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Covid-19: Activation for Recovery 

Part 1: Setting the infrastructure for activation 

 The OECD reiterated the disproportionate impact of the Covid-19 crisis on vulnerable workers 

including youth, non-standard workers, low-wage workers and women. Governments in the 

OECD took bold action to protect jobs – covering 50 million jobs under job retention schemes 

by May 2020. It was time now to refocus attention by supporting recovery through sector 

specific restructuring and targeted assistance to economically viable enterprises while 

focusing active support on the vulnerable workers that were most hit by the crisis and are in 

most need. For the recovery, employment services and governments should:  

o (a) use more digital services while balancing the need for face to face services and  

support geographical mobility;  

o (b) shift to supporting (re-)hiring workers rather than preserving jobs; 

o (c) promote vocational education and training for re-allocation of workers to 

expanding sectors; and  

o (d) re-introduce carefully planned activation elements in job retention schemes such 

as training.  

In doing so, the OECD highlighted the need to learn from the past post crisis response pitfalls 

by addressing the requirement for substantial additional public investment in ALMPs to 

support the road to recovery from Covid-19. 

 

 The World Employment Confederation (WEC) provided insights on the increasing role of the 

private employment services (PrES) in bringing (back) people to the labour market, including 

specific target groups that are hit the most but are also over represented in the labour market. 

To play this role optimally, WEC stressed the importance of setting an appropriate framework 

that would allow for a level playing field for quality PrES and social innovation. WEC concluded 

with a call to promote and strengthen collaboration between public and private employment 

services, as underlined in the ILO Convention C181, through pooling labour market expertise 

and knowledge to provide optimal support to jobseekers going forward. 

 

 The World Association of Public Employment Services (WAPES) noted that with regards to the 

service profile of Public Employment Services (PES) for recovery, continuity and change can 

be observed. On the one hand, the traditional core services provision of LMI, counselling, job 

search support, training for those in need are being maintained. Some of the core services 

have gained more importance such as quick placement of job-ready jobseekers to avoid 

scarring effects and training to maintain labour market attachment and employability. On the 

other hand, PES have had to rethink and adapt their policy strategies and delivery modes 

including a notable expansion of the PES mandate with more emphasis on prevention of 

unemployment (e.g. managing job retention schemes), increased attention to early 

intervention and adoption of digital and remote services as well as teleworking. These changes 

however require adequate resources and partnership working to succeed. Moreover, there 

was a need to work on the digital capacity gaps. In order to support a fair recovery, WAPES is 

working to strengthen Public Employment Services and to reduce the capacity divide among 

its members, including the application of an innovative self-assessment method, SAmPES, 

expected to be launched in October 2020. Furthermore, WAPES concluded by underlining the 



importance of collaborating with private employment service providers, provided the PES 

played their quality assurance role and appropriate statutory or voluntary regulatory 

frameworks were in place. The EU Temporary Agency Work Directive providing for equal 

treatment of temporary agency workers was cited as a model for promoting a regulatory 

framework for agency work.  

 

 Participants provided feedback to the conversation by entering their top 3 most important 

actions to take for activation. These were their inputs: 

 
Responding to this feedback from the audience, the speakers highlighted the importance of 

employment services providing support to workers rather than negatively incentivising job 

seeking. In this support, the speakers recognised the importance of training in the audience's 

response.  

Part 2. Skilling and Career guidance for activation 

 The ILO highlighted the importance of training as a critical response to the challenges that 

were intensified by Covid-19 such as pressure to digitalisation in the workplace, the widened 

digital gap, and more affected vulnerable workers. As the crisis hit, face-to-face training 

stopped, and digital tools were deployed widely to provide training. ILO stressed the 

importance of access to digital tools and vigorous turn to digital and distance learning. To 

support the recovery, new innovative approaches are needed that incorporate digital tools 

and training opportunities, but also ensure that trainers, trainees and companies are 

adequately enabled to leverage training that blends on and offline training. To deliver this, an 

integrated approach is needed that is implemented on multiple levels, ie, inter-ministerial 

cooperation is needed in order to create fiscal space. 

 The WEC Career management branch highlighted conditions for a successful transition. In this, 

the importance of support and guidance was emphasised. Training can deliver and strengthen 

tools for connection to jobs, but career management and guidance set workers on the course 

to use these tools for a quick and sustainable career transition that delivers value-added 

services for the individual. The speaker called on ILO and WEC to go into depth on career 
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Please select your top 3 most important actions to take to 
support effective activation for recovery?

Promote skilling as part of job retention
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Partnership between public and private
employment services
Personal support for jobseekers
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Hiring subsidies for employers

Strict job seeking requirements

Reduce height of income support



management during a dedicated webinar that could also address the public and private 

collaboration on career guidance and support.  

 The ILO next addressed how to finance the skilling challenge. Critical financing gaps to achieve 

SDG 4(Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all) were already mounting before the COVID-19 crisis, and the pandemic 

exacerbated these pre-COVID gaps. The key challenge is to prioritise and earmark public and 

private expenditures for skilling and education. Innovative new solutions need to be explored, 

including cost sharing between governments, employers and workers such as in Finland and 

Australia and the individualised learning entitlements such as in Singapore and France.  

 The audience was asked to provide their key words for training. This generated the following 

Word cloud: 

  



Part 3.: Wrap up and take away 

Mr. Sangheon Lee, the ILO Employment Policy Department Director, identified the vast task ahead for 

Employment Services going forward. He was happy to see there was a clear sense of urgency amongst 

the participants. He welcomed the call for innovative approaches voiced by various speakers. These 

are most urgently needed as the ILO learns more and more on the vast and unprecedented impact of 

the virus on the labour market. The growing number of inactive people further amplified the urgency 

for active support and intervention by employment services since the outbreak of the crisis. Critical 

directions for solutions was to gain better intelligence on the sectors that are expanding and address 

intra-company transition. He concluded by emphasising the outcome of the poll in the first part as a 

pathway for activation: to ensure that skilling becomes a more significant part in job retention 

schemes. 

Mrs. Annemarie Muntz, President of WEC, stressed the importance of the partnership between public 

and private employment services. Still, to achieve this, she identified three critical conditions for a 

conducive framework. First, she stressed the urgency of implementing ILO Convention 181 and ILO 

Recommendation 188 and welcomed the recent ILO ambition to campaign on its ratification and 

hoped that the number of ratifications would grow from 34 to 75. Secondly, she called for a framework 

for a structural collaboration on all policy levels to support the activation efforts on the ground with 

data, best practices, and expertise. Finally, as fiscal space decreases, she emphasised to continue to 

invest in labour market support and move from supporting job retention to shaping employability. In 

addition, in the context of fiscal constraints, the smart partnership between public and private 

employment services can allow for optimal deployment of resources and expertise.  

 


