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CHALLENGES FACED AND INITIATIVES TAKEN TO IMPROVE THE POSITION OF THE
CENTRAL GOVERNMENT SECTOR IN THE BATTLE FOR GOOD EMPLOYEES IN

DENMARK

This paper details the challenges facing the central government sector in Denmark in recruiting, retaining
and developing good employees and the initiatives taken by the State Employer’s Authority in order to
facilitate and support the central government institutions in creating attractive workplaces.

1. Challenges

Within the next 20–30 years, due to changes in demographics, the Danish population will consist of more
elderly people, which will increase the demands for services provided by the public sector.

Within the next five to 15 years, a major part of employees will retire from the public sector due to the fact
that the distribution of employees in the public sector with respect to age is biased with more elderly
employees.

In addition, prognoses on the future workforce situation shows a decline in the workforce and therefore the
central government sector will need to compete with the rest of the public sector and the private sector for
the best candidates and the most competent employees.

Another important issue to take into consideration is that employee attitudes and values toward work, the
workplace and the relationship between work/leisure are changing and so are the needs directed towards
job and workplace. This leaves central government institutions with a request for more information and
inspiration on how to create workplaces that meet the preferences of both the organisation and the
employees.

2. Research on the motivation of employees in the Danish central government sector

Focus on motivation has become even more important in central government sector workplaces.

As already mentioned, employees’ values are subject to change, and it follows that the demands which
they have regarding their job also change. Work has a more fundamental meaning for the individual
employee who, to a much greater extent, demands conditions tailored for the individual. This applies to job
content, opportunities for development, career opportunities, work schedules and salaries.

It is important for the central government sector to take a leading position in recruiting good employees
and also in retaining the ones already employed.

On this basis, the Danish State Employer’s Authority carried out in Spring 2000 the most comprehensive
research to date on what motivates central government sector employees and what their expectations are
with regard to their work and workplace. The aim was to gain deeper and more systematic knowledge on
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what it is that motivates central government sector employees in general and what motivates various
groups of employees. The research contributes greatly to the State Employer’s Authority’s endeavour of
setting the framework of the superior human resource development. Just as the research gives input to the
central governments institutions’ continued effort to develop their personnel policy.

2.1. Why is motivation important?

Motivation influences many aspects relating to the employee and the workplace. Motivated employees are
instrumental in creating an attractive workplace, which will in the future be crucial for successful
recruitment, development and retainment of the human resources.

Motivation is a vital element, when it comes to the development of expertise, tasks and quality at work. In
this way, motivation contributes to more efficient learning and more efficient and professional
performance.

2.2. Three surveys

The research on motivation consists of three surveys carried out among:

•  central government sector employees (14 000 respondents);

•  employees in private industry/self-employed people (1 250 respondents);

•  young people between 17-27 years old (1 000 respondents).

2.3. The substance of the survey

The survey of employees working in the central government sector focuses on nine factors, which are
considered important for motivation.

The nine motivational factors have been chosen based on two conditions:

•  they are assumed to have an influence on motivation with individual members of staff; and

•  the management/the institution/the State Employer’s Authority can influence them.

In addition, questions were asked regarding appraisal interviews and mobility.
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2.4. The nine motivational factors
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2.5. Core results

The results of the three surveys were presented to leaders and HRM managers of central government
institutions at a large conference in November 2000. The conference was set up in order to discuss the
challenges facing the central government sector and the possibilities of securing continued recruitment and
retainment of good employees.

Job content is absolutely the most important motivational factor for central government sector employees.
As much as 75% of employees state that job content is one of the most important motivational factors.

The second and third most highly prioritised motivational factors are respectively work schedule (38%)
and salaries (35%).

Next, central government employees prioritise factors such as work environment (30%), opportunities for
development and training (28%), company culture (25%) and leadership (23%), whereas special payments
and employment conditions (19%) and image (9%) have the lowest priority.
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Most important motivational factors
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Based on the question: Which of the motivational factors do you prioritise most highly? (Mark off up to 3).

When asked about mobility − intentions to change jobs − 58% of the employees in the central government
sector would like to remain in their present job whereas 6% have decided to change their jobs and 36% are
considering a change.

When employees were asked in which sector (private, central or local government) they would prefer to
work, more than half of them replied that the sector is of no importance whereas 28% would like to change
to a job in the private sector.

Sixty-six percent replied that satisfactory job content is their motivation to remain in the same job. Other
reasons to remain in their present job are good working relationship with their colleagues (51%) and
influence on work schedule (47%).

Employees who consider changing jobs or those who have already decided to change jobs, very often state
the reasons for resigning as they would like a higher salary (44%), the present place of work is
characterised by poor leadership (43%). Thirty percent state that they want to change jobs because there
are not adequate opportunities for professional and personal development.

The survey also showed that among young people between 17-27 years old only 7% would prefer to work
in the central government sector and among employees in the private sector, only 3% would prefer to work
in the public sector.

3. Follow up initiatives taken by the Danish State Employer’s Authority

The challenges faced by the central government sector and the results of the research on motivation have
had a great influence on the 2001 work programme of the Human Resources Division in the Danish State
Employer’s Authority.
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The initiatives primarily concentrate on the five following themes:

•  recruitment;

•  development of job content, way of working and organisation;

•  development of competence;

•  leadership development;

•  image.

In 2001 the Danish State Employer’s Authority especially focused on: 1) recruitment; 2) image; and 3)
leadership development.

3.1. Recruitment

Project “Recently Employed Staff” in the central government sector

The purpose of this project is to explore which aspects of recruitment and introduction to the workplace
affect the recently employed to stay in their job. The project will be carried out as a case study. The case
study will focus on 20-40 recently employed and follow them in their first five to six months of
employment. The study is expected to identify differences between the expectations of work life of the
newly employed and the reality at the workplace. Furthermore, the study is expected to give examples of
best practices and pitfalls in recruitment and introduction.

Project “www.job-i-staten.dk “  

www.job-i-staten.dk is a job database where all the vacant jobs in the central government sector can be
found. It has all the features that can be expected from a modern job database. In addition to the database,
the State Employer’s Authority is co-operating with one of the largest newspapers in Denmark. Each
Sunday the newspaper has a special section called “job i staten” where you can find advertising for and
links to the job database and articles about working life and interviews with people in exciting jobs in the
central government sector. The aim of this co-operation is to spread knowledge of the many different and
interesting jobs in the central government sector.

Participation in career fairs

The State Employer’s Authority has initiated a project with the aim of getting more governmental
institutions to participate in career fairs and thereby get more attention to the many interesting job
opportunities.

Co-operation with student organisations

In order to attract candidates with a university degree� �he State Employer’s Authority has set off a co-
operation between governmental institutions and student organisations, for instance to facilitate the
creation of more trainee jobs.
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3.2. Image

Story telling

The challenges mentioned above require the central government institutions to make more efforts to
increase the attractiveness of the jobs. To this end, improving the image of the central government sector
seems to be important. To many people, a job in the government sector seems dull, dusty and poorly paid
and this image has to be changed to a more realistic image. To accomplish this ambition the Danish State
Employer’s Authority will organise a number of activities.

Focus is on telling the good stories about the interesting and important jobs, good training possibilities and
possibilities for combining work with private life. The stories will be told in articles in daily papers and
magazines.

Recruitment pamphlet

With the purpose of spreading information about the variety of jobs in the central government sector and
with regard to the participation at the recruiting fairs, it is planned to produce a recruitment pamphlet. The
pamphlet is intended to contain general information concerning the governmental employment, and in
addition, an opportunity for the distinct institution to present themselves and their specific job
opportunities. In that way, it will be possible to highlight the message of an attractive workplace in the
central governmental sector to different groups of potential employees.

HRM portal

The State Employers Authority is for the time considering creating an Internet portal on human resource
management. The idea is that HR managers and line managers can get easy access to all relevant
information on human resource administration and development in one site – such as tools for
development, legal advice, links to literature and information about HR seminars and conferences.

3.3. Leadership development

The Danish management barometer

In the beginning of 2001, a survey counting 300 questions was carried out among 600 managers in the
Danish central government sector. It is the most comprehensive and detailed research to date that reveals
what managers consider the major challenges in their job. For instance, they reply to what they consider as
good leadership, what they think of their career so far, how they see their role as a leader and what
personal competences they consider the most important to develop.

The survey gives knowledge of great value for planning the future initiatives on the leadership
development in the central government sector.
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In 2000, a similar survey was made among managers in the private and the public sector (both local and
central government). This gives a possibility to draw some very interesting comparisons and among other
things explore and explode some myths about managers in the central government sector.

Action plan for better leadership

As a follow up on the research on motivation − which unfortunately showed that 43% of those who had
considered changing or decided to change their job stated that the reason was poor leadership − as well as
the barometer research the State Employer’s Authority has drawn up an action plan for good leadership in
the central government sector.

Moreover, focus on good leadership is relevant because change and development of central government
institutions depends on good leaders.

Many large private companies in Denmark have set up special institutions for leadership development. It
has been considered setting up a Corporate University for the leaders in the central government sector but
for the moment, this idea has been given up.

Some of the most important elements in the action plan are:
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There will be more focus on identifying and training potential leaders. There already exist training
programmes for future leaders and present leaders but the State Employer’s Authority will initiate an
improvement and development of the programmes. Among other things, the content and form will be
extended with mentoring, coaching and networking elements.

•  ���������	�������

The barometer research shows that managers consider networking as one of the most important factors for
their development as leaders.

Therefore, steps will be taken to initiate network groups for managers in general and specific network
groups for women, new managers, experienced managers, etc. Moreover, there will be developed tools for
facilitating the networking to improve the effect of networking.

•  �����	
������

It is considered very important to have both men and women as leaders in the Danish central government
sector − today most leaders are men.

The State Employer’s Authority has conducted a case study focusing on women leaders in the central
government sector. The results of this case study identify some of the barriers that prevent women from
becoming leaders.
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The study shows that there is a wish among women for better advice about what it takes to be a leader and
how to combine work life and family life. The study also shows that women want good role models.
Finally, there is a call for a discussion about how much time you need to invest in your job as a leader. For
instance, is it necessary that leaders always should be the last one to leave the office, which is the normal
situation in the central government sector today. All in all, there is a call for a change in attitudes and
values towards leadership.


