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Recruitment of young workers and retention of older workers, de-
veloping new skills and life-long learning  
 

Executive summary 

 
Local and regional governments employ 17 million workers across Europe. The local gov-
ernment workforce is ageing, reflecting wider demographic changes. There are major 
changes in retirement ages and attitudes to work which are impacting on the local authori-
ty workplace. In developing more age sensitive policies, a greater awareness of the differ-
ent dimensions of ageing is needed. Not everyone ages at the same rate or in the same 
way.  
 
Austerity measures have affected many countries, especially local authorities. Efficiency 
measures have been one of the major strategies to deal with budget cuts and these most 
often mean job cuts. Local government is also changing the way in which services are de-
livered which is affecting the workforce. 
 
High rates of unemployment among young people have led to several European and na-
tional initiatives to increase youth employment. Local authorities have an important role to 
play in supporting young people at local level. Apprenticeships are being used as a way of 
drawing young people into the workforce and local authorities have encouraged local em-
ployers to take on apprenticeships as well as creating them within local government. Ger-
many has several successful schemes for integrating young third country nationals into 
the local government workforce.  
 
Local authorities have developed retention policies which will benefit women workers par-
ticularly but these need to be seen as part of a move toward lean and agile management, 
which is part of wider local government restructuring. 
 
The links between encouraging older people to stay in the workforce and making public 
services more sensitive to the needs of older people are gradually being made. However, 
the relationship between the employment of young people and making public services 
sensitive to their needs in the long term has not yet been recognized.  

 

Recommendations for social partners 

 
Social partners have a major role to play in the promotion of more age-friendly policies, 
through the facilitation of seminars and workshops. For example, the Austrian ‘virtual 
consultancy’ Arbeit und Alter provides information on all age-related work and social 
insurance issues as well as a forum for exchange.  
 
Gather data on the age profile of the workforce, identifying the numbers of young and 
older workers and the future implications of the age profile. Monitor this data annually. 
 
Identify the needs of local government workers in terms of the life cycle, for example, 
caring responsibilities, financial needs, career aspirations, new skills.  
 
Promote the value of an annual age review interview 
 
Compare the policies used to encourage older people to continue to work with policies 
adopted for young people. Identify what can be shared between the two policy areas. 
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Monitor the use of flexible working as part of a wider re-structuring strategy and identify 
the impact on the work process 
 
Review the use of age-related benefits to see if they increase or reduce costs of 
employing older workers. For example, in the Netherlands social partners have agreed to 
remove the extra days of annual leave given to older workers. 

 

 
This report examines how local authorities are addressing the recruitment and retention of 
young workers and older workers within Europe. It has been written to inform a workshop to 
be held on Wednesday 13th April 2016 in Brussels as part of the ‘New forms of service deliv-
ery for municipalities, the contribution of social dialogue and good practice for well-being at 
work’ CEMR/EPSU project. 
 
The report addresses the following research questions: 
 

1. How have austerity measures and the resulting financial pressures affected the re-
cruitment, retention and training of local and regional government (LRG) workforces? 

2. What strategic approaches to workforce competence planning and management 
have been adopted? 

3. What measures have LRG put in place to attract/ retain a young workforce, including 
young third country nationals? 

4. What measures have LRG put in place to attract / retain an older workforce? 
5. How have the needs of women been addressed in recruitment, retention and train-

ing? 
6. How do recruitment, retention and training schemes address the needs of old-

er/younger workers in relation to working conditions, the provision of child care facili-
ties and other care responsibilities? 

7. What are the specific recruitment and retention challenges faced by LRG in rural and 
urban areas? 

8. What measures have been introduced to support third country nationals in getting 
their qualifications and skills recognised? 

9. Do we need to rethink the level of language skills required for different jobs? 
10. How can social partners work together on recruitment and retention? 
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Introduction 
 
Local and regional governments employ over 17 million workers across Europe to deliver 
essential public services (CEMR). Increases in the percentage of older people in the 
population as a result of a declining birth rate and increasing life expectancy are both 
affecting the local government workforces. An ageing population affects labour markets 
because of a decrease in young people entering the labour market and a reduction in older 
workers due to retirement. Until recently, retirement ages were fixed, usually with different 
ages for women and men. Retirement was the point at which workers could claim their 
pension. This was part of a national welfare system which was designed when life 
expectancy was shorter and men formed the largest part of the workforce. With the 
increasing participation of women in the workforce, patterns of employment have changed. 
Although there are some significant differences between countries in terms of the share of 
women in the workforce, even where the national levels of female participation in the 
workforce are low, there are still a large number of part time workers.  The majority of 
workers in local government are women in almost all EU countries. One of the major public 
policy issues in Europe is how to expand the workforce and encourage older people to 
remain at work for longer. This has been recognised by OECD in ‘Live Longer Work Longer’ 
(2006), which outlines ways of encouraging work at an older age. 
 
The effect of these demographic changes needs to be considered in the context of  
some important employment policy changes which have taken place in many European 
countries. The introduction of equal opportunities policies in the 1960s/ 1970s resulted in an 
expansion of women workers in the local government workforce. In addition, changes in 
technology and increasing levels of education have changed the entry point into public 
administrations. The use of computers and photocopiers led to a decrease in the number of 
basic administrative jobs previously held by young entrants. Fewer school leavers enter 
public administration but increasingly more highly educated older people, including women, 
have entered the workforce. The impact of public management reforms has led to the 
devolution of employment responsibilities to external agencies makes it more difficult for 
public authorities to monitor trends within the workforce. 1 
 
The definition of ‘older workers’ is another issue which has an effect on the way in which 
employment policies are developed. A study in Ireland (McCarthy et al, 2014) looked at the 
way in which ‘older workers’ were defined. 2 Agencies and organisation define older workers 
in different ways. OECD and EU debates about the decline in labour market participation 
focus on people aged over 55. However the definition of an ‘older worker’ in the workforce 
can vary from 40 onwards. This lack of consensus of how to define an ‘older worker’ has 
implications for employment relations in the workplace. Hasselhorn, Apt, (2015) in a review 
of research into the participation of older people in the workforce, emphasized that 
retirement is no longer characterised by one pattern. 3 There are a growing number of 
alternatives which are being pursued by women and men. Although attitudes to ageing are 
changing, with a growing awareness that some of the traditional characteristics of ageing 
take place at different ages, organisational systems do not always reflect the fragmentation 
of conventional retirement options. 4 
 
Another way of understanding ageing in the workplace is to look at the different dimensions 
of ageing. Sterns & Doverspike (1989) identified five dimensions of ageing:  

 
Chronological age – actual age of an individual;  
Functional age – biological changes and health and wellness, physical ability to perform 
tasks which may impact on work:  
Psycho-social – self-perception of age – how old or young an individual perceives 
themselves to be;  
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Organisational age – perception of age according to the time that an individual has worked 
for an organisation, career and ages of other workers and;  
Lifespan age – changes in behaviour at different stages of the lifestyle.5 
 
These different dimensions show that it is not easy to define an ‘older worker’ especially if 
this group is considered to begin at age 40 or 45. One of the most important issues that arise 
when looking at recruitment/ retention policies is how older people are perceived in the 
workplace and how this shapes expectations of what they can achieve. 
  
If longevity within the workforce is going to be promoted effectively, this requires a change in 
perception of older people and how they engage with work. If retirement planning is 
introduced at 55 then this may be in conflict with policies to encourage people to remain in 
the workplace.   
 
Although this rethinking of age has been applied to ‘older workers’ it is also worth applying it 
to the concept of the ‘young worker’. How are young workers perceived and how does this 
influence labour force policies towards this demographic group?  

How have austerity measures and the resulting financial 

pressures affected the recruitment, retention and training of 

local and regional government (LRG) workforces?  
 
The global financial crisis and resulting austerity measures have had an impact on local 
authorities, to varying degrees. In several countries, e.g. UK, Sweden, Greece, austerity 
policies have caused a dramatic decline in the number of jobs, with local government 
workers either losing their jobs or not being replaced, and changes in the way in which local 
authority services are delivered. In other countries the impact on local government has been 
less severe.  
 
Hastings et al (2015), as part of a Joseph Rowntree Foundation research project which 
looked at the effect of austerity measures introduced in 2010 on three local authorities in 
England, found that one of the strategies adopted to deal with budget cuts was the adoption 
of increased efficiency measures. These included the reduction of ‘back office’ and fixed 
costs, income generation and savings from external providers as well as the redesign of 
front-line services, which all had an impact on the workforce. Jobs are often outsourced to 
external providers and changes in the pattern of work followed the introduction of new types 
of front line jobs. 6 
 
One of the main ways of generating efficiencies was through the reduction of jobs. In the 
three case studies the reduction was between 18% and 36% of the total workforce. 
However, the scope for continued efficiencies declined over time. By 2014, the opportunities 
for improved efficiency were much more limited. Respondents from the three local 
authorities reported that the effect of later efficiencies would be longer lasting. Staff 
reductions were seen as one of the areas which, over time, would have a negative effect on 
the ability of councils to function adequately.  Respondents felt that at a time of massive 
change to the way in which councils were run, greater capacity was needed, not less. As 
more senior and long standing staff left, this reduced organizational know-how and tacit 
knowledge. 7 
 
A second strategy was to reduce and change the role of the council in the provision of 
services. Generic call centers and the use of digital communications as a substitute for face-
to-face contact between council workers and citizens were the two most commonly adopted 
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changes. These have affected the workforce with new forms of working and often less 
control over the labour process.  
 
The Kiruna regional administration in Sweden, which had an age management policy, was 
affected by a fall in tax revenues and so the number of employees fell from 1830 in 2008 to 
1595 in 2010. Temporary staffing levels were reduced and redundancies were introduced. 
However, due to strict rules in the Swedish labour market which uses a ‘last in, first out’ 
principle, this would have meant that more young workers would have left. Young workers 
often do not return when there is a skills shortage. Kiruna RA offered a programme of 
voluntary redundancy for older workers aged 61 or more with an offer of 25% of salary until 
age 65 for voluntary departure, taking out their final pension entitlements through 
redundancy. This arrangement covered about 20% of the redundancies that were needed. 8  
 
Austerity measures have had a major impact on local government workforces in several 
countries. Efficiency and restructuring strategies have reduced jobs, introduced new ways of 
working and increased outsourcing of many ‘back-office’ services, which have  
Altered the nature of work within local government.  

What measures have LRG put in place to attract/ retain a 

young workforce, including young third country nationals? 
 
The impact of the recession in Europe affected young people most strongly, with growing 
levels of unemployment among young people. Austerity policies have contributed to this 
increasing level of unemployment. There are 5.5 million young people unemployed in 
Europe. The EU response has been to promote several Europe wide initiatives (Youth 
Employment Package, 2012 and Youth Employment Initiative, 2013). An EU report, 
published in 2013, entitled ‘Working Together for Europe’s young people – a call to action’ 
asked national governments to develop strategies to reduce youth unemployment together 
with other stakeholders. Local authorities have the potential to play an important role in 
national strategies.  9 
 
In 2013, in response to this report, CEMR called for the establishment of an EU-Starter 
initiative which would promote youth engagement in local public services. The EU Starter 
would offer a year of work experience in a public institution or non-profit organisation to 
young Europeans without a job, training or an education. This would provide work 
experience and training as well as contributing to the delivery of public services. This 
initiative was aimed at regions with youth unemployment rates of more than 10%. Each 
candidate would be given a one-year contract with pay and social security which would be 
renewable for a year. 10 
 
The use of apprenticeships has been traditionally been one way of supporting young people 
to enter the labour market. The current unemployment crisis for young is again emphasizing 
the importance of apprenticeships. European countries have different policies towards 
apprenticeships, influenced by the effectiveness of vocational education and training 
systems. For example, Germany, has a well-developed system of apprenticeships, including 
federal public sector apprenticeships in 130 occupations. Several German lander have set 
up schemes to encourage young third country nationals to apply for apprenticeships. ‘Berlin 
needs you!’ is an example of a municipal government campaign to recruit young third 
country nationals. It is an initiative of the Commissioner of Berlin for Integration and 
Migration and is coordinated by BQN 
Berlin, the Vocational Qualification Network for Immigrants in Berlin. The scheme offers 
training in 12 occupational fields and over 100 qualified jobs and operates as a partnership 
between schools, public administration and companies. An evaluation in 2012 found that 
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there had been a gradual increase the number of trainees from migrant families in Berlin. In 
2012, 19. 3% of trainees in public administration and public companies had a migration 
background, compared to 8.6 % in 2006. 11 
 
In England, local authorities have played an active role in promoting apprenticeships as part 
of a wider strategy to engage the under-25 year olds who are not currently in employment, 
education or training (NEETs). Although the national Youth Contract scheme, with £1 billion 
funding, aimed to increase the number of vulnerable young people in education and work, 
only 27% participants have been able to enter education or employment. 12 However in pilot 
schemes which have been run by local authorities, over 57% of young people entered 
employment and / or education, which is a much higher success rate.  13 
 
Leeds City Council has worked with local employers to expand the number of 
apprenticeships and to promote them to local young people. As an employer, Leeds City 
Council created apprenticeships for young people so that they can access entry-level jobs. 
Apprenticeships within the City Council have also been used to allow existing workers to 
retrain for new roles. In a four year period, 883 staff undertook an apprenticeship to gain new 
skills. 149 were aged 16-24. Leeds City Council set up a partnership with Leeds City College 
to run a two week employability skills training course for young people and a six week 
placement work placement at the City Council. 14 
 
Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council (MBC) set up an initiative called ‘Get Oldham 
Working’ to try and create sustainable employment opportunities, by working with 
stakeholders –Job Centre Plus, the Work Programme and local employers. By influencing its 
public procurement role, Oldham MBC ensures that any company which wins a council 
contract or partnership will commit to using local labour and local businesses as well as 
providing new jobs and apprenticeships. Oldham MBC created council-based traineeships 
for unemployed young people aged 16- 24. These provide employability training and support 
for finding jobs. 83 traineeships had been created between 2013 and 2015. The aim is for 
60% of trainees to continue into some form of employment. ‘Get Oldham Working’ has 
supported 474 young people through 61 jobs, 44 in traineeships and 41 on apprenticeships. 
15  
 
Both these examples show how local authorities in England have been playing a role in the 
creation of jobs and apprenticeships for local young people. The creation of employment for 
young people within local authorities is part of a wider set of initiatives to support young 
people who are not in employment, education or training living locally. Local authorities are 
better able to influence local employers and educational institutions to provide integrated 
systems to support young people but they have less influence on the quality and 
sustainability of jobs which young people need. Although local authorities can provide a few 
apprenticeships it is becoming more difficult as cuts in local authority budgets are reducing 
the role of local authorities in service provision and commissioning. Whether local authorities 
are able to play an active role in economic development is unclear although this is a strategy 
that many local authorities are pursuing.  
 
Another example of how local authorities are addressing recruitment and training of third 
country nationals can been seen in a scheme to train Romanian social workers to work in 
England. 16 This project illustrates some of the problems facing the recruitment and training 
of professionals from other countries. The group were in their late twenties and early thirties 
who had all qualified to Masters’ level and had been involved in some form of policy 
development. Most of the group viewed working in England as an opportunity for career 
development as well as providing higher salaries and a higher standard of living.  They had 
moved to England to meet the demand for social workers and to improve their career and 
pay prospects. UK approaches to social work training have been used in many countries. As 
a result, the group of Romanian social workers had read English social work texts and were 
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familiar with social work approaches. However, social work involves working at local level 
and although training can be described as increasing internationalised, the delivery of social 
work still has to take place in a local context. The Romanian social workers needed to learn 
about the realities of English social work practice. If this is understood in the context of social 
workers shortages, social workers from outside the UK were often pressured to carry high 
workloads. There is evidence that the effect of this can reduce the professional self-
confidence of the social worker. Training and mentoring was seen as a way of providing 
support to international social workers. After consultation with the social workers a training 
programme was designed which aimed to develop a ‘local’ knowledge base. This included 
an historical account of social work in England, political social and legal contexts, recent 
policy changes and language and local knowledge. Language and local knowledge covered 
terminology and local expressions and dialects. This group of Romanian social workers also 
experienced racism in England and this raised issues of how to develop anti-racist 

strategies. 17  
 

What measures have LRG put in place to attract / retain an 

older workforce? How have the needs of women been 

addressed in recruitment, retention and training? 
 
Policies to improve retention are being introduced at the same time as local authorities are 
reducing the number of jobs and changing the way in which public services are delivered. 
This is providing opportunities for flexible working which can benefit older workers, 
particularly women. 
 
In England, the Timewise Pilot Programme is funded by the Local Government Association 
(LGA) in partnership with Timewise, a company specialising in the promotion of flexible 
working. It aims to support local authorities to work with Timewise and create flexible 
working arrangements, which will attract and retain a workforce by using flexible working to 
encourage applicants. The scheme will contribute to the creation of a more diverse 
workforce and is expected to increase productivity in the context of budget cuts. Local 
authorities which become part of the Timewise scheme will be expected to share the 
learning from this new workforce practice with local employers. 18  
 
Local authorities will receive £5k on becoming a ‘Timewise’ council. They will be supported 
in the accreditation process and will have opportunities to share experiences and best 
practice with other participating councils. Councils apply for Timewise status through the 
development of improvement plans to improve flexible working in five areas: leadership; 
workforce; residents; local employers; suppliers and effective partnership working. The 
Timewise plans have to be located within existing council plans for workforce development, 
agile working and economic development strategies, an indication that the initiative is part of 
a wider re-structuring of local government. Accreditation is expected to be achieved within 3-
6 months of the completion of the plan. 19 
 
Camden Council in London was the first council to achieve Timewise status in 2014 but five 
new councils joined the scheme in 2015. All councils reported that a main reason for 
applying for Timewise status was an internal resistance to new ways of working which made 
the implementation of organisational change difficult. Timewise initiatives have helped these 
councils to support managers in promoting flexible working and “to move away from a 
culture of “presenteeism”.” In this sense Timewise is part of the introduction of agile 
management. It is supporting the reorganisation of councils which are reducing the number 
of sites and introducing ‘hot desking’ (Lambeth Council). 
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Flexible working can benefit people of all ages, especially women. Camden Council 
advertises all its posts as open to flexibility and as a result new staff have started with 
flexible working arrangements.  Stoke City Council found that the retention rate for skilled 
workers who returned from maternity leave has improved. 36% of employees returned to 
work after maternity leave and all are still in post. Stoke City Council has found that 
Timewise has improved the way in which it meets the needs of its older workers because of 
an emphasis on workforce planning, the ‘shape’ of the organisation and job redesign. An 
example of this can be seen in the way Stoke City Council has started to work, in a project 
funded by the Department of Health, with local employers to ensure that workers who have 
caring responsibilities, mainly women, remain in employment. 20 Flexible ways of working are 
likely to benefit women.  

 
Local authorities in rural areas in many parts of Europe face significant barriers in recruiting 
and retaining a workforce. The Kiruna Regional Administration (RA) is located in the north of 
Sweden and employed 1,674 employees in 2010. 87% of workers were women and the 
average age was 48 years old. Almost half the workforce was aged 50 years or more. The 
retirement age was 63. This case study can be seen as a way of addressing some of the 
needs of rural authorities but it is also an example of good practice which could be applied to 
urban and rural authorities. 21 
 
Along with other local authorities, Kiruna Regional Administration (RA) has changed its 
human resource policies to provide incentives for its workers to remain in the workplace. 
Starting in 2003, Kiruna RA began by raising awareness of the attitudes towards an ageing 
workforce, as seen by its own employees and then identified some of the issues emerging 
from an older workforce.  The authority used external consultants, who had worked on 
similar projects in Finland, to interview a sample of managers and employees. The results of 
this research were presented to managers and trade union representatives. Two issues that 
had emerged from the research was the relationship between work environment and sick 
leave and how working conditions could be adapted for the specific needs of individuals. 
There were further presentations to 60 managers and to employees as a way of raising 
awareness and to promote improved practice among managers in the management of their 
workforce. 22 
 
Since 2003, age management has been integrated into human resource policies. The focus 
is on negotiation between the individual worker and manager which is guided by the human 
resources policy which states that managers should “have the ability to find individual 
solutions that are suited to the strengths and weaknesses of older workers.” 23 This might 
involve discussion of new work tasks and whether more training could be provided for an 
older worker or how work could be allocated to an older worker which they are more familiar 
with. 
 
All workers aged 50 plus have an annual meeting with their managers to discuss age 
management issues. The aim of these meetings is to try and identify whether there are parts 
of the individual’s working life which could be managed better, whether there are health 
issues that could be treated and to see if the individual worker would like to try out new tasks 
or remain with their existing job. This policy was closely related to changes in national 
legislation which increased the retirement age to 65 and extended employment protection 
until age 67. Workers may retire between 61 and 67 but there are financial incentives to 
retire later. These national policy changes have also changed the attitudes of workers to 
their chosen date of retirement. Some employees remain in part time employment until age 
70 and continue to do certain tasks regularly.  It has also become increasingly difficult to 
recruit staff since 2003. Gender differences in attitudes to retirement have emerged over this 
period. Women in relationships tended to want to retire at retirement age because their 
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partner was often already retired. Men in relationships often agreed to work longer if their 
partners were likely to be working anyway. 24 
 
Recruitment and retention of older workers requires a holistic approach to ageing which 
highlights how attitudes to work, to older workers, to the management of health problems all 
need to be considered together. Gender differences in attitudes to work and the introduction 
of new skills need to be better understood. 

What measures have been introduced to support third country 

nationals in getting their qualifications and skills recognised?  
 

There are several initiatives in Europe, which operate at local government level which 
support third country nationals in having their qualifications and skills recognized.  In 
Belgium, new third country nationals can now access basic information about how to have 
their foreign diplomas recognized, through the ‘My Diploma’ website. 25 In Austria, the 
52/2012 Amendment of the federal law on Universities shortened the procedure for 
recognizing foreign qualifications from six to three months. The ‘one-stop-shop’ and 
qualification recognition through the National Agency for Recognition and Comparison for 
International Qualifications and Skills (NARIC) was accompanied by a new website 26 and a 
network of regional competence and advisory centers. In Italy as a result of EU immigration 
directive 97/2013, EU long term residents, refugees and other beneficiaries of subsidiary 
protection can work as civil servants under the same conditions as EU citizens. Knowledge 
of Italian is needed for civil servant posts.  27 

Conclusion 
 
The issues that arise for local government in increasing the recruitment of young workers 
and improving the retention of older workers are different for each age group. There is a 
greater recognition of the changes which are needed to increase the recruitment and 
retention of older people in the work place. This has been informed by a change in the way 
in which working life and retirement are perceived, although much needs to be done. There 
is a growing awareness that public services have to be more sensitive to the needs of older 
people.  
 
The high rates of unemployment for younger people is a major policy issue in Europe. 
Although there are many employment initiatives aimed at young people at EU, national and 
local levels, there are still more connections to be made about how to attract and recruit 
young people to local government jobs and to make services more sensitive to their needs. 
At the moment the long term implications of the position of many young people in different 
countries has not led to any rethinking of public policies which will be needed in future. 

Recommendations for social partners 
 
Social partners have a major role to play in the promotion of more age-friendly policies, 
through the facilitation of seminars and workshops. For example, the Austrian ‘virtual 
consultancy’ Arbeit und Alter provides information on all age-related work and social 
insurance issues as well as a forum for exchange.  
 
Gather data on the age profile of the workforce, identifying the numbers of young and older 
workers and the future implications of the age profile. Monitor this data annually. 
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Identify the needs of local government workers in terms of the life cycle, for example, caring 
responsibilities, financial needs, career aspirations, new skills.  
 
Promote the value of an annual age review interview 
 
Compare the policies used to encourage older people to continue to work with policies 
adopted for young people. Identify what can be shared between the two policy areas. 
 
Monitor the use of flexible working as part of a wider re-structuring strategy and identify the 
impact on the work process 
 
Review the use of age-related benefits to see if they increase or reduce costs of employing 
older workers. For example social partners have agreed to remove the extra days of annual 
leave given to older workers. 
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