of resources towards the delivery
of relevant and timely solutions that
benefit all.

Key messages from EQUAL for
SMEs/business are that they are
invited to involve themselves through
networking and co-operation to:

• discover the win-win of investing in
human capital, using the full potential
of all employees, including disadvan-
taged groups and avoiding inequalities
and discrimination;

• develop tools for assessment of com-
petences and analyses of training
needs;

• learn to be open about new solutions
such as the ‘blended learning’ approach
(e-learning, coaching, action learning)
and innovative in-company and lifelong
learning solutions such as job rotation;
and 

• use all know-how gained to forecast
business development and develop
their staff and their business – "win-
win".

Key messages from EQUAL for social
partners are that:

• they are invited to initiate and
encourage networking development
in all conceivable ways and raise
awareness of the benefits of and ways
to invest in human capital, and assist
employers in all the steps necessary
for win-win for all partners involved
(for instance help with dialogue, infor-
mation on existing training, develop-
ment of new qualifications, invalida-
tion and continuity);

• networks can help to reduce the bur-
den on SMEs in particular and can
serve to accelerate learning and the
development of a market for lifelong
learning;

• networks work most efficiently when
there are close ties to local employ-
ment services, research and training

institutions and agencies responsible
for forecasting business development.
Early intervention to anticipate and act
on change helps businesses and work-
ers, including disadvantaged people;

• the quality of a partnership (whether
sectoral or regional) is dependent on
how demand-driven and result-ori-
ented it is.The stronger the bottom-
up, demand-driven approach is, the
better and more long-lasting results
are achieved;

• they need to ensure the use of
EQUAL experiences in connection
with the annual reports on implemen-
tation of the framework of actions for
the lifelong development of compe-
tences and qualifications adopted in
February 2002 and evaluation of this
framework planned for 2006.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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1 Jobs, jobs, jobs – creating more employment in Europe, report of the Employment Taskforce chaired by Wim Kok, November 2003
2 Framework of Action adopted by the European social partners in March 2002 and the second follow-up report on the framework of action

(2004).
3 UEAPME Position on the Communication of the European Commission: ‘Increasing the employment of older workers and delaying the exit from

the labour market’, Brussels, 15 April 2004

 



UNRECOGNISED SKILLS
OFFER UNTAPPED
POTENTIAL 

Informal and non-formal learning are
widely underestimated, or lack recogni-
tion, in contrast to formal training.
When employees and employers are
unaware of employees’ informal skills,
both employees and businesses remain
underdeveloped:

• employees with low self-esteem, par-
ticularly low-skilled employees,
underestimate the skills they have.
This dis-empowers them and leads to
low career aspirations. They become
reluctant to access training, thinking
they are ‘too stupid to learn’. Conse-
quently they stay low-skilled and risk
exclusion and marginalisation in the
labour market;

• employers also tend to be unaware of
the tacit skills of their employees.This
leads to less rational and cost-effective
decisions on training and development
of the human capital and the company.
The workforce and the company
become less competitive and this
impacts negatively on the economy.

VALIDATION CONTRIBUTES
TO A MORE MOBILE AND
ADAPTABLE WORKFORCE

Validation of existing skills including
non-formal and workplace learning is

widely supported in European policy
and practice because it brings tangible
benefits to employees, employers, social
partners, the economy and Europe as a
whole.Validation of existing skills is also
part of the strategy to prevent discrim-
ination and social exclusion of disadvan-
taged people who are least likely to
access training.

The Copenhagen Declaration (Novem-
ber 2002) established the aim of develop-
ing a set of common principles at Euro-
pean level for validation of non-
formal and informal learning to 
ensure greater compatibility between
approaches in different countries and at
different levels, thereby adding value to
work at local, regional and national level.
Such common principles were adopted in
May 2004 setting out the individual’s enti-
tlements, obligations of stakeholders and
general principles for validation systems 1.

Validation of existing skills is recognised
in the European policy framework as a
good tool to help all individuals
become equipped with the skills
required for a modern workforce in a
knowledge-based society, permit their
career development and reduce skills
mismatch and labour shortages and
bottlenecks 2. In the Joint Employment
Report 2003/2004 validation is seen as
a tool to empower disadvantaged
groups and promote integration into
the society.The same message is found
in the Employment Taskforce report. 3

Previous work on validation has been
made within the Leonardo da Vinci pro-
gramme 4 and the Commission has
made further contributions to the long-
term development of high-quality, cost-
efficient approaches to validation. Com-
mon validation of skills also helps
encourage occupational and geographi-
cal mobility in the EU.

Most Member States either have, or are
currently developing, methodologies for
the validation of existing skills. Changes
are already taking place to make educa-
tion and training systems more open
and flexible for individuals (e.g. more
work-related training, ‘bite size’ learn-
ing, combined academic and vocational
qualifications). High quality validation
both facilitates mobility for the individual
and makes it easier to improve policies
on a national and/or transnational level.

In order to establish a Community
framework for the transparency of qual-
ifications and competences, the Com-
mission is promoting a personal, co-
ordinated portfolio of documents –
the"Europass" - which citizens, if they so
choose, will be able to present through-
out Europe as a means of communicat-
ing their competences and qualifications.

EMPOWERING &
MOTIVATING
EQUAL VALIDATES NON-FORMAL AND
INFORMAL WORKPLACE LEARNING

1
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PRACTICAL BENEFITS FOR
ALL STAKEHOLDERS

Validation pays! 

Successful validation focuses on the
actual skills people have, engaging
them in the validation process and
linking outcomes to formal education.
EQUAL shows how investment of
effort and resources in validation of
non-formal and informal learning pays
off for everyone concerned:

• the focus on existing skills and their
validation empowers individuals.With
self-assessment and awareness of
what they already know, EQUAL has
successfully demonstrated that dis-
advantaged people can get advice
and draw up a personalised training
and development plan and top up
their qualifications. After gaining
qualifications through validation,
many individuals involved in such
schemes expressed a wish to go on
to gain higher qualifications;

• in several EU countries, validation
has also been successfully targeted
to empower particular groups of
disadvantaged people by addressing
the needs and circumstances of the
unemployed and older workers;
migrants; long-term unemployed;
refugees; and prisoners;

• employers become aware of what
competences their employees and
potential employees possess, or not,
and can make adequate investment in
their human capital and have a better
return of their investment. Savings on
training are considerable because indi-
viduals only learn what they need for
their job and take off less time from
work and private life for training;

• education institutions find them-
selves more in demand as people

empowered by validation (possibly
including certificates and diplomas)
seek more learning;

• in several Member States, social
partners, employer representatives
and trade unions have learned how
to use validation as a tool to com-
municate the needs of employers
and employees to education institu-
tions and make the training provi-
sion more demand-driven;

• in Sweden, EQUAL proved that val-
idation of skills makes it easier for
people to enter and/or remain in
the labour market and their skills
can be used and developed to a
higher degree than was possible
before. This all benefits the econ-
omy as well as the individual and
employers.

EQUAL work has shown that 90% of
people underestimate their own com-
petences upon initial assessment. Vali-
dation is therefore extremely impor-
tant as an empowerment tool.

Validation tools in practice

Self-assessment of skills can be made
online. EQUAL can prove that distance
validation is cost-effective in reaching a
number of smaller companies as it
overcomes time and resource con-
straints. Furthermore, EQUAL part-
nerships in the Netherlands have
shown that self-assessment can lead to
a portfolio of evidence with certificates
of formal and non-formal learning and
this can be matched to job opportuni-
ties in the area. There is also evidence
that a digital type of portfolio has been
very sought after by employers.

EQUAL has also successfully tested
further validation tools:

• a competence passport which can be
used to record the individual’s ideas
of what skills they would like to
develop and a logbook that serves to
register daily activities to develop
personal portfolios;

• a competency workshop where job
seekers or care professionals dis-
cuss their roles in a way that makes
them realise what skills they have
really got and aware of the skills
needed, which helped them to plan
better what steps to take towards
the labour market.

Partnership, sectoral and
transnational approaches
that work

EQUAL has demonstrated that the
time and effort put into raising aware-

ness and getting the commitment of all

stakeholders is well worth the invest-
ment. Support from line managers and
senior management is important for
an integrated approach. When all
stakeholders design a validation sys-
tem together, it reflects the needs and
aspirations of them all: employees,
employers, employee and employer
organisations, social partners and rep-
resentatives of education institutions.
The experience of EQUAL in several
Member States has shown that there
can be substantial challenges in bring-
ing together stakeholders with very
different institutional cultures and
interests to create instruments and
methodologies for validation. In order
to overcome these barriers, EQUAL in
Italy for example has illustrated how
starting working from the existing
practices of validation among social
partners avoids unnecessary conflicts
and work.

Under EQUAL, both industry stan-
dards and formal education systems
have been used as reference points in val-

 



idating people’s skills. It has been

demonstrated that the first approach of

recognising skills in fact gives access to

accreditation in a certain industry.The

complementary approach, linking vali-

dation to formal education, proved that

individuals that got a portable validation

could use it to enter further training

within the formal education system.

Employers need validation that reflects

specific skills in specific jobs.Therefore

EQUAL in Greece has piloted a sec-

toral approach to validation that pro-

vides just that. It also ensures that the

validation process is flexible and can

quickly be adapted to changing

requirements. Another proven benefit

is that once the system is in place, it

helps to recognise evolving and new

competences and the skills of individ-

uals. In several EU countries, EQUAL

has developed and tested systems of

validation for a very broad range of

vocations:

• photography, car mechanics and

electricians,

• call centre workers and teleworkers,

• farmers,

• shipyard workers,

• care workers,

• workers in the fishing industry, hotel

and catering industry.

Transnational work with partners from

other European countries has added

real value to the validation work

under EQUAL. It has enabled partner-

ships to develop validation solutions

informed by experience and expertise

developed in other European coun-

tries and contexts. An added value of

transnational learning is that the ele-

ments that contribute to a validation

system’s success become much

clearer. This could be clearly shown

for a validation system based on a

combination of work based on learn-

ing, transferring work culture and tacit

skills, and normal vocational training

that resulted in 80% of the participants

getting a job.

Transnational work also makes it pos-

sible to avoid ‘reinventing the wheel’

and gives transnational validation solu-

tions - something that appeals to policy

makers and makes them more willing

to take them on in national systems

and laws. The EQUAL solutions have

already influenced policy makers in the

Netherlands, where there are few, and

in Greece, where there are no national

laws on validation of skills as yet.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

EQUAL has achieved successes with
validation of non-formal and work-
place learning due to its distinctive fea-
tures such as a focus on disadvantaged
groups, a strong partnership approach
and learning from transnational part-
ners. Validation is a powerful tool to
harness existing skills and compe-
tences of individuals, contributing to
their personal development, improve-
ment of human capital in firms, and
making people more employable in
the labour market. Recommendations
from EQUAL include:

• the Commission and Member
States should apply the experi-

ences of EQUAL to the new

Leonardo da Vinci projects to

ensure complementarity;
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• Member States should use the
experiences of EQUAL, adopt and
develop EQUAL solutions and incor-
porate them in national legal frame-
works for validation and thus support
people in achieving their full potential
at work. Governments should also
apply informal validation practices as
employers;

• employer organisations, trade
unions, formal education institu-
tions and individual employers
need to collaborate and build strong
partnerships so that validation reflects
the needs of all stakeholders;

• employers should recognise the
importance of valuable skills gained by
their workers on the job by interact-
ing with other stakeholders and apply-
ing what they learn about validation of
non-formal and informal learning;

• education providers need to ‘open
up’, recognise the value of experience
gained outside the formal learning envi-
ronment and work closely with organ-
isations responsible for validation;

• social partners need to use the
results of the EQUAL experience:

• in connection with the annual
reports on implementation of the
framework of actions for the life-
long development of competences
and qualifications adopted in Febru-
ary 2002 and evaluation of this
framework planned for 2006;

• to address the institutional frame-
work of the Member States to facil-
itate implementation of validation
systems;

• by feeding them into the revision of
the 2006 priorities of the
UNICE/UEAPME Joint Framework
on Actions for the Lifelong Dev-
elopment of Competences and
Qualifications.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal

4

1 Conclusions of the Council and of the representatives of the Governments of the Member States meeting within the Council on Common Euro-
pean Principles for the identification and validation of non-formal and informal learning, Brussels, 18 May 2004.

2 Strengthening the implementation of the European Employment Strategy, Communication from the Commission, Brussels, 7 April 2004, COM
(2004) 239 final.

3 Jobs, jobs, jobs – Creating more employment in Europe, report of the Employment Taskforce chaired by Wim Kok, November 2003.
4 Transparency and validation of skills in Europe,The contribution of the Leonardo programme, March 2004, Bordeaux, France.

 



A SHRINKING LABOUR

FORCE? NOT JUST A

QUESTION OF

DEMOGRAPHICS

By 2030, the European Union will have
110 million people aged over 65 com-
pared with only 71 million in 2000, and
a labour force of 280 million people as
opposed to today’s 303 million. It
means the ratio of workers to the over
65s will drop from 4.27 to 2.55. At the
same time, work distribution over the
lifecycle has changed radically over the
past 20 years.

A longer period in education and prob-
lems finding an appropriate job mean
that young people are entering the
labour market later. In addition, the
employment rate of 55–64 year olds has
dropped considerably in Europe over
the past three years, accounting for only
40.1% in 2002 with a wide gap between
men and women (50.1% for men and
30.5% for women).

The trend towards early retirement
over the past 30 years combined with
high unemployment and industrial
restructuring has meant increasingly
early exclusion from the labour market
of the oldest employees.While govern-
ments are restricting the possibilities of
early retirement, companies still
encourage it.Who will work to deliver
services and pay for pension schemes if
early retirement continues while we
also have an ageing population? 

In future, companies will need to con-
sider whether to adapt their production
to an older workforce, use migrant
labour or relocate certain activities to
third countries. However, these options
offer no more than a partial solution to
the lack of a highly qualified workforce
and will not tackle the root of the prob-
lem. Older workers, particularly the
lower skilled, have not necessarily had
the opportunity for advancement, diver-
sification, training or adaptation to new
technologies. They are therefore often
ill-prepared for what can be an
unwanted extension of their working
life, particularly if their job is a heavy
manual one.

So what do companies have to do to
simultaneously retain workers over 55,
motivate them to stay in employment,
and reabsorb older workers who 
have been excluded as a result 
of restructuring, back into the labour
market?

TAKING UP THE CHALLENGE

OF AGE DIVERSITY

It is becoming increasingly clear that, if
the Lisbon European Council employ-
ment target of 70% of the available
workforce is to be achieved by 2010,
something will have to be done very
quickly to increase employment in the
55–64 age group.

Following on from Lisbon, two further
European Councils took up the matter
of employment of older workers. The

Stockholm Council set an employment
rate target (50% by 2010) and the
Barcelona Council recommended rais-
ing the average age of exit from the
labour market, estimated at 59.9 years
in 2001, by five years, also by 2010.

Based on the recommendations of the
Report of the Employment Task Force
chaired by Wim Kok 1, the Council
adopted on 1 June 2004 the "employ-
ment package" with recommendations
addressed to all the European Union
Member States.These include an urgent
call to put in place and pursue active
ageing strategies to push back the age of
retirement and to encourage employers
to recruit and retain older workers.

Moreover, the Communication on
"increasing the employment of older
workers and delaying the exit from the
labour market" (COM (2004)146 final)
takes stock of the developments
towards meeting the Stockholm and
Barcelona targets and highlights the role
of governments and social partners in
promoting active ageing.

Age management is also a key issue for
the European social partners 2, although
the debate is still in its early stages. At
cross-industry level, their 2003-2005
multi-annual action plan contains an
"active ageing" initiative; at sectoral level
only partners within the trade sector
have signed the Guidelines on age diver-
sity at work, which recommend a mix of
age groups within companies (Euro-
Commerce and Uni-Europa).

THE WORKING LIFE
CYCLE
EQUAL DEVELOPS NEW WAYS OF TACKLING
AGE MANAGEMENT

1
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Paying attention to health and safety is
another way to work on "active age-
ing".The Commission Communication
(2003, 728 final) on "Improving quality
in work: a review of recent progress"
highlights that 158 million days’ work
were lost due to work accidents in the
EU in 2000.Work accidents that year
led to the total exclusion of 15 000
people from the labour market.

Finally, a legislative framework has
been set up at European level which
also concerns older workers, in the
form of Council Directive 2000/78/EC
of 27 November 2000 establishing a
general framework for equal treat-
ment in employment and occupation.
This Directive covers all areas of dis-
crimination including age.

A HOLISTIC APPROACH

TOWARDS AGE

MANAGEMENT 

EQUAL has taken a multidimensional
approach towards age, using various
tools and involving various players. It
comprises a number of facets:

Changing employers’

attitudes to age

EQUAL looked at the paradoxical atti-
tudes that exist towards age: on the
one hand, older workers are regarded
as less productive, more resistant to
changes in work organisation, and
uninterested in training, particularly in
new technologies; on the other, they
are an asset in terms of experience
which can be passed on to younger
generations. On the basis of their
practical experience with companies,
EQUAL concluded that age was not a
problem in itself, but must be seen in
conjunction with other parameters
such as seniority in the job, skills or
mobility. It could, however, become an
aggravating factor when combined
with a lack of skills, disability, health
problems, etc.

EQUAL therefore saw the need to
further explore the links between age
and gender, and age and company size.
It focused on employers’ awareness of
the myths and clichés they harboured
in their own attitudes to their employ-
ees.The next step was to change these
attitudes, by raising their awareness of
the underlying economic and social
factors, using different methods (stud-
ies, diagnostics, press conferences,
films, internet portals, etc.).The result
is that age is seen as an asset in certain
sectors (services for the elderly,
tourism and heritage, banking and
insurance, where older employees
have better client relations skills). In
some countries, employers have been
persuaded to look at age as part of the
more global concept of diversity, age
being one variable among others such
as sex or ethnic origin. EQUAL also
developed "tool kits" designed to help
employers overcome their prejudices
towards taking on older workers, per-
suading them to look at skills rather
than age or sex when recruiting 
staff. The transnational co-operation
allowed EQUAL partners to benefit
from experiences of awareness raising
in other countries. For example, the
strategy in Italy incorporates tech-
niques already known to work in Ger-
many.

Giving attention to the
whole working life-cycle

Across Europe, EQUAL partners took
adaptation to change within the vari-
ous sectors as their starting point for
examining the working lifecycle. By
looking at work reorganisation within
companies they concluded that it is
vital to take preventive action to antic-
ipate ageing among workers well in
advance, from the age of 45 or even
earlier.

Work under EQUAL also highlighted
new areas for consideration, such as
the increased demand for skills in the
care work sector, new opportunities

in tourism and genealogy, and skills
obsolescence in agriculture and ship-
building.

Against this background, EQUAL can
present several examples of a holistic
approach to adapt to technological
change, giving attention to the whole
working life-cycle:

• confronted with an ageing workforce
and technological change, one TV
channel used EQUAL to redesign
and completely overhaul its human
resource management.This organisa-
tional innovation started with draw-
ing up a chart of the jobs and skills
existing within the company, and the
design of new functions needed to
cope with the new technologies
being introduced. Personalised train-
ing was organised to help personnel
adapt to their change in function and
to respond to the new technical
needs.The training was open-ended
to allow for future developments
and skills acquisition;

• EQUAL in several countries has
moved from a concept of age man-
agement to one of managing differ-
ent age groups and the idea of a
"second career stage". To pre-empt
skills obsolescence among the future
over-50s, EQUAL partners worked
on identifying the competencies and
motivations of 45-year-old employ-
ees with a view to co-operative plan-
ning and management of the "second
career stage" by employers and
employees;

• in this context, EQUAL focused
most of its innovative efforts on
working with small or very small
businesses, which often find it diffi-
cult to establish a human resource
management service. Despite the
problems presented by the wide
variety of businesses, their geograph-
ical location and type of activity,
EQUAL set up networks of busi-
nesses through which innovative

 



practices could be exchanged and
passed on by the firm. Another fac-
tor that contributed to success was
the development and provision of
tools to support companies in the
management of their experienced
personnel (for example, locally or
regionally-based diagnostics, surveys,
interviews at key career points, pre-
retirement support).

Improving health and

safety

Lifelong human resource management
also involves considerations of occu-
pational health/safety. A way to pre-
vent accidents is to target groups of
workers and focus on informing them
about their health and safety risks.
EQUAL has done this by feeding back
information gathered by a team of 
relevant stakeholders, including the
workers themselves.

Another new and preventative
approach successfully tested under
EQUAL combines action research
with mainstreaming activities. In prac-
tical terms, it means asking older
workers how to improve work posi-
tions and routines, and capturing the

tacit knowledge and know-how of
workers in guidelines for a whole sec-
tor. A good example that demon-
strates the strength of this approach is
a tool kit with digital photographs of
dangerous and recommended move-
ments, developed by the workers
themselves.This methodology has also
been applied on a transnational basis,
enabling the comparison of health and
safety procedures in the same sector
across countries.

For situations where work conditions
need to be adapted to enable an
employee to continue working,
EQUAL has tested the impact of pro-
viding individual health and safety guid-
ance and support.This guidance is pro-
vided by a multi-disciplinary team of
workers and professionals in health-
care.This team’s task is to recommend
and facilitate (or even mediate) health
and safety solutions for the individual
employee and his/her employer. The
support given has focused on offering
these workers jobs in the same com-
pany or another company and provid-
ing training developed in co-operation
with social partners.There is evidence
that this approach has led to a signifi-
cant drop in sick leave.

Promoting links between
generations

In a constantly changing work environ-
ment, the development of new occu-
pations,management by objectives and
pressure for greater staff mobility
would appear to argue in favour of
employing more young people in com-
panies rather than keeping on older
employees.That said, these employees
carry a wealth of experience that
companies that can ill afford to lose.
Furthermore, in some sectors (e.g.
construction), it is difficult to recruit
or keep young people.

Hence a number of EQUAL activities
have experimented with improving
employability at either end of the age
spectrum.This type of experimentation
involves two concepts — that of tacit
knowledge and that of mentoring.

• The concept of tacit knowledge
refers to employees’ soft skills that
are not codified, and which tend to
get lost when a person leaves the
company. Quite often neither the
employers nor the staff themselves
are aware of these skills. EQUAL
experimented with different ways of
how to bring out tacit knowledge.
This was done by identifying relevant
knowhow, translating it into words
and transferring it into appropriate
tools for transmission (e.g. creation
of skills passports and portfolios,
photos showing the different phases
of a particular task or guides
describing skills profiles). This
attempt to bring out "soft skills" also
involved discussions in small groups
of employers and employees, ques-
tionnaires and coaching sessions.

• The concept of mentoring has been
used and tested to identify efficient
ways of passing on skills. One
approach was based on organised
sessions allowing retiring workers to
pass on useful skills to unskilled
youngsters.This was a two-way men-

3

O
ffe

ns
iv

e 
fu

er
 A

el
te

re



toring process where each side
learned from the other. Another
approach, tested in several Member
States, used mediators or consultants
to help employers set up a tutoring
system. Critical conditions for success
were the involvement of the manage-
ment and consideration of the new
elements of the job to be occupied by
the young worker.

Mobilising all stakeholders

Partnership, one of the key principles of
EQUAL, was self-evident and of undeni-
able value. For example, employers
were involved in all Development Part-
nerships seeking to change the image of
older workers, using mediators and
consultants to act as a bridge between
managers and employees. There was
extensive involvement of regional social
partners in several countries. All part-
nerships devoted considerable time 
to individual interviews with employers
and group discussions brought together
employers and employees. Partner-
ships experimenting with the tutoring
scheme unanimously agreed that ongo-
ing dialogue between management, the
consultant and the older workers was
essential to the success of the initiative.
In the field of health and safety, occupa-
tional physicians, ergonomists and
researchers became involved. And
finally, the individual workers themselves
were involved in the process through
personalised support, assessment of
training needs, validation of informal
skills or group work.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Managing age requires an integrated
approach involving action in a whole
range of areas, such as attitudes to age,
adaptation to change throughout the
entire working lifecycle, health and

safety and inter-generational links. It is
relevant to all age groups and requires
that good working conditions are
offered during the entire lifecycle. Max-
imising the use of the workforce leads
to a "win-win" situation for the com-
pany as well as the individual workers.
Managing age is a shared responsibility,
which must involve all relevant stake-
holders: the state, work organisations,
the social partners and individuals.

Governments are invited to use the
EQUAL experience when establishing
their national employment plans and
when putting in place a legislative, finan-
cial and tax framework, so as to guar-
antee a real integrated active ageing
strategy.

Work organisations are invited to
see age management as an integral part
of the company’s human resource man-
agement and as an aspect of managing
diversity, age being one of various crite-
ria (sex, qualifications, etc.).

• Age considerations should come into
play very early, using tools such as:
promoting access to training; develop-
ing lifelong learning strategies, work-
place training for older workers,
career assessments, annual interviews,
validation of skills and experience,
interviews at key career points and
new forms of work organisation; and
improving health and safety to keep
employees in good health for as long
as possible in the company.

• Training should be re-thought out in
the context of the working lifecycle to
give it a new place in employees’
career plans.

• Studies should be undertaken to eval-
uate the economic impact of losing
the know-how older workers take
with them when they leave.

• Promoting links between generations
should form part of the company’s
human resource strategy. The
employer must be involved at all
stages of mentoring.

The social partners are invited to use
the EQUAL experience at national
level to generate agreements on age
management, which can only be secured
through social dialogue, and at Euro-
pean level:

• in the context of their active ageing

initiative, provided for in their

autonomous work programme for

2003-2005;

• in the course of their current negotia-
tions on gender equality;

• in connection with the annual reports
on implementation of the framework
of actions for the lifelong development
of competences and qualifications
adopted in February 2002 and evalua-
tion of this framework planned for
2006.

Individuals are invited to both initiate
and participate in this process of change
by taking a certain responsibility for
maintaining his or her own employability
throughout his or her career. However,
any strategy that involves new obliga-
tions without recompense for the
employee is doomed to failure. Individu-
als can help create conditions where
both they and their employers benefit
("win-win" situation).

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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EQUAL SUPPORTS
INTERGENERATIONAL
LEARNING TO BALANCE THE
WORKPLACE 

A new balance between the generations

is needed in the labour market. Partly

due to companies restructuring, the

participation of older people has

declined and there is a tendency to

retire early. At the same time young

people can find it difficult to enter the

labour market, partly because they do

not want to take low-skilled jobs and

because the labour market tends to

favour seniority. By 2015, 22% of the

working age population will consist of

older people, and by 2030 this figure 

will rise to 28%. Simultaneously the

youngest age group will decline by 11%

from 2000 to 2015 and continue to do

so by 6% until 2030 1. All these factors

contribute to a potential workforce

shortage in the future.

Moreover, there is a risk that the skills

and knowledge of older workers will be

lost when they retire early, which will

have a negative impact on the economy,

companies and the younger genera-

tions. Many of the life-long learning and

retirement policies of companies do not

sufficiently recognise, value or exploit

human capital in their company. As a

consequence, older workers are often

seen as being fit only for retirement

instead of as resourceful people within

the company. In addition, tacit knowl-

edge tends to be lost when older work-

ers retire, younger workers do not ben-

efit from such skills for their career

development and the motivational and

productive benefits of intergenerational

learning are not exploited, harming the

development of individuals, companies

and the economy. Perceptions lie at the

root of this problem and need to be

changed.

Companies, human resource managers

and stakeholders are not sufficiently

focused on creating a working climate

where knowledge-exchange inspires

workers to develop their careers and

skills and prolong their working lives.

Barriers to starting a career are another

factor to take into account.Young work-

ers risk unemployment but must also

struggle with low incomes when they

do get a job. Many live in one-person

households and this may lead to

poverty, particularly if they are single

parents.The problems of the young can

be another source of intergenerational

conflict on the labour market 2.

The lack of intergenerational knowl-

edge exchanges also prevents younger

workers from transferring their skills to

older workers who could benefit from,

for instance, new technical knowledge.

These challenges go beyond the ques-

tion of equality into the realm of how

employers can successfully capture and
build on knowledge and skills.

COMPREHENSIVE RESPONSES
TO AGEING

Up to now, the EU has been failing to use
its full human resource potential and has
not been doing enough to help workers
remain employable. This is of particular
importance to segments of the older
workforce, which have traditionally
become marginalised from mainstream
employment for a variety of complex
reasons (pressures for early retirement,
perceived skill needs, changing forms of
work organisation). Yet there is also a
pressing need for people to work for
longer and for the proportion of older
people in employment to increase.These
needs are expressed in the Stockholm
target and Barcelona objective of the
European Council for 2010.

The Communication from the Commis-
sion on strengthening the European
Employment Strategy 3 raises strong
concerns about whether the 2010 tar-
get will be reached, stating "it is now clear

that the EU will miss the intermediate

employment rate target for 2005 of 67%.

Without further action the 2010 target will

also be missed".

There are clear indications from EU
policy makers about what is needed to
address this situation.The development

CROSSING 
THE GENERATIONS
EQUAL SUPPORTS INTERGENERATIONAL
LEARNING TO BALANCE THE WORKPLACE
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of "comprehensive strategies in
response to ageing" is a key priority
set out by the Employment Taskforce 4.
It relates to the provision of incentives
for workers, access to training and
improving the quality of work. But the
opportunities to systematically test
new, more comprehensive measures
are rare. This is where EQUAL has
been able to play an important role.

Intergenerational learning, as a means
to responding to labour market
inequality, also encompasses two 
of the key European challenges set out
by the Stockholm European Council 5,
namely increasing cross-age participa-
tion in training and in the labour mar-
ket.As emphasised by the Employment
Taskforce, older workers’ skills
deserve to be both valued and
enhanced. At the same time, steps
should be taken to prevent a segmen-
tation of the labour market between
different types of workers.

This is supported by the latest report 6

of the High Level Group on the future
of social policy which suggests trans-
forming the existing fears of our soci-
ety into positive perceptions of the
future and a new intergenerational
balance: older workers should not fear
for their pensions and the young peo-
ple should not see their careers as
uncertain.

EQUAL: SHARING SKILLS
AND KNOWLEDGE ACROSS
GENERATIONS

Shifting the focus from age
to skills 

EQUAL has addressed the failure of
some human resource managers to
create quality jobs or to enable and

inspire workers to work for longer,
regardless of age, gender, disability etc.
The key has been a shift in focus from
age to valuing skills, knowledge and
personal abilities.

It has worked on changing the belief
that older workers are too old for the
work they do and the sectors in which
they work. Through its activities on
changing attitudes and perceptions in
this field, it has realised that age is a
relative concept and must be regarded
in combination with other aspects
such as health, gender, disability, race
and seniority. If attitudes focus on skills
and diversity of the workforce, age
becomes less of an issue.The innova-
tive activities of EQUAL increased
awareness that all workers possess
skills and these may be exchanged
through intergenerational learning to
benefit both individuals and the com-
pany. The transfer of knowledge and
know-how to younger workers means
that it is not lost when older workers
retire. Simultaneously, older workers
are better able to keep up with devel-
opments by learning new techniques
and other skills from younger work-
ers. This process also reduces the
intergenerational gap.

EQUAL has also experimented with
introducing trainers/co-ordinators for
intergenerational learning. In Denmark
the proven benefits have inspired
employers to take over this task when
EQUAL funding ends. Diversity
approach models to human resource
management, developed and tested in
several Member State showed that a
precondition for successful intergen-
erational learning is that all stakehold-
ers work together with the same goal
in mind.

Developing and applying
innovative intergenerational
learning tools

EQUAL has developed existing
approaches and created new ones to
enable intergenerational learning in
the EU. Employers need to choose
which tools to use, depending on the
particular sector, the company size,
the context and culture as well as the
national legal framework. The exam-
ples below illustrate various ways that
tools for intergenerational learning
can be developed and applied.

• In-depth self-assessment to capture

tacit knowledge brings greater aware-
ness of the worker’s own skills and
this has an empowering effect.
EQUAL in France set up self-assess-

ment in working groups along identi-
fied themes to define needs in new
jobs and invited employees aged
50+ from various levels of the com-
pany to take part. This, although
demanding much organisation and
time, has proved efficient in enabling
interaction between different
groups, the sharing of experiences
and recognition of tacit knowledge.

• A learning platform, a sort of discus-
sion forum, has been established by
EQUAL where newcomers and
older workers exchange and trans-
fer their knowledge and experience
in order to evaluate global solutions
for training and work organisation.
In this way businesses develop a cap-
ital of transferable competences,
which are recognised and valued.
The platform or competence net-
work between the new and senior
employees allows the recognition,
value and transfer of knowledge in-
house.

 



• Coaching of older workers has
helped them express their ideas and
views on possible solutions to their
employer. Based on dialogue, coach-
ing sessions have been developed
for mentors to reflect their tacit
knowledge and to transfer it to the
younger generation.This has proved
to be empowering and has led to an
increase in job satisfaction, as the
older workers felt that their experi-
ence mattered and that they were
being listened to and taken seriously.

• Tutoring and mentoring models have
been developed in several European
countries as a way to support the
flow of knowledge between older
and younger workers. EQUAL in
Denmark, for instance, has demon-
strated the advantages of a model
that emphasises the move away
from the traditional one-way learn-
ing. Instead, it showed that an
empowering two-way intergenera-

tional learning process can take place
where the parties learn from each
other. Tutoring has also been suc-

cessfully applied to focus on the val-
idation of learning and to help
develop "a second career" by defin-
ing future job aspirations and linking
them to appropriate training. It
proved that the tutor role works
best when it is not seen as an extra
task, but as an integral and necessary
part of the employer’s practices. It is
also important that the tutor role is
flexible and adapted to the actual
people and circumstances involved.

• Rethinking information and communi-

cation channels can increase the flow
and the quality of exchange between
workers and generations of work-
ers. In France, EQUAL developed
multimedia working groups adapted
to the older workforce. These
groups allowed workers to identify
key competences for a job and fur-
ther training that could help them
adapt to new technologies or define
a new career. Elsewhere, EQUAL
found that virtual information shar-
ing can be used to set up platforms
encouraging interaction with older

people, develop virtual spaces for
interactive demonstrations of ICT
applications and create multimedia
tools for the self-diagnosis of ICT
training and adaptation needs.

• EQUAL has also helped to develop
an overarching approach that works
with several different partners at all
levels in order to find solutions for
companies, job agencies and local
organisation. This approach has
helped to motivate companies and
older workers to re-enter the
labour market through skills assess-
ments, adjustments of work organi-
sation, and positive communication
stressing the competences gained
through experience. It can be
reported that international co-

operation allows for transferring
good practices into new cultural
contexts because it is clearer, against
the cultural differences, which con-
ditions need to be met in order to
put a specific system into place.
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If I speak to you about the 
employability of senior 

citizens, it is mainly because we
all stand to gain from it

( If you see what
I'm saying)



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Intergenerational learning is a "win-win"
situation for workers, companies and
the economy. Employees learn to value
their own skills by exchanging them and
become motivated to develop their
careers and work for longer. Employers
benefit from better motivated and more
efficient staff that apply all their skills
within the company. Improved aware-
ness of existing skills enables efficient
investment in skill development that can
promote competitive advantages to the
benefit of the company and the growth
of the economy.

Key messages from the EQUAL experi-
ence include:

• EU institutions, national govern-
ments, social partners and key
actors at local and regional levels
should work together to reinforce
the focus on skills, tacit knowledge
and the benefits of intergenerational
exchanges and away from ‘age’;

• Member States, employers and
social partners could use make use
of the EQUAL experiences by creat-
ing an intergenerational pact;

• governments can make use of the
EQUAL experiences by formulating
and supporting strategies for inter-
generational learning;

• social partners should take the ini-
tiative to develop networks and raise
awareness of the benefits of intergen-
erational learning, and the different
techniques available to value,
exchange and transfer knowledge;

• employers could make use of the
EQUAL experience by:

- developing strategies for intergen-
erational learning within their com-
panies with the help of social part-
ners and training networks,

- making use of the whole internal
capital of knowledge. This can lead
to a reduction of training costs and
early retirements and reduce the
risk of workforce shortages,

- choosing and adapting intergenera-
tional learning tools that suit 
their circumstances. Self-assess-
ment tools can help workers
acknowledge and value the knowl-
edge they have and inspire them to
develop this knowledge and trans-
fer it. Coaching, tutoring and two-
way mentoring are examples of
other empowering ways to moti-
vate workers to develop their
careers and work for longer.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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1 Report of the High Level Group on the future of social policy in an enlarged European Union, May 2004, European Commission, DG Employ-
ment and Social Affairs.

2 Ibid.
3 Strengthening the implementation of the European Employment Strategy, Communication from the Commission, Brussels, 7 April 2004,

COM(2004) 239 final.
4 The Commission established a European Employment Taskforce, headed by Wim Kok, to carry out an independent examination of key employ-

ment-related policy challenges and to identify practical reform measures to support Member States in implementing the revised European
Employment Strategy and to achieve its objectives and targets. (Jobs, Jobs, Jobs. Creating more employment in Europe, November 2003).

5 Joint report from the Commission and the Council: ‘Increasing Labour Force Participation and Promoting Active Ageing’, Brussels, 8 March 2002.
6 Report of the High Level Group on the future of social policy in an enlarged European Union, May 2004, European Commission, DG Employ-

ment and Social Affairs.

 



GENDER DISPARITIES IN THE
EUROPEAN LABOUR MARKET

Unemployment and the gender gaps in
employment are burning economic
issues. In order to tackle these prob-
lems, the EU must tap its largest pool of
unused potential: women. Whilst there
has been a gradual increase of women in
the labour market over the last decade,
from less than 50% to 55.6%, there are
still large disparities between women
and men in employment1. Women with
low levels of education and older
women show significantly lower employ-
ment rates, as is the case for women
with children and care responsibilities
for other dependants. The sharing of
family duties is still far from being a real-
ity for most couples and in many Mem-
ber States women continue to be more
vulnerable to unemployment and inac-
tivity than men.

The lack of adequate care services is
one of the most crucial obstacles to
labour market access for women with
young children and/or ageing parents.
This observation has been repeated in
all Joint Employment Reports since
1998.

CARE SERVICES CENTRAL TO
BRIDGING THE GENDER GAPS

Both the Employment Task Force and the
European Spring Summit 2004 empha-
sised the importance of the gender
dimension for employment growth. In
order to reach the Lisbon target of an

overall employment rate of 70% by 2010,
the specific target of 60% for female
employment must be achieved. By the
same deadlines, the number of childcare
facilities in each Member State should be
increased to 33% for 0-3 year olds and to
90% for children of 3 years up until
mandatory school age.

Whilst a number of Member States are
already meeting the childcare targets
for pre-school children, the provision
for babies and toddlers is alarmingly
poor. In most cases the existing serv-
ices cover less than 10% of the demand.
Even countries with good track records
in childcare are – due to increasingly
irregular working hours – experiencing
an urgent need for more flexible serv-
ices, longer opening hours and after-
school care.

In view of the ageing population2, care
for old and frail people is becoming a
policy priority throughout the Euro-
pean Union. Between 2000 and 2010
the number of persons aged 80 years
and over will increase by 35%. By 2010,
only 10% of persons in this age group
will be living in a collective household;
44% will be living alone.

WIN-WIN SITUATIONS FOR
WOMEN WITH AND WITHOUT
A JOB

EQUAL partnerships that focus on gen-
der equality have developed good prac-
tices that can help to raise female

employment rates.The creation of new
care and other family support services
has generated a double effect: jobs
for unemployed women with
no/low formal qualifications and
labour market access for other
women – unemployed or inactive –
who previously could not seek gainful
employment due to the lack of care
services.

Particularly in Belgium, France, Italy,
Luxembourg and Spain, EQUAL was
able to create this kind of change
through using a multi-faceted
approach that consists of various
tried and tested elements.The decisive
factor is the combination of several or
all of the following components.

Laying the foundation for
equal opportunities: basic
training and accreditation 

Integrating assessment and the valida-
tion of informal skills (Accreditation of
Prior Learning - APL or Bilan de com-
pétences) into basic training for both
childcare and elderly care has signifi-
cantly contributed to sustainable labour
market integration of long-term unem-
ployed and inactive women.Valuing and
certifying skills, acquired, for instance,
through raising a family and running a
household, led to recognised educa-
tional credentials for a target group
that does not meet the requirements
for regular care training carried out in
tertiary education. The approach not

A JOB MACHINE
FOR WOMEN
EQUAL CONTRIBUTES TO IMPROVING FAMILY 
SERVICES
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only supports employment prospects,
but also creates opportunities for fur-
ther education and life-long learning.

Amongst the approaches specific 
to long-term unemployed and inactive
women, some were especially successful:

• Using a portfolio method, where
prior learning and new achievements
were collected in an individual pro-
gress record and recognised as equal
to the requirements of formal educa-
tion and training. In some cases this
led to a lower secondary school cer-
tificate and in others to a qualification
allowing for access to higher-level
regular care training.

• To accommodate the needs of inex-
perienced learners, the schemes
were modular and shorter than
regular training, but by no means
a low-level version of the establi-
shed syllabus. They were focused
on the needs of specific age
groups. For instance, training for
after-school care was explicitly des-
igned to enable women to run
attractive programmes for school
children including subjects such as
environmental protection, garde-
ning, recycling, handiwork, music,
theatre, body expression, popular
games and sports. Elderly care trai-
ning gave participants the skills to
carry out tasks such as basic nursing,
preparing dietary meals or doing
housework, which are complemen-
tary to mainstream care services.

• The schemes were highly work-
based and combined practical
training with theoretical instruc-
tion.Work placements in either exis-
ting care facilities or in new infra-
structures, set up thanks to EQUAL,
enabled women to immediately apply
their new competencies and interact
with more experienced care staff.
Ongoing supervision, networks allo-
wing for exchange and support
amongst colleagues and - in the case
of elderly care - meetings with the

professional care-givers that had hel-
ped the same old person or couple,
further strengthened the perfor-
mance of the new carers and created
a sound basis for a lasting relationship
with the ‘customers’, i.e. senior citi-
zens or parents.

From training to the 
workplace 

Past experiences have shown that train-
ing women from disadvantaged groups
and supporting them on the open labour
market is not enough to secure lasting
employment. Therefore EQUAL has
combined training efforts with the set-
ting up of additional care services, both
institutional and home-based, thus creat-
ing a large number of new jobs.To pre-
vent disadvantaged women from falling
back into unemployment or inactivity,
the partnerships managed to have the
new facilities running as soon as the
training was completed. Close coopera-
tion with local governments helped
expand the services of existing care cen-
tres and establish new service enter-
prises. Positive outcomes were greatly
facilitated by:

• involving not only the social ser-
vice departments, but also those
for economic development. Their
emphasis on skills gaps and company
needs influenced municipalities in
favour of more and better care.
EQUAL partners successfully convin-
ced authorities to extend the opening
hours of their childcare centres and to
open new centres for very small chil-
dren and/or elderly persons in a num-
ber of local communities situated
close to busy industrial and commer-
cial areas with unmet labour needs.

• Joining forces with economic
development agencies and
business consultants to support
social economy enterprises or
micro-companies from the very
early stages through to start-up
phase and well beyond. Besides
accommodating the specific needs

of individual women with entrepre-
neurial potential, EQUAL encoura-
ged local NGOs to launch service
cooperatives to avoid placing exces-
sive business responsibilities on a
group of women that are ill-equip-
ped to take on that challenge.

Linking care to other family
support services   

Preliminary studies helped to explore
how the organisation of care and
other family support services could
boost female employment and help
improve the work-life balance of par-
ents. Providing services to alleviate daily
housework and suitable transport
proved very effective ways to achieve
this goal:

• professionally led service agencies, set
up thanks to EQUAL in France, Italy
and Spain, turned domestic tasks
into regular jobs with social secu-
rity coverage. The same approach
worked successfully for so-called odd
jobs ranging from minor household
repairs to accompanying children or
old people to leisure activities or doc-
tors’ appointments. The service agen-
cies have an increasing demand for
many small tasks and hire the service
workers for regular part-time or full-
time jobs. Another solution is to help
the women find customers, and help
these customers with the necessary
administrative procedures, such as cal-
culating wages and formulating work
contracts.

• In areas that are not well served by
public transport, EQUAL has suppor-
ted new ways of commuting. In one
remote rural area an EQUAL partner-
ship bought mini vans and trained
unemployed women as drivers in
order to help them start a regular ser-
vice. A similar venture was launched in
France, but also introduced car sharing
and bicycle rentals as low-budget alter-
natives. In both cases jobs were crea-
ted and filled with formerly unem-
ployed women (and men), whilst

2



increased mobility opened employ-
ment prospects for others.

Creating public-private
partnerships for sustainable
employment

In the face of increasingly tight public
budgets, new financing models devel-
oped in the framework of EQUAL were
key to ensuring the sustainability of the
new services mentioned above. Many
projects launched public-private part-
nerships, involving local and regional
authorities, employers, social partners,
NGOs and users.The EQUAL partner-
ship approach proved to be an ideal
way of soliciting the commitment of all
those players.

• Benefiting from increased producti-
vity and reduced absenteeism led
employers to understand that finan-
cial support to needs-tailored
care is a good business invest-
ment. Large companies contributed

to set-up and running costs of local
facilities, or, less frequently, created
company-based childcare subsidised
by the municipality. Even SMEs that
had found such solutions beyond
their means became partners in local
care cooperatives. Tax incentives, as
introduced in Italy, also played an
important role.

• Realising that adequate transport
enabled people to take advan-
tage of ‘more distant’ job
opportunities stimulated key
players to take action to ensure the
survival of the services. Companies,
local associations and tourist agen-
cies became regular customers and
thus helped to consolidate the new
ventures. In a rural area with high
unemployment, EQUAL was instru-
mental to creating a legal framework
that allows small municipalities to
sub-contract transport services to
the new businesses.

• EQUAL developed and strengthened
two promising financing models:
one is working with public service vou-

chers for disadvantaged families and sin-
gle parents, the other is marketing com-
mercial services for people who can
afford to pay for this kind of support. In
a few countries, partnerships have suc-
ceeded in convincing companies to
include these services in the benefit
packages they offer their employees.

Mainstreaming equal care
work approaches

EQUAL partnerships were very aware
of the risk of splitting the labour market
into two tiers by introducing a job cate-
gory for care workers with lower quali-
fication levels. Integrating the new
approaches into regular training and pay
systems was therefore central to their
activities. Success factors for those main-
streaming strategies included:

• action plans with National Govern-
ments that included new vocational
profiles for workers in childcare 
("day mothers"), in elderly care ("social
care or care assistants") and in family
support services ("daily life assistants")
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in the regular care training provi-
sion of countries where no APL sys-
tems exist. In Luxembourg, for instance,
the Government will use the basic
childcare training with inbuilt APL as a
model for training in other economic
sectors.

• Involving social partners in the
recognition process from early
on facilitated the negotiation of pro-
per working conditions and pay.Trade
unions also played an important role
in developing agreements that became
part of local or regional strategies to
combat unemployment, inactivity and
low pay traps, as well as the informal
care market and its precarious
employment conditions.

• Transferring and adapting mo-
dels from Member States, such as
France or the United Kingdom that
have established APL systems and
using their good practices as stepping
stones to provide access to higher-
level education in the social and health
care sector for disadvantaged groups.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

EQUAL good practices, including a
wealth of curricula, methodologies and
tools, are available to support govern-
ments  at national, regional and local level
that seek to tap into unused female

potential. Governments are encouraged
to link their strategies for increasing
women’s employment to economic
development and educational policies.
This is in line with the obligation of the
Amsterdam Treaty to integrate gender
mainstreaming into all policy areas. Yet,
given the gaps between female and male
employment rates, specific actions for
women must still be considered as part
of the approach. The EQUAL results
form a solid foundation for the develop-
ment of crucial strategies:

• review education and training
systems and ensure that they
contain "low threshold access
routes" to recognised qualifications
for people with no/low formal skills.
Introducing basic training as a recogni-
sed stepping stone to other and more
qualified education in the social and
health care sector is only a first step.
Attracting men to the care sector
should be part of the strategy and
efforts should be made to ensure that
these occupations become promising
career paths.

• Set up a National Action Plan for
childcare oriented at the numerical
targets of the Lisbon Process and
ensuring affordable, good quality servi-
ces.Tax incentives for employers who
create company-based childcare, pro-
vide financial support to services offe-

red by local communities or ‘buy’ pla-
ces in social economy enterprises or
small businesses are recommended as
a key element of these plans.

• Exploit the employment poten-
tial of domestic services by esta-
blishing agencies that function as
employers of service workers and
have the capacity to tailor real jobs
from the variety of tasks requested by
customers. Service vouchers for
disadvantaged families, but also for
senior citizens in need of home-based
support in daily life, provide a viable
base for start-up, particularly during
the early stages of developing a mar-
ket for the services.

• Include a gender dimension in the
publicly subsidised support
packages for business creation
and entrepreneurship and require
the relevant agencies to develop
women-specific approaches to help
unemployed women develop sound
businesses offering care and other
family support services.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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THE DILEMMA OF
RECONCILING WORK AND
FAMILY 

Flexibility of work organisation has
increased significantly in recent years.
However, it is often the needs of enter-
prises with respect to the production
process and market competitiveness
that drive this flexibility. Consequently, it
does not necessarily contribute to a bet-
ter reconciliation of work and private
life.Too few employers understand how
a flexible, family-friendly work organisa-
tion can enhance the overall perform-
ance of a company.

The dilemma of reconciliation is mainly
perceived as a "women’s problem" and
this is reflected in female employment
patterns: 37% of women with care
responsibilities for children are working
part-time 1, compared to 17% of women
with no such responsibilities and 6.5%
of men 2.Whilst this choice is predomi-
nantly a voluntary decision, a growing
number of women have no other
option. Particularly in retail or personal
services, employers are increasingly
organising jobs on a part-time basis.
But, whether by choice or not, and even
if those reduced working hours help to
cope with a job and various care and
family tasks, there is a price to pay. Part-
timers have fewer opportunities for
training and career progression, lower
salary levels and reduced access to sup-
plementary payments and social pro-
tection benefits 3.

Striking a balance between work and

family life is an enormous challenge for

people regularly working full-time, over-

time or atypical hours. Those patterns

have been increasing during the last

decade 4. In the EU15 more than 30% of

all employees work on Saturdays, with

figures for women being only slightly

lower than for men. Whilst night work

remains a male domain, evening work

has become a normal routine for 20% of

female and 33% of male workers.

EU POLICIES TO PROMOTE
WORK-LIFE BALANCE 

Both the Report on Equality of Women

and Men 2004 and Report of the

Employment Task Force (2003) empha-

sise the need for more flexible work

organisation. Flexible, family-friendly

working-time arrangements are empha-

sised as key to making gender equality a

reality in the labour market, but also to

improving quality and productivity at

work. Also, in the framework of the 

consultation of social partners at com-

munity level concerning the revision of

the Working Time Directive (93/104)

EC, the European Commission proposes

to strengthen workers’ rights to recon-

ciling work and private life, and encour-

ages the social partners to negotiate

measures that improve compatibility of

work and family.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
THROUGH FAMILY-FRIENDLY
PERSONNEL POLICIES 

EQUAL has developed good practices
that made a visible difference for
women and men who want both gainful
employment and career, and a more
satisfying family and personal life. Com-
prehensive work-life balance policies
enabled cultural change in companies
and organisations that have committed
themselves to implementing new more
flexible work organisation and various
family support services.

Convincing employers  

Many companies, and particularly
SMEs, shy away from work-life balance
policies because they assume they can-
not afford the costs. To overcome the
reticence of employers, EQUAL part-
nerships have been collecting and
studying a large body of success stories
from throughout Europe, the US and
Canada. Those good practices clearly
indicate that employers can gain sub-
stantially through work-life balance
packages. Hard facts such as presented
in the following example proved to be
a driving force for companies to intro-
duce family-friendly personnel policies.

• On behalf of the German govern-
ment, a major European business
consultancy undertook a cost-benefit
analysis of flexible work organisation

HOLDING A JOB –
HAVING A LIFE
EQUAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO IMPROVING THE
WORK-LIFE BALANCE OF WOMEN AND MEN 
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and other support measures for
parents in a representative sample
of enterprises. Results show that, on
average, a basic “family package”
(counselling for parents, indi-
vidualised flexi-time, telework
and childcare) helped each com-
pany to save up to several hundred
thousand euro in reduced costs.
Model calculations based on the
loss incurred through staff turn-
over and absenteeism on the one
hand, and on the cost of the “family
package” on the other, demonstrate
that on average a return on
investment of at least 25% can
be generated.

Working time flexibility
benefiting employees and
employers

A careful analysis of employees’ and
employers’ needs in terms of working
time flexibility, enabled EQUAL part-
ners in all Member States to design and
test a variety of different solutions.

• EQUAL supported companies to
introduce full-time hours over four
days, periodic home working and
telework, combinations of long and
short days and working longer
hours over a defined period to
accrue non-working blocks of time.
Those banked hours could for
instance be used during school
holidays or family emergencies.
Results were very satisfying, espe-
cially for female employees. Moth-
ers appreciated the general
reduction of stress and also the
opportunity to balance work-
ing time and childcare provi-
sion better, and to spend more
quality time with their children

and partners. Employers came 
to recognise that both job per-
formance and productivity
increased.

In some cases the experience facili-
tated the transfer of those mod-
els to other target groups.What
began as a pilot for parents in the
framework of EQUAL is increasingly
becoming regular practice benefiting
other categories of staff.

• In Ireland, flexi-time models were
adapted to the needs of older
workers and people with men-
tal health problems. Personalised
flexible working hours, for instance,
helped women and men suffering
from depression. The solutions are
based on the fact that between the
recurrent spells of the illness, people
have periods when they are well
enough to work. Experience sho-
wed that they can be empowered to
lead a more balanced life from this
experience of work. EQUAL good
practice convinced employers to
give older employees the choice of
phasing out of gainful employment
through flexible work arrangements.
This includes gradual retirement
packages offering the option to
work part-time for two years prior
to retirement (2, 3 or 4 days a
week). Along with this, the
employee’s pension contributions
are paid in full. Thus upon retire-
ment, the employees receive their
full pension benefits, which is partic-
ularly important for women. The
approach helped enterprises to
meet the emerging skills gaps
resulting from demographic change
and to transfer the knowledge and
skills of older workers to the next
generation.

Tackling the disadvantages
of flexibility 

In some Member States, EQUAL man-
aged to change atypical working pat-
terns that severely hampered reconcil-
iation. In France, EQUAL partnerships
were, for instance, linking new work
schedules to a process of (re)assessing
and reorganising work environments
and job contents.

• In one case this resulted in disman-
tling the "broken shifts" that were
the usual pattern for cleaning all
municipal buildings in the city of
Rennes. Before, to make enough
income, the predominantly female
staff had to work two shifts, one in
the early morning and another at
night. Thanks to EQUAL, they now
have full-time jobs and can either opt
for a schedule from 7.30 to 15.30 or
from 10.45 to 18.45. Team work is
a key element of the new model.
Whilst in the past one person had
been assigned a certain number of
square metres, two women are now
sharing the work in a larger space.
The size of the space is calculated in
such a way that one can replace the
other in case of absence. Moreover,
the new scheme enabled the women
to swap workplaces so that they
live closer to work and need less
time to commute. As a result of
the whole arrangement absen-
teeism has dropped by 30%.

• In a second case, thanks to EQUAL, a
large hotel chain was able to reduce
the alarming turnover and
absenteeism of its female staff.
For example, a new solution was
found for receptionists who, in the
past, had been covering two rush
periods – one in the morning when
guests were checking out and

 



another in the evening when new
arrivals were piling up. The free
hours in between did not really help
to improve family life, since employ-
ees had to leave for their second shift
just as their children or partners
would be returning home. A multi-
skills programme was the turn-
ing point towards more family-
friendly work patterns. Employees
were trained to qualify for more than
one job. As a result, a person can
now, on the same day, work first as a
receptionist and then as a waiter.
This allows HR managers to propose
full days instead of "broken" sched-
ules. In addition, the approach helps
employees to develop a career and
get an increase in pay.

Meeting care and other
family needs

Lack of affordable and flexible care for
children and other dependants is a
major barrier to balancing work and
family life in many Member States.
EQUAL partners solicited the financial
support of employers to establish 
or improve care services for their
employees. Another successful ap-
proach to meeting family needs while
at the same time helping companies

attract and retain qualified staff was the
introduction of “help desks for fam-
ily matters”, based in companies or
local authorities.

• In Germany, Italy, Spain and Portugal,
EQUAL training programmes
enabled women, both employed and
unemployed, to provide counselling
and practical advice to
employees. This may include sup-
port to locate the most suitable
childcare or elderly care service and
to find quick solutions to almost any
kind of emergency. Developing per-
sonalised working time arrangements
and career planning for parents and
people with care responsibilities are
also part of the task.The “help desks”
that have in many cases become per-
manent facilities are also ensuring
that people on parental leave can
stay in touch with their com-
pany. This includes facilitating regu-
lar or occasional part-time work and
participation in training,both enabling
parents to keep their skills updated
and to return well prepared to the
workplace.

• Company help desks were particu-
larly successful when working clo-
sely with regional initiatives for
work-life balance or with Time

Agencies. This cooperation widened
choices and availability of support
measures and resulted in lasting
coalitions of local or regional
employers, municipalities and rele-
vant service providers. A French
example demonstrates how a local
partnership resolved the problems
of women working in insecure jobs
in a large supermarket chain. To
increase both quality of work and
job security, the partnership offered
basic ICT training to the employees,
to help them meet the most essen-
tial skills requirements for cashiers
and stock-clerks. But the women
declared themselves unable to af-
ford the time. An innovative scheme
changed the situation: employees
could barter each hour they
spent on training for an hour of
housework, supplied by a local
social economy enterprise and
paid for by the company. In addi-
tion, needs-tailored services with
local providers of childcare were
negotiated and more suitable solu-
tions to transport found, particularly
late in the evening and on weekends.

Turning work-life balance
schemes into a process of
cultural change 

In some countries, work-life balance
programmes as described above were
only the beginning of a long-term
process of change. Milestones are
already visible and indicate lasting
impact.

• In Italy, Portugal and Spain, EQUAL
has involved the social partners in a
geographical area or economic sec-
tor, and succeeded in influencing col-
lective bargaining. Awareness raising
and training for decision-makers in
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trade unions and employers organisa-
tions led to "Memoranda of Unders-
tanding".These committed employers
and unions to negotiate work-life
balance measures for women and men
as part of collective agreements and
to include relevant EQUAL achieve-
ments. In Spain, those collective agree-
ments grant reduced working hours
and flexible leave schemes for parents
and employees with care responsibili-
ties that go beyond the current legal
provision.

• In Ireland, a large partnership linking
six major companies operating in key
economic sectors, has developed a
model for a "continuum of change".
The idea is that organisations move
through four stages that are described
as formative, broadening, deepening
and mature.While at the first stage a
company may be complying with the
relevant legislation and offering a small
number of family-friendly measures
mainly for women with children, the
second stage extends those measures
to a wider group, involving fathers or
more generally people with care res-
ponsibilities. During the deepening
stage a more consistent combination
of policies emerges and becomes avai-
lable to all personnel. Policies are now
seen as a response to business needs
and to attract and retain staff. At this
point relevant HR skills are being
developed and the up-take of pro-
grammes monitored. When reaching
the mature stage an enterprise meets
its organisational goals and its
employees’ work-life-needs without
either side suffering.

To enable all partners to embark on this
"continuum of change", EQUAL estab-
lished a work-life balance group in each
of the participating organisations. The
groups involve representatives of man-
agement and trade unions who diag-
nosed the work-life balance provision of
the company.The next step was to apply
the work-life balance criteria that are
based on research and good practices
collected earlier and to identify the stage
of the continuum from which to start
moving. Diagnostic checklists produced
by the partnership successfully assisted
the organisations during this evolution-
ary process.All partners agree that cul-
tural change is well underway and that –
thanks to EQUAL – their organisations
look considerably different than at the
beginning of the endeavour.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

To secure productivity and competitive-
ness in Europe, enterprises must be-
come more flexible to respond to sud-
den changes for their goods and services
and to the increasing demand for quality
which is related to workers’ family
needs and personal preferences. It is
paramount that stake-holders perceive
work-life balance as a concept that is
targeting both women and men.

• Employers are encouraged to build on
EQUAL good practices and to make
use of the large variety of business
cases, diagnostic tools and support
materials.

Yet, employers are not the only players
when it comes to taking action. Their
willingness to embrace change, social
responsibility and gender equality as part
of personnel policies should be
enhanced by appropriate strategies by
other key actors.

• Social partner organisations should
integrate work-life balance in the pro-
cess of collective bargaining. This
requires awareness raising and training
of those involved in the negotiation of
collective agreements at company, sec-
toral or regional level.

• Local and regional governments
should play a more pro-active role and
initiate territorial alliances for work-
life balance.This is particularly relevant
for SMEs, which often lack the resour-
ces to develop such policies of their
own.

• National governments and legislators
should review the existing legal frame-
work and consider amendments to
remove obstacles to and raise the
attractiveness of flexible work arrange-
ments for employers and employees.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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GENDER GAPS IN UNPAID
WORK AT HOME

Some 62% of households are now "dual
income", making this life arrangement
the most dominant form among women
and men in the European Union 1. Yet,
despite increasing female participation in
the labour market, the private lives of
many couples are still showing the role
pattern of the male breadwinner model.
Men are perceived as providers for the
family, whilst women are expected to
shoulder the lion’s share of unpaid work
at home. So as to reconcile gainful
employment and career ambitions,
motherhood and marriage or partner-
ship, homemaking and social life success-
fully, women are increasingly behaving as
‘super women’.

Time use surveys 2 comparing the num-
ber of hours spent by women and men
on activities related to work, family
duties and leisure reveal that this tradi-
tional pattern is hard to overcome. On
average, in all EU Member States, if the
total time of gainful employment and
domestic tasks is considered, women’s
work days are longer than men’s 3. Gen-
der gaps in the use of time widen when
the house-hold includes young children.
Compared to women without children,
mothers living in couples spend on aver-
age at least one hour less per day on
paid jobs. The same mothers devote
daily between 51/2 and 71/2 hours to
parental and domestic tasks. For men liv-
ing in couples the tendency is the same
as for women: time spent on family
duties increases with the arrival of chil-

dren. But unlike for women, the time of
gainful employment rises or remains sta-
ble, when men become fathers.

There are, however, some encouraging
trends that may be tipping the scales
towards a more even distribution of care
and domestic work between women and
men. Qualitative research 4 points at a
growing number of men that are keen to
live up to their responsibilities as fathers.
Most often, though, their attempts are
not encouraged by employers, colleagues
at work or by the media that tend to con-
vey traditional images of gender relations.
In addition, men’s contribution to the
‘second shift’, e.g. unpaid work at home, is
mainly restricted to feeding, bathing,
changing nappies, taking kids to school or
kindergarten and – most of all – playing
with the children. Men’s commitment to
sharing household chores is much less
pronounced.

STRIVING FOR CHANGES IN
GENDER ROLES

Since the 1980s the Community Action
Programmes for Equal Opportunities of
Women and Men have been addressing
the need to change attitudes towards
gender roles, as a crucial component of
gender equality policies. The current
Framework Strategy for Gender Equal-
ity (2001-2005) emphasises that achiev-
ing equality is: "a question of promoting
long lasting changes in parental roles,
family structures, institutional practices,
the organisation of work and time, (…)
that also concerns men and the whole of
society (…)".

LEARNING NEW AND 
UN-LEARNING OLD GENDER
ROLES

EQUAL has contributed to promoting
equality in unpaid care and family work
through strategies and concepts aimed
at triggering change in role and task
sharing between women and men of the
present parent generation. In some
Member States this was combined with
strategies that addressed young people,
and even children, in order to challenge
stereotypes during those crucial stages
when gender roles are being formed.
Whilst many of those approaches tar-
geted men in the first instance, a sub-
stantial number were also aimed at
overcoming both the ‘breadwinner’ and
the ‘super woman’ model. A variety of
actions were tested and carefully moni-
tored, the most successful of which are
presented below.

Media campaigns

In terms of measurable changes, the most
significant EQUAL media campaign has
been implemented in the Netherlands. It
was designed like a marketing strategy for
a new commercial product. Taking
account of specific life styles and charac-
teristics of a given target group, such
strategies are intended to build a critical
mass of people that would, after having
received the message, adopt the new
product as the most suitable. Similar to a
nuclear chain reaction, that critical mass
triggers an ongoing process of multiplica-
tion and eventually creates sustainable

FAREWELL TO THE
MALE BREADWINNER
MODEL?
EQUAL STRATEGIES TO DISMANTLE TRADITIONAL
GENDER ROLES AND STEREOTYPES
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change.Led by the Ministry of Labour and
Social Affairs, the Dutch campaign with
the slogan of "Men Taking the Lead" has
worked successfully along those lines.

The message was simple: if more men
were prepared to become more
involved with tasks at home, more
women would be able to enter the
labour market and reconcile their work-
ing and family lives in a more satisfying
way. But instead of having the responsi-
ble Minister or gender equality bodies
"preach" politically correct attitudes as
often happened in the past, the EQUAL
partners used a sophisticated mix of
activities to initiate "discussions at peo-
ples’ kitchen tables" as the first decisive
step towards change.

The discussions were stimulated by
bombarding the public with a succession
of TV and radio commercials, supported
by a number of other activities such as
press conferences, an Internet site, a
series of talk shows and countless
events throughout the country.The first
message communicated was con-
fronting men with the excuses they
tend to make up in order to avoid
taking up more responsibilities at
home. After a while, the strategy was
fine-tuned and concentrated more on
motivation and inspiration than on
provocation. This second wave of mes-
sages was aimed at addressing the
need for women to learn to let go
of their "household and care
monopoly" and of their strong beliefs
about how things should be done. It also
focused on the fact that most employ-
ers, male colleagues and friends do not
react enthusiastically if a man undertakes
more family work. Over a period of 16
months the campaign encouraged men
to start a dialogue on the equal division
of family tasks with their employers, as
well as their friends and peers at work.

With the project’s assistance, this has
resulted in many men making "role
sharing agreements" with their
partners and/or employers.

To spread its message, the partnership
under EQUAL convinced other organi-
sations to join forces. Together with
large companies, NGOs and the coun-
try’s top football team, the partnership
organised activities to let fathers experi-
ence the fun and satisfaction that can be
had from spending quality time with
their kids, and the difference that this
can make to the lives of their children
and partners. The impact of the media
campaign was monitored in great detail
and is impressive:

• three months after its launch, the cam-
paign was known to 55% of the Dutch
population.

• During the same period a change of
attitude was recorded with regard to
the statement: "If young children are
part of the family, a mother should not
have a job". Whilst in January 2003,
40% of the less-educated respondents
agreed with that statement, only 25%
did so in April of the same year.
Amongst the highly educated, 38%
"agreed totally" in January as com-
pared to only 30% in April 2003.

• According to the final analysis in May
2004, 59% of men and 52% of women
were reported to be discussing the
division of family tasks at least once a
month. Agreements on sharing those
tasks is mentioned as the most 
frequent result. Between April 2003
and May 2004, the number of men
who had negotiated task-sharing
agreements rose from 67% to 88%,
whilst the percentage among women
remained stable at 72%.

Transnational cooperation and European
thematic work have enabled the transfer
of those Dutch good practices to
EQUAL Partnerships  in other Member
States. In France, the Ministry of Labour
has included this type of activity in the
range of measures that are eligible for
funding in the framework of the Euro-
pean Social Fund.

Learning by doing makes all
the difference

Practical training in and exposure to
new roles and tasks proved to be partic-
ularly successful when taking account
of the specific cultural context. In
France, where kindergartens or schools
are rarely meeting points for parents,
new neighbourhood centres were well
received by both women and men.
Users appreciated the idea of transfer-
ring the discussion on task-sharing away
from their homes to a neutral space. In
several regions, EQUAL provided
opportunities for men and women to
meet and talk shop with or without the
support of professionals.

• Paris-based L’ Ecole des parents (School
for Parents)  organised workshops
where parents learned about practical
solutions to task-sharing between
mothers and fathers. At first, there
were more mothers, but over time
the number of fathers attending the
workshops grew significantly. Male
participants claim that learning
from peers who were more
advanced in overcoming traditional
gender roles has helped them to con-
sider doing the same more seriously,
for instance, by taking parental leave.

• In other cities, "parents’ cafés" invited
men and women to give voice to
what they feel and think about old
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and new gender roles. Here, parents
were also encouraged to meet - with
or without their children - and to
embark on practical activities
which involved role changes.
Men and women discovered that they
possess skills that are often labelled
as typical of the other gender, such as
cooking, constructing technical toys,
playing football, telling stories, making
music or singing lullabies and that
they also enjoyed using them.

In Italy, EQUAL strategies for attitudinal
changes were based on the assumption
that men like to plan and implement
projects over a certain period of time,
as opposed to being permanently "con-
demned" to household or care tasks.
"Project work" was used to pave the
way to improved and lasting male
involvement in family duties.

• EQUAL projects took men on a
journey of change from where they
actually stood and supported them in
reaching a concrete goal: for ins-
tance completing a course in neo-
natal care, dedicating Saturday morn-
ings to spend quality time with their
kids or preparing a meal for the fam-
ily once a week, including shopping
and cleaning up the kitchen after-
wards.

• Through ‘men only’ courses, other
EQUAL partnerships helped men to
assess and improve their skills in
household management. The pro-
grammes provided learning by doing
domestic jobs such as ironing, cooking,
washing or cleaning a house. At the
same time, so they said, they became
more aware of the value and burden
of unpaid family work.

Addressing gender from
kindergarten to university

Through working with children and
youth, EQUAL addressed  not only role
sharing and vocational choices of future
generations, but also the prevailing atti-
tudinal patterns of the current parent
generation.

Training and further education
developed by EQUAL partners in many
countries enabled kindergarten and
primary school teachers to let boys
and girls explore existing gender differ-
ences and to break with stereotyped
perceptions of men and women. For
instance, role patterns discovered in
the kindergarten groups were linked to
the analysis of the different tasks per-
formed by mothers and fathers at
home. Role play and discussions trig-
gered questions about the causes of
inequality and ideas on how the chil-
dren envisaged their own adult life.
Almost inevitably, this process stimu-
lated more discussions in the families.
Supported by awareness-raising and
training events, parents became more
open to review their own performance
as role models and to consider
changes. Didactic material and tools

prepared by the projects are helping to
disseminate the approach further.

A Spanish partnership created and
tested innovative curricula for pri-
mary and secondary schools, which
challenged traditional gender roles and
also the subtle integration of the
related stereotypes into science and
technology. Rather than offering extra
general courses on equal opportunities,
these schemes use household
processes, such as cooking, baking or
ironing to explain certain phenomena
in chemistry and physics.The model has
succeeded, as youngsters, particularly
boys, have begun to realise the value of
unpaid female work and to accept
more responsibilities at home. The
scheme has created a lot of media
attention and prompted much discus-
sion amongst teachers and parents,
which has led the competent authori-
ties to consider adopting EQUAL’s
approach.

In the Netherlands, EQUAL has also
been building on research indicating
that young men at the beginning of
their career have a more egalitarian
vision than the previous generation
when it comes to sharing care respon-
sibilities with their wives or partners.
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For instance, to be more proactive
fathers, 40% of Dutch engineers would
like to work fewer hours, but, due to
various barriers, do not act accordingly.
Through an Internet tool, a partnership
encouraged men to make those barri-
ers visible and also proposed practical
solutions to remove them. Moreover,
EQUAL tested ways to address parent-
hood and gender roles in secondary
and tertiary education, i.e. at an age
when career paths are being formed.A
group of engineers who are actually
combining work and care was trained
as ‘ambassadors’ for a new male
role model.They acted as visiting lec-
turers and passed on their experience
to the students.All these positive expe-
riences were synthesised and inte-
grated into teaching materials and
tools, including a training module as
part of technical education pro-
grammes at universities, which are now
in demand in a growing number of edu-
cational institutions.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Changing attitudes and perceptions
related to role and task-sharing of

women and men requires long-term
strategies and relentless persistence.
EQUAL good practices and a huge body
of materials and tools, developed by
partnerships, are available to help differ-
ent categories of policy makers push for
change.

EQUAL Managing Authorities in
the Member States should be aware that
Development Partnerships could in
most cases only achieve the first crucial
steps to tipping the scales towards a
more even division of care and other
family responsibilities. To enable further
action they should cooperate with the
competent authorities to secure:

• funding for media campaigns
over a longer period of time and
not just as short-lived publicity
events;

• financing for such campaigns as an
integral part of publicly subsidi-
sed programmes aimed at gen-
der equality in the labour market.

Political decision makers and
authorities that are in charge of edu-
cation and training should:

• review curricula at all levels and
ensure not only the integration of gen-
der equality aspects as a cross-cutting
issue, but also introduce distinct
modules focusing on a more
equal distribution of care and
other unpaid work at home,

• include this specific issue in teachers’
training and continuing educa-
tion.

Local policy makers should:

• put the future of parenting on the
agenda and consider turning commu-
nity centres, kindergartens and schools
into places where women and men can
meet to learn new gender roles and to
"un-learn" stereotypes and attitudes
that hamper progress towards a
society which values and needs the full
potential of both women and men.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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WOMEN IN THE LABOUR
MARKET: INCREASINGLY
SKILLED BUT STILL
UNDEREMPLOYED

In most EU Member States, women are
outperforming men when it comes to
successful completion of upper secon-
dary education.Women form the majo-
rity of university students and are also
increasingly breaking into male domains,
such as mathematics, science and civil
engineering. According to research,
women possess many qualities that are
appreciated by personnel departments,
including persistence and discipline,
social skills and an outstanding talent for
languages and communication.

However, all those inroads and assets
are not yet mirrored by women’s posi-
tion in the labour market. Both sector
specific and occupational segregation
are persistent and continue to be a
major obstacle to equal treatment of
women and men in employment and
pay. Almost half of the women (48%)
gainfully employed in the EU in 2000
worked in only four areas of activity:
health care and social services, educa-
tion, public administration and retailing.
By contrast, in the same year, only one
third of men worked in four sectors of
activity: construction, public administra-
tion, retailing and business services.

MITIGATING THE
DEMOGRAPHIC "TIME-BOMB"

For years policy makers at all levels have
been emphasising the need to maximise
the economic contribution of women in
sectors where they are under-represen-

ted – with poor results.The consequen-
ces of the "demographic time bomb" –
i.e. a significant lack of labour supply and
increasing skills gaps - can already be felt
in a number of economic sectors, such as
science, technology, engineering and
construction, as well as the health and
care sectors. Companies, in particular
those striving to be global players, are
having difficulties in broadening their
skills base and in becoming more compe-
titive.

DEVELOPING THE FULL
POTENTIAL OF WOMEN 
AND MEN

EQUAL good practices demonstrating
effective ways to tackle sectoral and
occupational gender gaps are making a
valuable contribution to diversifying
and improving the skills of the Euro-
pean workforce. EQUAL approaches
that are showing particularly encourag-
ing indications of bringing about change
are those which have integrated differ-
ent elements of successful desegrega-
tion policies.

Biographical approaches   

Addressing the full educational life-cycle
of women and men through "biograph-
ical approaches" has generated many
positive results. EQUAL has developed
and tested schemes that are widening
choices in education and training from
as early as kindergarten, all the way
through primary and secondary school
to vocational training and university
education, and beyond.Whereas in the

past, projects were only able to target
one or two steps of an educational life-
cycle, EQUAL has demonstrated ways
and means to cover them all. Involving
institutions that had never worked
together was key to overcoming com-
partmentalised thinking and paving the
way to concepts of life-long learning
that will survive the lifespan of EQUAL.

Kindergarten and primary
schools

EQUAL made significant efforts not just
to address gender stereotyping from an
early age, but also to develop policies and
practices that would foster excellence in
education as an investment in future
human resources. Working with teach-
ers and parents, EQUAL helped to dis-
mantle perceptions that girls, for instance,
lack technical interest and skills or that
boys lag behind in terms of literacy and
communication. In addition, visits to
companies proved to be an excellent way
to challenge gender stereotypes. The
pupils were asked to carry out surveys on
jobs performed by women and men,
which triggered questions about the
causes of inequality and ideas on how the
children envisaged their own adult life in
a more egalitarian society. Those models
are now becoming integral parts of teach-
ers’ training and continuing education.

Secondary schools

The approaches developed for second-
ary schools resulted in more girls
choosing non-traditional subjects,

TACKLING GENDER
GAPS = TACKLING
SKILLS GAPS
EQUAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO EUROPEAN 
COMPETITIVENESS
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training, or education and owed much
of their success to their organisation
as an ongoing process, and not just as
single events. This has been achieved
in Spain, for example, by creating
innovative curricula, which challenge
traditional gender roles and the sub-
tle integration of the related stereo-
types into science and technology.
Rather than offering extra general
courses on equal opportunities, the
programmes used household proces-
ses, such as cooking, baking or ironing
to explain certain phenomena in
chemistry and physics. Kids learned,
for instance, about the different
aggregate states of materials as solid,
liquid or gas by producing chocolate,
cocoa and ice cream.

Other successful schemes include
specific ICT courses for girls, Internet
clubs and summer camps for "young
female inventors", or taster weeks in
enterprises that were involved in the
partnerships.Young women who have
‘made it’ into male-dominated occu-
pations played an important part as
role models and mentors.

Initial training and
education

Accompanying the learning progress
of young women in non-traditional
initial training and tertiary education
significantly reduced drop-out rates
and increased the number of those
who moved directly from training 
to employment. Mentoring pro-
grammes providing professional and
personal support during the early
stages of training and/or employ-
ment emerged as potent means of
desegregation.

Continuing education for
adult women

"Comprehensive pathways" which
combined skills assessment, coun-
selling, guidance, training, coaching,
work placement and networking pro-
vided the most effective approach to
help mature women access employ-
ment in a male domain. Training was
tailored to the skills requirements of
companies, but also acknowledged so-
called "women-specific" competencies.
For example, EQUAL in Germany
demonstrated how training jobless uni-
versity graduates as experts in knowl-
edge management, by covering the
technical aspects related to retrieval,
categorisation and systematisation of
knowledge in a course, could explicitly
build on women’s capacities for multi-
tasking, communication and team
work.Those skills proved to be a solid
base to stimulate and guide learning
processes in organisations. Work expe-
rience placements convinced employ-
ers of the quality of the new profile,
and most participants received job
offers before the completion of the
programme.

Turning teachers, trainers
and guidance staff into
agents of change

EQUAL has been working successfully
towards changing the attitudes of peo-
ple who are playing crucial roles in the
process of women’s and men’s career
choices and development.

Although the issue of equal opportuni-
ties is included in the training of career
advisers in many countries, evidence
suggests that it is not transferred to
the work situation. Often, guidance

provided to young women and men is
"gender blind", i.e. a procedure con-
sidered neutral, but intrinsically
reflecting gender stereotypes, is being
applied and preventing young women
and men from making the most of
their potential. Developing "gender
conscious" counselling and guidance
made a difference. This involved con-
tinuing education for career advisors
and also training of trainers to edu-
cate future counsellors. In Denmark,
EQUAL good practice inspired politi-
cal decision makers when drafting and
passing the new Danish Act on Educa-
tional and Vocational Guidance in
2003 and provided input for the new
diploma programme for vocational
counsellors implemented in 2004.

EQUAL gender equality courses
enabled managers, lecturers, trainers
and support staff in further and higher
education and work-based training, to
meet the learning needs of women
studying in male domains. For exam-
ple, 400 career counsellors and 500
lecturers and trainers in 100 organisa-
tions throughout the UK were trained
to create a conducive learing environ-
ment for women. The training pac-
kage examines the learning styles 
of women, curriculum content and
recruitment and provides examples of
pedagogical practice that enhance
self-esteem and confidence.The pack-
age has met with a huge demand, par-
ticularly from work-based training
providers that have to comply with
national targets for workforce devel-
opment which include gender and
diversity.

To fill the alarming skills gaps in the
health and care sector, EQUAL part-
ners in Denmark have been attracting
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men to work in elderly care.A group
of male care workers was trained as
"ambassadors" in dismantling myths
about women being predestined for
this kind of work. Awareness raising
and training for vocational counsel-
lors, teachers and senior care staff,
succeeded in introducing change in an
entirely feminine training and work
environment. The Danish experience
shows how pushing for the recruit-
ment of men in teaching positions and
on-the-job guidance can increase the
presence of male role models, which
is a pre-condition to overcoming the
gender segregation in this part of the
labour market.

Winning over employers as
pro-active partners 

Arguing the case of equal opportuni-
ties from a social justice perspective
has failed to motivate companies to
redesign their personnel and human
resource development policies. Only
hard data on the business advantages
to be gained by using untapped female
resources are creating this kind of
change. EQUAL success stories in
terms of increased recruitment and
promotion of women are mainly due

to the growing need for skilled labour
in specific economic sectors. More-
over, the EQUAL experience showed
that the competition between compa-
nies to attract and retain the most
qualified workforce tends to work to
the advantage of women who have
been trained in former male domains.

EQUAL proved that involving emp-
loyer organisations as active partners
is essential to opening up non-tradi-
tional careers for women. In the UK,
the Engineering Construction Industry
Training Board disseminated an
EQUAL scheme designed for auditing
recruitment practices and work envi-
ronments, which enabled enterprises
to develop more women-friendly poli-
cies. The scheme is currently being
transferred to training boards in other
economic sectors.To fill the expected
90 000 job vacancies in Sweden’s con-
struction sector in the coming decade,
the leading social partner organisa-
tions have, for the first time, joined
forces to promote gender equality and
diversity. Tested by the partnership,
new recruitment and training
approaches, and also flexible family-
friendly work arrangements on con-
struction sites are becoming a key
issue in collective bargaining.

EQUAL also worked
successfully with "flag-

ship" companies to trig-
ger snowball effects, since

more of them feel compelled to
follow suit if competitors or
market leaders set an example.
In Greece, for example, EQUAL
has supported large corpora-
tions operating nationally in
banking, transport and the media
to introduce or improve positive
action plans stipulating women’s

access to non-traditional jobs. The
schemes helped the companies to fill
skills gaps in management and techni-
cal occupations.

It is still too early to assess the long-
term impact of these achievements.Yet,
in Portugal, five years after similar pio-
neer work was carried out by a NOW-
project helping women to access quali-
fied jobs in the car and electro-techni-
cal industries, female employment has
grown from almost zero to about 20
percent. Employers claim that the
increased gender balance has enhanced
the social climate in the workplace and
led to more productivity.

Territorial desegregation
centres 

The development of local and regional
resource centres, or "desegregation
hubs", are a significant EQUAL achieve-
ment. These "hubs" unite the experi-
ence and resources of women’s train-
ing centres, employers’ organisations
and companies from the most gender-
segregated sectors of the labour mar-
ket, mainstream training and educa-
tional institutions, careers services and
equal opportunities bodies. EQUAL
has proven that partnerships of key
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stakeholders can successfully orches-
trate a multitude of the activities
described above and also stage sophisti-
cated campaigns for attitudinal changes.
In some countries transfer and main-
streaming are well underway:

• in Sweden, eight pilot programmes,
each including several interlinked pro-
jects, were carried out in three
regions. Led by regional task forces,
the activities have been targeting
women (and immigrants), employers,
education and training providers and
the public-at-large.Other regions have
already signalled their interest in using
the models.

• In the UK, the national government 
is mainstreaming EQUAL achieve-
ments by entrusting the establishment
of a National Resource Centre for
Women’s Training in Science, Enginee-
ring and Technology (SET) to a suc-
cessful EQUAL partner.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS   

Successful desegregation strategies which
have the capacity to tackle skills gaps
require the lasting commitment of 
all players. EQUAL has generated 
concepts to build and strengthen such
co-operation, which, if undertaken
together, can bring about change.

National governments and legisla-
tors should:

• review gender equality legislation and
ensure that it is not only binding for
the public sector but for private com-
panies and organisations as well;

• monitor trends in gender segregation
in sectors and occupations and the
representation of women and men in
management positions on a regular
basis;

• enforce the integration of the gender
dimension in vocational guidance, edu-
cation and training and include rele-
vant skills in training curricula for
career counsellors, teachers and trai-
ners;

• include good practice, successfully tes-
ted in the framework of EQUAL, in
the National Employment Reports
(NAPs) and thereby put a process in
place to monitor progress in desegre-
gation and to enable benchmarking at
European level.

Employers should:

• establish or improve positive action
plans by using goal and timetable sys-
tems to promote desegregation;

• include gender equality as a criterion
when applying schemes for total qua-
lity management;

• increase their credibility as equal
opportunities employers through gen-
der proofing and auditing personnel
policies and pioneering employer net-
works in their sector or region;

• improve work environments for
women by sensitising male colleagues.

Social partner organisations should:

• sensitise and train decision-makers
and staff on how to ensure desegrega-

tion issues are included in collective
agreements;

• work towards a gender balance in
their decision-making bodies and in
collective bargaining.

Training providers should:

• establish recruitment and selection
procedures that improve the gender
balance in mixed training in male
domains;

• address alarming gender gaps in cer-
tain sectors or occupations through
specific actions for women;

• increase the number of female or male
teachers and trainers in highly segre-
gated areas of labour market training.

Gender equality bodies and rele-
vant NGOs should:

• help to disseminate EQUAL good
practices and include them as models
in their awareness raising and lobbying
strategies;

• work in co-operation with national
governments and legislators to help
them implement the above recom-
mendations.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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TIME TO ENGENDER THE
RIGHT WORK-LIFE BALANCE

Whilst during the last decade collec-

tively agreed working time in the EU has

been falling, the number of hours actually

performed has grown in many Member

States. According to research 1, a large

part of the working population is under

constant time pressures. This finding is

symptomatic for the change of moving

from an industrial society with synchro-

nised work patterns, to a service and

information society with rhythms

increasingly out of sync.Working hours

tend to become more and more irregu-

lar, but the "times of the city" - opening

hours of local authorities, stores and

other service providers, childcare facili-

ties and schools and the schedules of

public transport systems, are slow to

follow suit. This makes it difficult for

people to balance the conflicting pres-

sures of their daily lives.

Women with care responsibilities for

children and/or other dependants suffer

more from this daily battle against time

than men. Coping with a job and manag-

ing a family leaves no time for social, cul-

tural or civic activities, and "personal

time" is often out of the question. Even

in two-income households, the unpaid

work at home is not being shared

equally. The prevailing pattern of work

organisation is shaped as if the entire

workforce were male and had no care

obligations. High levels of stress and

frustration are the norm, and not the

exception, for many working women.

Obviously, this can have an impact on

their job performance and productivity,

and cause absenteeism and unwanted

company staff turnover.

TOWARDS SOCIAL
INCLUSION WITH TIME-
MANAGEMENT SUPPORT FOR
WORKING COUPLES

Clearly, introducing positive change to

balance work and private life requires

local and company-level approaches,

since this is where women and men try

to juggle time to manage the different

demands of their lives. The European

Employment Strategy 2 emphasises the

crucial importance of local development

in combating discrimination and social

exclusion. Integrating a gender dimen-

sion is seen as a must for the develop-

ment of localised strategies for more

and better jobs, and improved working

and living conditions for all.

LEADING THE WAY:AN EQUAL
OPPORTUNITY 

Time Bureaus or Agencies, created

and/or strengthened by EQUAL, partic-

ularly in France, Italy and Spain, have

produced solutions to the dilemma of

juggling conflicting time pressures.

Those agencies are physical infrastruc-

tures working along four major avenues:

• harmonising "city times";

• introducing more flexible work

organisation benefiting both employ-

ees and employers;

• tailored needs, flexible care and other

family support services; and

• triggering changes in attitude to

enable a more even sharing of unpaid

work at home between women and

men.

Achievements in these four areas have

made a real difference in the daily lives

of women and men, whilst at the same

helped to enhance the "soft factors" for

economic development, i.e. the general

quality of life.

Joining forces for change

Creating local, powerful and pro-active

alliances was the most important factor

for efficient and successful Time Agen-

cies.The EQUAL partnership approach

proved to be optimal to enabling all

players to come together: political deci-

sion-makers, public authorities, social

partners, employers and citizens. Invest-

ing time and resources to carefully pre-

GENDERING THE USE
OF TIME
TERRITORIAL APPROACHES TO IMPROVE THE
ARTICULATION OF WORK AND PRIVATE LIFE
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pare the ground for the multi-faceted
actions in the four areas above gener-
ated a lasting commitment of the dif-
ferent players. Four strategies were
particularly effective:

• placing the agencies under the
direct responsibility of a mayor
or high-level regional decision-
maker helped to emphasise the pol-
icy priority accorded to eliminating
gender disparities in the use of time;

• pleading business cases for the
approach was essential to develop a
common vision on the benefits of
Time Agencies to the region, but
also to each partner and their
respective institutions;

• to move from vision to action,
EQUAL partners convened com-
missions assembling the top
decision-makers. These groups,
that sometimes brought together up
to 100 people, met first at a high-
level visibility event and then met to
take final decisions. All the practical
details of the different institutions’
contributions were elaborated by
smaller teams of practitioners in the
field of work organisation, trans-
port, education, social care and cul-
ture. Lasting months, their intensive
co-operation paved the way to
inter-agency approaches, which
were crucial for these activities to
take place. To integrate a gender
perspective, some partnerships
insisted on parity of male and female
members in both groups;

• involving various groups of citi-
zens in surveys that identified the
most alarming "time eaters" in their
daily lives and their needs for an
improved work-life-balance stimu-
lated lasting interest. In parallel,
studies were carried out to explore
the needs and constraints of compa-
nies in terms of more flexible work

organisation. Information campaigns,
town meetings and round tables fur-
ther enhanced motivation to be part
of the change process and created a
new "societal dialogue" in the
territory that went beyond the tra-
ditional social dialogue between
employers and trade unions.

Harmonising "city times"

Public authorities as pioneers 

By creating one-stop-shops local and
regional governments set the momen-
tum for the activities of all partners.
Based in one single location, one-stop-
shops help people save precious time
by catering for almost every type of
demand from getting a copy of a birth
certificate, through using health and
social care services, to setting up an
appointment with a careers guidance
or placement officer. Thanks to
EQUAL, one-stop-shops are becoming
a permanent feature in cities and
regions.

• In France, EQUAL was instrumental
in the emergence of "neighbour-
hood town halls". They provide
services at opening hours that suit
the work schedules of the popula-
tion instead of the usual 9 to 5
rhythm of public administrations.

• Another kind of one-stop-shop
combines services for specific
groups of citizens, such as families
with children. These centres spe-
cialise in early childhood and educa-
tional activities, financial aid and
health issues like family planning,
pregnancy care and supporting cou-
ples in crisis situations.

• A very specific one-stop-shop in
France is centred around the start
of the school year and shows
impressively how much time can

be gained at very little cost. At
the end of every summer before
school begins, parents can find all
relevant information in one place. In
the past, this was a tedious job that
took two half days, and required
parents to run back and forth
between different offices. Now
everything can be dealt with in less
than 45 minutes and, in addition,
parents can enrol their children 
in extra-curricular activities, buy 
transport coupons, get lunch vouch-
ers, etc. Involving more than a dozen
public services and around forty
associations, these "guichets
uniques" are also a showcase for
non-profit organisations and an
opportunity to welcome newcom-
ers to the city.

Smarter transport solutions  

Commuting from home to work to
kindergarten or school, and to shop-
ping and other service areas was iden-
tified by EQUAL partnerships as one
of the most time-consuming and
unproductive daily tasks.This is partic-
ularly true for women who – to a
lesser extent than men – own a car or
have the family car at their disposal.
For years, gender equality bodies and
NGOs have been pushing to adapt bus
and train services to the needs of
working women – in most cases
unsuccessfully. EQUAL helped to link
that goal to both the policy priorities
of local or regional governments, and
to the business interests of transport
companies. Testing new solutions was
an excellent opportunity for those
enterprises to attract customers and
to develop more cost-effective serv-
ices. This was very much in line with
the aim of governments to reduce
environmental pollution and traffic
jams through minimising individual car
travel with a more flexible and user-
friendly transport system.

 



• In Barcelona a partnership working

with the Metropolitan Transport

Corporation and the bus services of

the neighbouring local communities

enabled the integration of the differ-

ent systems, which before had been

operating independently. The pilot

actions developed thanks to EQUAL

included the analysis of an urban bus

line, to check if and how its route

connects the areas and services

which are most crucial to people

with family responsibilities. Other

pilots facilitated the mobility
between the communities
where people live and their
places of work in industrial zones,

and the transport between the dif-

ferent municipalities and the central

commercial areas.

• In Italy, a municipality participating in

an EQUAL partnership joined forces

with the employers’ consortium of a

huge industrial zone. The consor-

tium, which has a reputation for its

innovative environmental protection

programmes, was keen to reduce

the pollution caused by the daily

traffic jam of its employees driving

to work in their private cars. In the

framework of EQUAL, car sharing

and a transport system using
electric and low-emission cars
were introduced.Whilst the munici-

pality invested in the cars, the con-

sortium is covering the running

costs of the new service, significantly

reducing both pollution and the

employees’ commuting time.

Time for a change in
working practice

Family-friendly flexible work arrange-

ments in companies and organisations

are a major achievement of the Time

Agencies. They supported employers

to experiment with a much wider
choice of working time variations
than just part-time work. In some

cases, cooperating with Local or

Regional Employment Pacts enabled

EQUAL partnerships to build on

existing working relations with

employers and trade unions.This aided

agreements on more family-friendly

working time arrangements that were

then introduced into collective bar-

gaining. New solutions brought posi-

tive change, in particular, for people

working unsociable hours that are

hardly compatible with raising chil-

dren. In some cases, the schemes

enabled unemployed women to access

employment in local areas where job

openings are scarce and childcare is

running only on the usual 9 to 5

schedule.

• In Brittany, EQUAL is piloting a

model that is accommodating young

parents’ needs who, in order to hold

a job in the local food industry, were

facing antisocial hours, working

either an early morning or an

evening shift.The model is based on

the fact that whilst some production

units are running full blast with large

work teams at certain periods of

the day, they function with much

smaller teams during others. To get

to grips with these ups and downs,

the companies have so far been con-

tracting temporary workers. The

idea to be tested under EQUAL was

to re-organise the work and, instead

of hiring temps, to create permanent

jobs for young parents. Those jobs

involve work in both a regular team

and a "relief-team" that steps in dur-

ing peak hours.The jobs can be per-

formed during the day, when local

childcare centres are open. Employ-

ers are recognising the value of the

approach, since quick responses to

changing production needs are

more efficient if carried out with

permanent staff who are familiar

with the specific job requirements

and company culture.

More examples of good practice

related to new work organisation

are contained in a separate Policy

Brief (Holding a job, having a life).

Supporting the family with
tailored services

The provision of flexible care for chil-

dren and other dependants outside of

the usual "7 to 6 o’clock bracket" is a
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lifeline for women working around the
clock and on weekends, such as in super
markets, hotels, restaurants or hospitals.
The EQUAL Time Agencies have rein-
forced that lifeline through the exten-
sion of opening hours in existing
care facilities and the creation of
new services often supplied by
small businesses and social econ-
omy enterprises. This includes both
home and institution-based emergency
services. Success stories are presented
in the Policy Brief focusing on care and
other family support services (A Job
Machine for Women).

A question of attitude

Time Agencies supported by EQUAL
were well aware that achieving gender
equality in the use of time requires dras-
tic attitudinal changes when it comes to
sharing unpaid work at home. This is 
why those partnerships ran aware-
ness-raising campaigns promoting
equality in parenting and a variety of
actions targeted at young families. Moth-
ers and fathers were invited to discuss
problems of daily life, exchange experi-
ences and learn from each other. Other
programmes targeted only men and pro-
vided learning by doing domestic tasks.
As a result, a substantial number of men
who have participated in those schemes
now claim to be spending more quality
time with their kids and partners.
Detailed information on strategies for
attitudinal changes can be found in the
Policy Brief entitled "Farewell to the
Male-Bread-Winner-Model?".

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

EQUAL Time Agencies considerably
improved the "time management"
capacities of key players at local and
regional level, and have proven to be an
important asset to economic develop-
ment and the involvement of citizens in
shaping the future of their cities or
regions. A substantial number of avail-
able methods and tools support territo-
rial policy makers and authorities when
embarking on similar ventures.

Policy makers should note that:

• time Agencies do not necessarily
require large amounts of funding, but
rather the political willingness and
commitment to improve the co-
ordination and delivery of exist-
ing services.

Building on EQUAL good practices
authorities should:

• map out the state-of-the-art
concerning "city times" and apply
a gender mainstreaming approach, i.e.
find out about the benefits and prob-
lems of the various public and private
services, their opening hours and
schedules for both women and men;

• make use of the Guidebooks on
Gender Mainstreaming produced
in the framework of EQUAL by the
Commission and several EU Member
States;

• combine top-down and bottom-
up approaches by creating territo-
rial alliances to reinforce the common
interests of decision-makers and citi-
zens in the development of their ter-
ritory;

• organise awareness raising and
training for civil servants and
employees of different administra-
tions to enable interagency
approaches;

• reach out to companies and
social partners in their local area
and stimulate a common learn-
ing process on how harmonising
“city times” and working time
arrangements can make everybody
win;

• integrate Time Agencies into
existing or emerging Local or
Regional Employment Pacts to
strengthen the supportive environ-
ment for creating and retaining more
and better jobs.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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OVERCOMING THE 
ASYLUM-SEEKER STEREOTYPE

When asylum-seekers arrive in the EU, a
key step towards their integration into
the host country’s labour force is the
recognition of their individual skills and
qualifications. This process is, however,
not straightforward, as many asylum-
seekers have non-formal skills or are
unable to provide certificates or proof
of former studies, employment or rele-
vant life experience, due to the circum-
stances in which they had to leave their
home country.

There is a lack of appropriate tools or
mechanisms that take into account the
specific situation of asylum-seekers.
Some skills may not be clearly relevant
to the host country labour market, and
most asylum-seekers do not have an
adequate grasp of the host country lan-
guage.This may make the assessment of
their skills and their integration into the
labour market harder than for many
other groups, which has negative impli-
cations for both the individual asylum-
seeker, who becomes de-skilled and
demotivated, and the host society,
which misses out on potential human
resources that could contribute to the
labour market.

Legislative constraints in certain EU
countries and the lack of skills and qual-
ifications assessment tools for asylum-
seekers means that employers are

unable to recognise that asylum-seekers
may have work experiences and qualifi-
cations that are unavailable, or difficult
to find, in the domestic market.They are
therefore hesitant to provide them with
work opportunities, resulting in stereo-
typing of and discrimination against asy-
lum-seekers.

MATCHING ASYLUM-SEEKERS’
SKILLS WITH LABOUR
MARKET NEEDS

EU faces shortage of labour

Since 1990, the EU has received more
than 5 million asylum-seekers, or the
equivalent of a small-sized Member
State. During this time, the 15 EU Mem-
ber States have received an average of
14 asylum-seekers per 1 000 inhabitants,
and the 10 new Member States received
over 37 000 asylum applications in
2003 - an increase on previous years.

The EU’s changing overall economic and
social context is characterised by skills
and labour shortages, competition for the
highly skilled and accelerated ageing. It is
estimated that even in the case of moder-
ate migration, demographic ageing will
cause the EU-25 working age population
to fall from 303 to 297 million by 2020,
and to 280 million by 2030. Such a fall will
have a strong impact on the Member
States’ welfare systems but many of those
requesting protection have skills and qual-
ifications that could bring social and eco-

nomic benefits, or address skills short-
ages. However, the skills of asylum-seek-
ers may initially be difficult to apply in the
host country, especially if their qualifica-
tions have not been recognised. A skills-
auditing process can identify the skills asy-
lum-seekers have and match them to
those needed in the EU labour market.

EU supports integration of
migrant workers 

Since the launch of the European
Employment Strategy (EES) in 1997,
Member States have signed up to pro-
moting the integration of disadvantaged
groups (including migrant workers and
ethnic minorities), combating discrimina-
tion and attracting more people to the
labour market. Although asylum-seekers
are not formally included in the Strategy,
the fact that they are specifically
addressed by EQUAL makes them a tar-
get group for consideration.

Another important policy development
affecting asylum-seekers is the Social
Inclusion Process, and all EU Member
States support activity within the Asy-
lum-Seekers Theme in their EQUAL pro-
grammes. This Theme specifically pro-
motes the socio-vocational integration of
asylum-seekers, which can be enhanced
by the application of skills audits.Around
5% of EQUAL resources are dedicated
to the Asylum-Seekers Theme, which
currently includes 38 Development Part-
nerships.

THE RIGHT 
OPPORTUNITY FOR
THE RIGHT SKILLS
EQUAL PROMOTES SKILLS AUDITS WITH 
ASYLUM-SEEKERS
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A Common European Asylum System
(CEAS), based on a full and inclusive
application of the 1951 UN Geneva
Convention relating to the status of
refugees, was put forward by the 1999
Tampere European Council. The Tam-
pere conclusions and the Treaty of Ams-
terdam set a five-year timeframe for
work on the adoption of legislative and
other instruments setting minimum
standards and measures on EU asylum
policy, including the Directive on mini-
mum standards on the reception of asy-
lum-seekers (adopted in January 2003).
The experience of the application of
skills audits for asylum-seekers is partic-
ularly relevant to the implementation of
this Directive and, in particular, to Arti-
cles 11 and 12 relating to access to
employment and to vocational training.
Skills audits can be applied in the differ-
ent contexts of the EU Member States.
By making the host society aware of the
potential of asylum-seekers and by pro-
moting their vocational integration, the
application of skills audits strongly illus-
trates the benefits of exceeding the min-
imum standards of the Reception Direc-
tive.

CAREERS ADVICE FOR
DISADVANTAGED GROUPS 

Factors that can make a
difference – a good career
portfolio 

Outcomes of the skills audits include the
production of a CV or a ‘portfolio’,
which is owned and developed by the
asylum-seeker and can be presented to
employers and education and training
organisations. In many of the asylum-
seekers’ countries of origin, CVs are not
as commonly used as they are in the EU,

which means that the benefits and pur-

pose of creating a CV are clarified during

the skills audits process. The individual

portfolio is more comprehensive than a

normal CV since it seeks to explain the

background to any skills gained in the

asylum-seeker’s country of origin and

sets these within the context of the host

country. The portfolio can be used in a

job interview and helps to demonstrate

the skills possessed by the asylum-

seeker. This is particularly important in

those cases where the asylum-seeker

does not have formal qualifications from

former study or work experience, but

can instead demonstrate relevant skills

gained through other practices and inter-

ests, for example, community work.

Through the development of a CV or

portfolio, the skills audit process can offer

asylum-seekers access to relevant educa-

tion, training, volunteering, employment or

other forms of work experience, such as

traineeships or work-shadowing.This ben-

efits the host society and reduces the

‘costs’ of inactivity and alienation of asy-

lum-seekers since they are integrated into

the host society and their potential is

used. Skills audits also empower the indi-

viduals concerned, regardless of their

future or the outcome of their asylum

application.

In general, skills audits highlight the many

skills of asylum-seekers, which means that

prejudices can be broken down, and the

interests and problems of asylum-seekers

can be drawn to public attention. More-

over,because of partnership building, there

is increased involvement between the asy-

lum-seekers and the public in the host

society, which raises overall community

awareness.

Around 30% of the Development Part-
nerships in the Asylum-Seekers Theme
have been involved in the development,
testing and application of tools to recog-
nise, value and assess the skills and abili-
ties of asylum-seekers.The following has
been observed:

• during the skills audits, each partici-
pant constructed a personal profile
(CV or portfolio), which helped asy-
lum-seekers to understand their posi-
tion within the labour market, what
skills were needed, any skills gaps, and
what the best future options/opportu-
nities are;

• the skills audits made access to educa-
tion and training resources or to the
labour market easier, and improved a
good match between the asylum-see-
ker and opportunities;

• when participants found work, skills
audits contributed directly to reduced
public costs and welfare aid;

• skills audits favoured integration into
the host society as an outcome of
accessing relevant education, training
or employment.

Skills audit tests – what
they reveal

A number of the Development Partner-
ships involved in the Asylum-Seekers
theme, representing close to 15% of the
total projects involved in the theme,
formed a transnational working group
on Skills Audits in October 2003 to
identify their success factors and good
practices from Denmark, Germany, the
Netherlands, Sweden and the United
Kingdom. Together, they applied skills
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audits to over 1 000 participants. They
looked at the different Skills Audit
processes that had been developed,
assessed the costs and benefits, devel-
oped questionnaires and undertook
case studies focusing on individual asy-
lum-seekers who had undergone a skills
audit 1. The following emerged from
their work:

Successful audits require
careful planning 

Skills audits could be an integrated
process forming part of wider pro-
grammes that provide asylum-seekers
with orientation support, counselling,
education, training and access to work or
work experiences and constitute an
essential element in achieving their inte-
gration. The Development Partnerships
identified seven common "key steps" for
a successful audit process, namely:

• a thorough selection of partici-
pants to ensure that they are motiva-
ted and willing to take part in an often
lengthy exercise;

• initial interviews - as a first intro-
duction to skills audits to understand
the asylum-seeker’s expectations,
ambitions and background;

• the actual identification of 
‘soft’ and ‘hard’ skills/qualifica-
tions/competencies/work expe-
rience/language comprehension;

• validation and "translation" of skills
and qualifications into certificates valid
in the host country;

• recording and presentation of a writ-
ten portfolio or CV;

• matching options and opportuni-
ties with education/training systems
and the labour market; and

• follow-up of direct and indirect bene-
fits, in addition to any costs and draw-
backs.

Skills audits are cost-
effective

Skills audits are resource intensive but
the benefits outweigh the costs. On
average, EQUAL partners estimated
that costs for undertaking a skills audit
ranged from 200–1 000 euro per per-
son (including material and human
resources), but the following costs
were reduced: counselling, and recep-
tion and allowances when asylum-seek-
ers become self-sufficient.

Asylum-seekers also benefited from

intercultural learning, increasing aware-
ness and understanding.

The evidence clearly shows that the
application of skills audits shortly upon
arrival, enabled host countries to bene-
fit from the asylum-seeker becoming
self-supporting in a legal way faster than
might otherwise have been the case.

Skills audits increase
motivation and integration

Skills audits made it possible for asylum-
seekers to focus on the future whilst
they were waiting for the outcome of
the asylum application. The individual
case studies mentioned in the Skills
Audit guide demonstrated that:

• asylum-seekers regained confidence
and were encouraged to develop new
personal goals and missions;
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• they were also able to begin appro-
priate professional training within a
relatively short time period.

This meant that the skills audit process
helped both to reduce the dangers of
inactivity and to support the integration
and empowerment process.

The skills audit process: a
good mediator between
asylum-seekers and
employers

Creating networks and partnerships
involving private companies and
employer organisations is key to a suc-
cessful skills audit. Through the skills
audit process, employers:

• discovered the benefits asylum-see-
kers could bring to their activities;

• were much more open to offering asy-
lum-seekers work opportunities and
(voluntary) job placements; and 

• were in some cases initially reluctant,
but in the end offered asylum-seekers
a job after their placement or, where
this was not possible due to legislative
restrictions, enthusiastically argued for
an extension of the placement.

Skills audits enhance
awareness and involvement

The first outcomes emerging from
EQUAL suggest that skills audits have
resulted in reduced racism and xeno-

phobia in the local community because
of the successful integration of asylum-
seekers.There is no evidence of the pro-
vision of skills audits attracting ‘bogus’
asylum-seekers, although this could only
be properly assessed once these tools
are applied on a much larger scale then
the current level. Organisations outside
EQUAL, such as education and training
institutes and referral agencies, are
showing interest in these approaches
and the potential to adapt them for
other disadvantaged groups.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

EU policy actors: European
Commission, European
Parliament and Member
States.

• The application of skills audits for asy-
lum-seekers could form a practical
component of the Common European
Asylum System.

• Skills audits for asylum-seekers work in
different national and regional contexts
across the EU and the practices are
already being mainstreamed nationally.

National/regional/local
authorities and employers

• The benefits of skills audits for asy-
lum-seekers outweigh the costs. It is
especially cost-effective to undertake
skills audits shortly after the arrival of
the asylum-seeker in the host country

following an application for asylum, as
they ensure that human and financial
resources are not wasted.

• The effectiveness of integrated pro-
grammes offered to asylum-seekers,
providing a combination of language
courses, educational/vocational trai-
ning, introduction to the labour mar-
ket and on-the-job training could be
enhanced if skills audits were an inte-
gral part of them. As a skills audit is
intended to help participants identify
the skills that they already have and
the best education or professional
route to pursue, it should be underta-
ken as a first phase of the programme.
Resources should be put in place to
ensure that appropriate capacity
exists to deliver skills audits.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL results,
please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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1 The Working Group created a guide “Skills Audits – The Basics:Working with Asylum Seekers”, which outlines the skills audit process for asylum
seekers, building on aspects of the good practices and practical experiences of the partnerships.The guide provides an overview over common
steps for undertaking a skills audit, case studies, practical advice for setting up skills audits, descriptions of and contact information for the speci-
fic projects. In addition, a brochure, CD and other exhibition material was prepared by the group for the European Conference “Asylum Seekers
in the EU: the Challenges of Integration” held in Dublin on 1st April 2004.

 



The current situation and
problem 

Every day, all over the world, lesbians,
bisexuals and gay men face fear, discrim-
ination, homophobia and violence in
their workplace. Many are denied
employment or promotion, and many
do not receive the same workplace
rights and entitlements as their hetero-
sexual colleagues. For those facing or
fearing prejudice, the only way to cope
is to keep their personal life a secret
from their work mates.And if gays and
lesbians do not talk about the problem,
no-one else does. The problem will
never be discussed, and awareness will
never be raised.

Gays, lesbians and bisexuals are often
made invisible in their workplace –
either of their own choice (as a safety
precaution), or because their work
mates do not want to recognise their
existence.

The invisibility makes sexual orienta-
tion issues special: there will not be a
change in attitudes and treatment,
unless awareness is raised by strategic
work at every level of society. The
responsibility to raise the issues lies not
on occasional individuals, but on policy
makers and political institutions.

Working with discrimination and exclu-
sion on the grounds of sexual orienta-

tion in connection with the labour mar-
ket is a new and untested area, both for
employers and trade unions, and is still
not common on the agenda for discus-
sion. Basically, this is an invisible issue. It
seems that as long as we do not talk
about the problem, it does not exist.
Not in the minds of the management,
the trade unionists and not even of the
colleagues – at least not as long as one
is heterosexual. And those who are not
feel they need to hide an important
part of their personality at work, as it is
still not considered equal to be gay or
lesbian at work - it is considered to be
a bedroom issue, something not to be
talked about.

Policy relevance

A workplace where everybody – not
only heterosexuals, but also gay, lesbian
and bisexual workers – feels safe and
can be open about their true identity
offers benefits to the entire atmos-
phere. A corporation or organisation
that uses different people's experiences
and know-how will have a great advan-
tage on many levels.

On a more basic level, gay and lesbian
issues at work are a question of human
rights and equal opportunities. These
issues are also an occupational safety
matter.They should be treated as such,
not only by trade unions and employ-
ers' organisations, but also by policy
makers and political institutions.

Sexual orientation is not limited to spe-
cific geographical areas: there are gays
and lesbians all over the world. One's
sexual orientation is not registered, but
according to research both in Europe
and other parts of the world, between
2 and 10% of the population consider
themselves not heterosexual. Recent
studies in Sweden show that only 50%
of the lesbians, gays and bisexuals, are
open about their true identity at work1,
and that a majority of the work force in
Sweden think that it would be difficult
to come out openly as a homosexual at
their work place 2.

It is a fundamental social right to live
and love in accordance with one's true
identity, whatever one's nationality. In
Europe, this right has been recognised
in Article 13 of the EC Treaty, in the
Employment Directive (2000/78/EC)
and in Article 21 of the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights. Measures to com-
bat discrimination on the grounds of
sexual orientation are also included
amongst the fundamental objectives of
the European Union in Article 3 of the
Treaty establishing a Constitution for
Europe signed on the 29 October 2004
by the Heads of State or government
and Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the
25 Member States of the European
Union.

By making these statements, the Euro-
pean Union has declared its willingness
to work for human rights. Neverthe-

STRAIGHT TALK   
EQUAL IS COMMITTED TO ENDING DISCRIMINA-
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less, experiences show that these
rights, even where they exist in law,
are often not practised. Sexual orien-
tation as a ground for discrimination
is still not taken seriously into
account. It is very often "forgotten" in
discussions at both structural and
practical levels within the European
Union and its Member States.

New solutions through
EQUAL

The EQUAL programme has shown
that it is able to take action in a struc-
tural way in these matters. The work
done within a number of transnational
partnerships involving several Mem-
ber States has made it possible to
develop joint practical tools, and new
discoveries have been made in this
area both in each national concept
and through cross-border co-opera-
tion.

More concretely, there has been sub-
stantial awareness-raising in the
organisations concerned. There is
agreement that the responsibility to
create a working life where everyone
can be open, feel safe and comfort-
able, lies not with the individual but
with employers, trade unionists and
colleagues. To prevent and combat
prejudices and discrimination on
grounds of sexual orientation in
working life, it is necessary to start
talking and making the issue visible.
The partnership principle, which is
fundamental to EQUAL, can facilitate
such open discussion, as it immedi-
ately carries the debate beyond the
individuals in a particular place of
work.

The EQUAL partnerships have suc-
ceeded in educating and training man-
agement groups, trade unionists, per-

sonnel managers and other staff
groups, within different sectors of the
economy. This has encouraged both
employers and trade unions to
address the issue on their regular
agenda, their leaders have made state-
ments, putting not just their own
organisations forward, but also
actively contributing to mainstreaming
and dissemination of the issue in soci-
ety as a whole.

The activities have also been effective
in achieving impact through media
coverage and thus helping them to
become more widely known and to
serve as role models for other organ-
isations and possibly for state involve-
ment. This also supports the main-
streaming ambitions of EQUAL. The
main success factors include address-
ing these issues in normative institu-
tions like the church, the police and
the military, with the top management
taking a supportive stand on the issue,
including bishops, generals and chiefs
of police. As with all forms of discrim-
ination it is vital to have high profile
support for the positive action from
top management, and the EQUAL
experiences have demonstrated this
as an important success factor.

Educational tools have been produced
in order to support this new knowl-
edge.These materials have been used
in training and information in the
organisations involved in the projects.
The materials include textbooks, CD-
ROMs, videotapes with dramatised
film scenes and guidelines.This mate-
rial is used both by the Development
Partnerships concerned, and also
beyond. The material is available and
ordered by interest and is used in
training by new and different users -
municipalities, trade unions, compa-
nies etc. A translation into English of
this material has also been initiated.

The method and inspiration guide
“Straight Talk”, resulting from transna-
tional collaboration, aims at helping
organisations and politicians wanting
to raise this issue and put it on the
agenda for the first time, whether in a
project or in regular work. In addition,
a large number of seminars and con-
ferences have been held on the sub-
ject in several Member States.

Policy message 

The EU has much experience in suc-
cessfully working against many forms
of discrimination over a long number
of years.This experience is now being
put to positive use in overcoming dis-
crimination also on the grounds of
sexual orientation. The dynamic is
nothing new and many tools and
processes are similar between the dif-
ferent grounds of discrimination.
Those who now readily accept that
women and men receive equal treat-
ment at work and that it is wrong to
discriminate on the grounds of race,
will not find it a big step to see in sex-
ual orientation another feature which
must not be allowed to create
inequality or discrimination at work.

Discrimination on the grounds of sex-
ual orientation is an issue where prac-
tical and coherent measures are still
being developed in the European
Union. Substantial work remains to be
done to get actors on the labour mar-
ket and politicians to take this issue
on seriously. Experience in the Mem-
ber States shows that to change atti-
tudes towards gays and lesbians, it is
important not just to raise the issue
once, but to work with it continuously
and persistently.This is a not a battle
that gays and lesbians should have to
fight for themselves. It is a responsibil-
ity for the social partners on the
labour market and a political issue for

 



all levels to work with.The experience
demonstrates the importance of
combining statements from employ-
ers and trade unions with concrete
actions. The EQUAL programme has
supported the organisations working
in this new policy field, underlining the
importance and providing new means
to take up the fight against all kinds of
discrimination and inequality in work-
ing life.

The work has however only started.
Sexual orientation has to be recog-
nised as one factor among others,
when dealing with discrimination in
working life. Since it is “invisible”, it
will not be dealt with spontaneously –
it demands special attention and well-
considered actions taken by policy
makers on all levels.The reflections in
this Policy Brief will show that posi-
tive action is possible.What form this
action takes, will vary from circum-
stance to circumstance – however, it
will have become apparent that non-

action will not be helpful in this case,
where discrimination is most often
invisible rather than open.

For further information and practi-
cal examples on the EQUAL
results, please consult the website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/equal
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