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Introduction 

On 26 September, the OECD together with the Swedish Public Employment Service (PES), 

Arbetsförmedlingen, and the European Commission (DG REFORM) organised a workshop on the 

organisation of public employment services at the local level. The purpose of the workshop was to 

share preliminary findings on how the reform of Arbetsförmedlingen will impact the organisation of 

employment services locally in Sweden and to share insights from other countries using contracted-out 

employment services so to derive lessons to the Swedish context. 

In May 2019, the Swedish government commissioned the Swedish PES to prepare for a major 

reform of publicly funded employment services in Sweden. The proposed reform will result in the 

contracting-out of a significant amount of employment services to independent providers in a quasi-market 

structure and will shift the focus of Arbetsförmedlingen’s mandate towards monitoring of providers and 

working with different stakeholders in guiding and implementing labour market policy. The reform will build 

on lessons learned from the implementation of the large-scale trial programmes Kundval Stöd och 

Matchning (STOM), which ran from 2014 to 2021, and Kundval Rusta och Matcha (KROM) which by the 

end of 2021 had replaced STOM in all municipalities in Sweden (Ministry of Employment, 2021[1]).   

While the reform is still in its final stages, key elements have been outlined in numerous 

government documents as well as in newly adopted legislation (Ministry of Employment, 2021[1]; The 

Swedish Government, 2022[2]; The Swedish Government, 2022[3]; Sveriges Riksdag, 2022[4]; Sveriges 

Riksdag, 2022[5]; Sveriges Riksdag, 2022[6]). With regards to target groups, the new system is planned to 

provide contracted-out services for the broad “middle group” of jobseekers who are neither very close to 

nor very far away from the labour market. Providers are to be given financial incentives for sustained 

employment or education outcomes, clients are to be given the opportunity to influence the choice of 

provider as much as possible and providers cannot refuse to accept certain jobseekers. Providers applying 

for contracts in one or more of the 72 delivery areas must meet a number of criteria, including financial and 

organisational requirements.  

In parallel with the contracting-out of services, Arbetsförmedlingen is scaling back its physical 

presence in local offices across the country and moving more services to online platforms. With its 

plan for adjustment of local offices, which was implemented during 2019 and 2020, the authority reduced 

the number of local offices from 238 to 106 across the 290 municipalities. At the same time, the authority 

has put in place alternative solutions in 99 out of the 132 places where local offices have been closed 

(either through cooperation with municipalities or the national service authority) (Eliasson and Timander, 

2020[7]). Jobseekers closest to the labour market will be supported by Arbetsförmedlingen mainly through 

digital services. For those clients who are furthest away from the labour market, Arbetsförmedlingen shall 

continue to ensure that a wide range of employment support measures are in place. 

The reform of Arbetsförmedlingen will have implications for the provision and organisation of 

employment services across local labour markets in Sweden. Given Sweden’s geography, there is a 

risk that independent providers in the new system will not have adequate incentives to provide high quality 

services in all locations and for all jobseekers. In addition, when restructuring the physical presence of 

Arbetsförmedlingen and moving more services to digital platforms, there is a risk of a “digital divide” 

between those who can and those who cannot easily make use of digital services. Lastly, given the division 

of responsibilities for employment services and the increasing role of independent providers, there is a risk 

that services will not be sufficiently co-ordinated at the local level. In addressing these challenges, Sweden 

can learn from other countries with experiences with contracted-out employment systems. 
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Discussion 1: Ensuring presence and coverage in all parts of the country 

Creating a competitive market with multiple providers that can provide cost-efficient, innovative 

and high-quality services across local labour markets is not an easy task. Given the geography of 

Sweden, there is a risk of geographical “white spot” areas where no providers are present especially in the 

northern and less populated part of the country. As of July 2022, providers were present in 65 out of the 

72 delivery areas corresponding to 62 out of the 290 municipalities. The seven delivery areas without 

providers are covering relatively sparsely populated areas with small numbers of unemployed (Román 

et al., 2022[8]). Arbetsförmedlingen may step in temporarily to ensure service continuity in areas where 

providers are not present, but the government’s ambition is to create a market structure that ensures 

coverage of all parts of the country. Municipalities are not allowed to act as providers in the new system 

and thus cannot provide services to close local “gaps” in the delivery.  

The Finnish Ministry for Economic Affairs and Employment are currently taking another approach 

to ensure local presence and coverage of employment services with a planned reform of the 

Finnish PES. Until now, responsibilities for employment policies have been placed with the Ministry for 

Economic Affairs and Employment and the regional Centres for Economic Development, Transport and 

Environment (ELY centres). The regional centres have overseen around 120 local Employment and 

Economic Development (TE) Offices that have provided employment services across the country. A large 

part of the services (over 50%) have been provided by independent providers. With the reform, 

responsibilities of employment policies will be transferred from the state/regional level to municipalities 

from the beginning of 2025. The overall aim is to organise employment services in a way that the system 

can take advantage of the opportunities offered by the municipal ecosystem and provide comprehensive 

personal support for vulnerable jobseekers. In parallel with the PES reform, the Finnish government is 

preparing a reform that will transfer responsibilities for health and social services from municipalities to 21 

new wellbeing services counties from 2023.   

In the future system, employment services will be provided by the 309 Finnish municipalities in 

around 50-70 employment areas each covering a labour force of minimum 20 000 individuals. 

Depending on the size of their local labour force, municipalities will either take up the responsibility for the 

provision of employment services on their own or in cooperation with neighbouring municipalities. 

Employment authorities will have the freedom to provide services that are suitable to the local context, 

including through the procurement of services from independent providers. To incentivise municipalities to 

get unemployed into work, their responsibility for funding unemployment benefits will be expanded. In the 

future model, municipalities will pay an increasing part of the unemployment benefits for unemployed 

individuals starting already from 100 days until 600 days of unemployment. In addition, the responsibility 

for funding will be expanded to also cover earning related and basic unemployment allowance.  

The national government remains the overall responsible for the public employment system and 

sets the national goals for promotion of employment policies. To ensure adherence to the goals, the 

government will appoint a national board for the promotion of employment which will include 

representatives from municipalities and the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment will ensure co-

operation and regularly follow-up discussions with municipalities/employment authorities. In addition, a 

negotiation procedure will be put in place in case an employment authority is unable to organise 

employment services in a satisfactory way compared to similar employment authorities across the country. 

Moreover, joint data sources, interface solutions and a national service platform (Job Market Finland) will 

be put in place to ensure strong knowledge-based management across levels of government.    
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Discussion 2: Going digital – finding the right balance between digital and 

physical services 

The digitalisation of public employment services has accelerated in response to the COVID-19 

crisis (OECD, 2022[9]). The expansion of online service delivery facilitated the continuation of employment 

service delivery for many jobseekers, but has not been a replacement for a need for “in person” services. 

In addition, the digitalisation of employment services holds promise of making systems more efficient and 

reducing public spending in times of continued pressure on public finances. Yet, research shows that some 

sections of the population are more likely to be digitally excluded than others, including elderly, people in 

lower income groups, people living in rural areas and people without a job (e.g. (Helsper and Reisdorf, 

2017[10]) on Sweden and the UK and (Llyods Bank, 2021[11])on the UK).  

As part of the ongoing reform, Sweden plans to introduce more digital and online services. This 

approach is particularly relevant for those individuals closest to the labour market in need of limited support, 

but also in rural and remote areas where the presence of local PES offices and independent providers will 

be limited (Eliasson and Timander, 2020[7]). While digital literacy in Sweden is above the OECD average 

and the government is raising investment to extend the coverage of broadband to rural areas, the risk of a 

“digital divide” between those who can easily make use of digital services and those who are more 

challenged is still significant. Official statistics show that almost 10% of the Swedish population say that 

they have never or almost never used the Internet, the majority of which are elderly (SCB, 2020[12]).  

Since July 2022, a new contracting-out programme – Workforce Australia – has been implemented 

across Australia. The programme implies a shift towards more online services for jobseekers in the 

country. Already under the previous programme, jobactive, and especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Australia made use of online services for jobseekers. The transfer to the new contracting-out programme 

Workforce Australia, however, represents a new and more comprehensive approach to online employment 

services in Australia. In the new programme, jobseekers sign up either online or through the Assisted 

Customer Claim call centre. Hereafter, jobseekers are profiled and segmented through a Job Seeker 

Snapshot (JSCI) (conducted either online or by phone), which includes several questions on the digital 

skills and digital access of the jobseekers. Based on the JSCI jobseekers are referred to appropriate 

employment services – either online services provided in-house by the department or in-person provided 

by independent providers.  

Online services are provided through the Workforce Australia for Individuals Online Digital 

platform, which allows  job-ready jobseekers to independently manage their job search and 

reporting requirements online. There are a number of safeguards in place to ensure  these participants 

have support should they need it. This includes being able to access assistance from a Digital Services 

Contact Centre. The Digital Services Contact Centre has over 200 staff operating from two locations in 

Australia and are able to provide technical support, advice on how to use the system as well as advice on 

a range of activities to  help a participant find secure work. Participants in online services can also exercise 

choice and move to a provider at any stage. Both the Workforce Australia Digital Platform (Digital Platform) 

and Digital Services Contact Centre are available to assist jobseekers on income support payments as 

well as those who are not receiving government payments.  If participants cannot find work or appropriate 

training within 12 months in the online service, they are referred to provider services, which are suited for 

participants who need  more personalised and intensive case management. In this way, the new Workforce 

Australia programme aims to allow providers to focus their support on those jobseekers that are furthest 

away from the labour market. In September 2022, around 145 000 jobseekers participated in Workforce 

Australia online services out of a total caseload across all contracts of around 680 000.  Online servicing 

has increasingly become a feature of the employment services delivery landscape in Australia since the 

establishment of the Online Employment Services Trial in 2018.  In the Online Employment Services, the 

precursor to online servicing in Workforce Australia, 82.3% of the individuals who exited Online 

Employment Services were employed three months later, and 87.9% were either working, studying or both. 
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Beyond the shift to more online services, the Workforce Australia programme also introduces a 

new licensing system where providers operate either according to a generalist or a specialist 

licence. Generalist licences are used for the broader group of participants.  Specialist licences have been 

issued in some regions to support specific groups such as refuges, ex-offenders, indigenous people, and 

culturally and linguistically diverse groups.  

Discussion 3: Coordinating employment services at local level  

Providing support for the unemployed is a shared responsibility between national and local levels 

of government in Sweden. In addition to national and sub-national authorities, several other actors are 

involved in the broader employment system, including the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional 

Growth (Tillväxtverket), and social economy actors. With the foreseen increased role of independent 

providers in the delivery of employment support services, the need for co-ordination and co-operation 

mechanisms to enable all actors to work together in a “joined-up” way is stronger than ever. Tackling 

ongoing labour market challenges in Sweden will require building partnerships locally that can provide 

integrated and holistic services especially for those individuals that are furthest away from the labour 

market and who face multi-faceted barriers to employment.  

Sweden already has many good structures in place to support co-operation especially between 

national and local authorities. The includes among others the Advisory Board for Young People and 

New arrivals to Work (Delegationen för Unga og Nyanlända til Arbete, DUA) and Financial Coordination 

(Finansiell Samordning, FINSAM) as well as the local collaboration agreements (överenskommelser för 

samverkan) between Arbetsförmedlingen, municipalities and DUA. Yet, the increasing use of contracted-

out services is making it more difficult for the national authority to engage in collaboration with local 

authorities working with overlapping target groups. Consultations with stakeholders in Sweden suggest 

that additional structures to support information sharing as well as short- and long-term co-operation 

between Arbetsförmedlingen, local authorities and providers is needed especially for the groups of clients 

who are signed up with and possibly receive support from both the national and local authorities.  

The UK already has a long history of contracting-out employment services for jobseekers to 

independent providers for a range of different client groups. The current UK system builds on the 

commission strategy of 2008, which has as central elements a prime provider model with large (large 

delivery areas) and long contracts, competition between providers (mainly at tender stage), mainly 

outcome-based funding with a focus on sustained outcomes, and minimal service prescription through a 

“black box” delivery model. While responsibilities for the contracting-out of public employment services is 

mainly a national responsibility, some responsibilities for the commissioning of contracts are devolved to 

local authorities. In addition, other actors such as the European Social Fund and the national lottery provide 

significant funds for employability services in the country. Local authorities may also act as independent 

providers, but so far examples hereof are rare.  

Building on the UK experiences, there are pros and cons of national and local commissioning and 

employment contracts. Local commissioning, on the one hand, can ensure a focus on local priorities and 

build on local knowledge and contacts in the commissioning process. National commissioning, on the other 

hand, allows for a focus on national priorities that cut across places, it avoids “a post code lottery” where 

the quality of services is dependent on the quality of local commissioning competences and it enablers 

wider sharing of best practices. While local authorities have a long-term interest in and knowledge about 

their community, they tend to differ in their performance. When it comes to the employment contracts, 

national contracts often provide one-size-fits-all offers across the country, while local contracts are targeted 

to the needs of individuals in specific areas.  

An example of a local organisation providing employability services is the GROW (Get Ready for 

Work) programme, which supports women furthest away from the labour market in getting back 
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into work. Other examples of programmes that includes strong local coordination between actors on the 

ground are the Greater Manchester Combined Authority apprenticeship programme, the national Kickstart 

programme, and the No Wrong Door programme in London.     
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