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Abstract. The paper is focused on employment agencies in the CR and their role in improving the quality of work life. Research methods include semi-structured group interviews and the questionnaire survey.  Interviewees and respondents are employment agency directors or their deputies. The data collection was in 2006. The project reveals that employment agencies are the public administration institution established for searching jobs for unemployed and developing activities for life-long employability. Administrative services prevail in performance management. Legal conditions and ministerial provisions extremely limit freedom of employment agencies for creativity as well as implementation of “entrepreneurial” practices.  It depends on top management personalities whether they are able to utilize situational opportunities and facilitate long-term effective employment policies on the local labour market.
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1. Introduction
At the end of 1989 the political changes in the CR enabled radical movement in the economic life. Since 1990 democratic institutions were re-established incl. organisations functioning in the economy. Activities of the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs were newly defined and at the same time development of the Czech and Slovak System of Employment Service was immediately designed, as well. The system did not exist in the former regime. Czechoslovakia at that time was a federal state and each republic government, i.e. Czech and Slovak, separately prepared both the system of employment agencies and legislation. The Ministry put together a proposal of the law establishing employment agencies. Based on this the presidium of the Czech National Council accepted a judicial arrangement about the system of employment agencies (No. 306 issued on 20 July 1990). After splitting of Czechoslovakia (1993), these offices could operate without any legal hit.

The Employment Service Office as a part of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs was established on 1st  August 1990. It was responsible for development of the employment agency net and management. The day when any employment agency director was designated meant a day when the relevant employment agency was constituted. The director is the first and only employee of the agency. Mr. Milan Horálek – the minister in 1990 – designated the first employment agency director of the CR in Kladno on 10 August 1990, i.e. in the town that can be characterized as a traditional Czech industry centre and became a mirror of troubles of the transformation process from the central economy towards to the market-driven one.

The paper aims at identifying the mission and the status of employment agencies in the CR, monitoring conditions in which they operate, mapping trends in their management and leadership as well as main obstacles that hinder improvement of the quality of life of unemployed people and employment agency officials.

The paper is one of results of the four-year project “The impact of Changes in the Work World on the Quality of Life” solved in the frame of the National Research Program lasting from 2005 to 2008. The project is focused on 

· providing information to the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs and employment agency management, respectively to other bodies responsible for development of the local labour market,
· specifying critical areas in employment agency management.

The project focuses on description of legal, social, economic, and other factors influencing human resource management of employment agencies. We came from an idea that the quality of employment agency services depends on management practices, the level of employee motivation and work conditions.
2.    Employment agency organisation and responsibilities
The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs is responsible for employment policies and measures in the CR, e.g. the labour market, employment services and foreigners` employment, and provides methodological guidance for employment agencies. They are local civil service institutions with juridical arbitrariness and their governing body is the Employment Service Office controlling 77 agencies that work in boundaries of former district authorities, i.e. in boundaries of today’s non-existing regional units. 

The Employment Service Office is responsible for the following:

· Monitoring and analysing the labour market situation,

· Developing conceptions of the state employment policy,

· Preparing action programs of employment development in cases of structural, organisational and efficiency measures,

· Supporting new job designs, job opportunities and re-training programs,

· Administering financial resources of the state employment policy,

· Controlling employment actions,

· Developing the employment information system,

· Managing employment agencies methodologically, financially and technologically. 

The Minister designates employment agency directors as it was mentioned above in the case of the first director. The tasks of district employment agencies include the following:

· Monitoring and analysing the local labour market, 

· Developing conceptions of local employment, 

· Approving measures with the influence on the local labour market,

· Providing employment services for citizens and employers in their home district. 

Employment agencies established 56 subsidiaries and 116 stable separated workplaces for better accessibility to their services. In urgent cases they organise temporary separated workplaces, mostly at employers’ premises where the higher number of employees are released.

The current trend in managing employment agencies is to intensify the quality of effective employment policies, incl. strengthening a pressure on long-term unemployed citizens so that they re-train and improve their chances to be re-employed. 

3.    Project methodology 

The project started by formulating three hypotheses covering both personnel management of employment agencies and research methods. 

The first hypothesis: 
The main activity of the employment agency is searching jobs for unemployed and improving life-long employability.

The second hypothesis: 
Conditions in which employment agencies work provide a sufficient basis for entrepreneurial behaviour so that servants can investigate and implement effective practices aimed at achieving their mission and main legal tasks. The initial researchers’ view was that employment agencies gradually became relatively autonomous units operating on more or less business principles and their outcomes are measured by modified performance criteria.  

The third hypothesis: 
Leadership of the employment agency promotes the mission that accomplishes tasks defined by the legislation. 

The research was completed by semi-structured group interviews and then a questionnaire survey. It was undertaken in three phases: 

The first phase included group interviews with 44 directors and deputy directors from selected districts
 among which were districts with the above-average high unemployment rates and below the average ones. Interviews were semi-structured, conducted in May and June 2006, and their outline consisted of following chapters:

1. Legislation, 

2. Employment agency mission and reality,

3. Equal employment opportunities, 

4. Financing from the European Social Fund, 

5. Education, 

6. Standardisation of employment agency processes, 

7. Counselling board of the employment agency, 

8. The Economic Chamber of the CR, 

9. Employment inspectorates,

10. Employment agency employees.
The second phase covered a workshop when researchers, interviewees and an opponent of the project participated in discussions about findings identified in the first phase. We evaluated preliminary results – partially controversial - that were investigated and should be verified in the questionnaire survey. 

The third phase included the above mentioned questionnaire survey; questionnaires were distributed to all employment agencies in the CR and addressed to their directors. The structure of the questionnaire was similar to the outline of the semi-structured interview. 77 questionnaires were sent and 54 valid returned, i.e. 70% rate of return.
4.    Project findings about the quality of work life
The project results deal with services of employment agencies and some aspects of personnel management in the following order:

· Legislation influence on the quality of work life,

· Mission,

· Management,

· Standardisation of processes,

· Employee competences and motivation.

4.1  Legislation influence on the quality of work life
Directors generally appreciate that the Czech legal environment provides sufficient conditions for performing main employment services. They agree on a conclusion that the Act on Employment (No. 435/2004 Collection) basically meets labour market requirements and issues are partial or determined by temporary circumstances. However, they record that the law stimulates the following negative effects:

a) The adherence to all deadlines is sometimes accompanied by extreme waste of time – almost half of directors held such a view. It happens that the director makes decisions to what degree the employment agency fulfils the law because everything cannot be achieved. Some employment agencies even solve most activities on the edge of the law. 

b) It is necessary to pay attention to any job applicants regardless if they are interested in employment or not. Such people have a reason why to be registered as unemployed, i.e. they abuse employment agency services and unemployment grants and – according to directors - it is a noticeable trend. Employment agency officials have experience that applicants unemployed for 12 months do not want to work. The law modernisation in 2004 enabled to delete from records the higher number of job applicants who keep away from work with a penalty. 

c) The large quantity of administrative work has to be done at the expense of effective employment care - it is an explicit directors’ statement. 

d) Job enlargement requires changes in the “competence model” applicable for employment agencies; however some directors view them as negative because they highly appreciate traditional civil servant skills. 

e) Employment agency workload constantly increases and is compensated by no sufficient growth of the number of employees – directors perceive it as a significant trend.

4.2  Mission 

The Czech legislation defines the employment agency mission and services. The history of employment agencies, relative directors’ autonomy and day-to-day managerial issues determine administration in different ways. Directors see the mission: firstly, as an obligation to unemployed, i.e. to mediate jobs, re-train and pay unemployment insurance and secondly, as a facilitation for employers because they sometimes misuse funds intended for effective employment policies. Directors would pass on subordinates sufficient authorities for acting and would not limit them with plenty of various commands stemming from legislation and the Ministry measures. They would prefer to have more freedom for creativity and give employees trust for applying effective employment policies that would be appropriate for solving unemployment of specific groups. 

Respondents welcome changes in selected areas of external environment (see Table 1). In summary, directors hold the view that external factors continue influencing employment agencies; however they do record neither deterioration nor improvement. When environmental factors worsen then it has no influence on the employment agency processes. The group of respondents who see trends toward improvement are the second largest and it is a positive aspect, in particular in the case of opportunities for education in the district. 
Table 1. Which external changes occur in the surroundings of your employment agency? (Review the current trend.)
	 
	Deterioration
	Neither deterioration or improvement
	Improvement

	Entrepreneurial opportunities
	7
	25
	20

	Legal amendments of the employment agency status
	24
	23
	6

	Unemployment structure in a district
	10
	25
	19

	Education opportunities in a district
	
	26
	28

	Opportunities to commute
	14
	36
	3

	Totally
	55
	135
	76


Employment agency priorities can formulate either in training and development or in generating new jobs. However, research provides no evidence about an explicit trend. It seems that both services are applied. 

Employment agency services can have various meanings for the improvement of the quality of job applicant life. What importance is awarded by management, it tells about job value perceived by employees. Employment agency directors rank them in the following descending order:
1. Generating new jobs,
2. Developing partnership with employers in favour of employment maintenance on the local market,
3. Mediating employment,
4. Designing information databases about the labour market and administrating information for employers,
5. Re-training unemployed,
6. Recording the number of unemployed and paying out unemployment insurance.
It is obvious that directors put decisive stress on activities connected with generating new jobs as an elementary precondition for involving a human being into job and changing the quality of job applicant life. Any direct approaches incl. individualized work with job applicants mean the core of employment agency existence. Directors see any support focused on persons who want to accept job offers as a societal challenge. Administration like keeping records and insurance payment is viewed as necessary, but it is not referred in responses.

Tasks seen as extremely necessary and topical are the following:
· Administrating, consulting and mediating services on the labour market,
· Providing measures in favour of disabled persons and other disadvantaged groups on the local market, 

· Designing tangible programs and measures in the field of employment and human resource development, 
· Implementing effective employment policies.

Tasks accepted as actual but not remarkable:
· Monitoring and analyzing the labour market, forecasting and processing conceptions dealing with employment and human resource development,
· Regulating labour force mobility from abroad to the CR and vice versa.
On the edge of interest are the following:

· Designing and implementing international programs focusing on employment and human resource development,
· Providing unemployment insurance and supporting re-training,
· Facilitating measures supporting equal employment opportunities. 

The low attention paid to EEO means that problem is predominantly solved by individual treatment. 
4.3  Management

The employment agency conception developed in 1990 was to design relatively autonomous “business” units managed like enterprises. Findings in Table 2 show that this idea found no practical implementation or was gradually abandoned although directors consider to re-design and implement this conception again (see Table 3). 

Table 2.  Which type of an organisation does your agency belong in these days to? Is the public administration office or an independent organisation managed by entrepreneurial practices?
	Public administration office
	
	Independent organisation
	 

	1

	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	5

	10
	13
	5
	10
	6
	3
	1
	1
	54


Table 3. Which type of an organisation should employment agencies be so that they could optimally operate on the labour market?
	Public administration office
	
	Independent organisation
	 

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	3
	3
	1
	3
	12
	4
	13
	7
	8
	54


Based on the questionnaire survey employment agencies are the public administration office due to their character and tasks. Some directors would accept selected “entrepreneurial” practices that the office should apply for mission achievement. It is not denying any legal framework but stressing target behaviour. 

Aimed at task achievements, directors hold a view that it would be better if employment agencies were “independent” organisational units. From the survey and interviews stemmed further that the employment agency is the organisation that provides services for citizens who are temporally or long-term unemployed, handicapped etc. and they have obstacles to find jobs. These services are offered even in case of organizational issues or external limits. They persist even when the focus of activities is shifted thanks external pressures towards administration.

4.4  Standardisation of processes
Standardisation of employment agency processes is a tool that was designed in accordance with a directors’ request (based on interviews). It should always be the book for solving tasks, transfering experience and even improving the quality of processes. In table 4 there is a simplified description of directors’ expectation on scale from concentration on creative and developing activities to concentration on standardized and required activities that are well controlled and compared. 

Table 4. If some of employment agency activities standardize, will it have as a consequence coming loose from routine activities and concentrating on creative activities or will it mean a need to concentrate on standardized and required activities that are well controlled and compared?
	Coming loose from routine, concentration on creative activities
	
	Concentration on standards and control
	 

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	1
	1
	7
	2
	9
	6
	14
	12
	1
	53


Directors’ expectations are explicitly shifted to the side of standards and control. It confirms or it is in accordance with the trend in the employment agency evaluation in the CR as organisations with domination of administration. That means that the idea of the best service organisation increasingly moves away from the former conception of business administration.

4.5  Employee competences and motivation

The main issue of employment agencies is the lack of human resources with appropriate skills and competences. Directors mostly emphasise their chances to cultivate working conditions and strengthen employee satisfaction as average (see Table 5).
Table 5. Does your agency have large opportunities to cultivate working conditions and strengthen employee satisfaction?
	Large opportunities
	 
	No opportunity
	 

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	1
	9
	7
	11
	8
	7
	7
	4
	 
	54


They appreciate ability to perform tasks punctually, reliably and timely as the best employee profiles, then sympathy with people, availability and willingness to help. They realise that weaknesses cover to find creative solutions and look up new opportunities and practices (see Table 6).
Table 6. Are employees skilled and competent for performing tasks listed below?
	
	Agree
	
	Disagree
	

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	Punctual and complete task solutions in time
	4
	31
	13
	3
	1
	
	1
	
	
	53

	Sympathy with people, availability and willingness to help
	4
	20
	24
	4
	
	1
	
	
	
	53

	Creative solutions, searching new opportunities and unusual practices
	
	9
	15
	11
	10
	5
	4
	
	
	54


Employment agencies are seen on the local market as an attractive and desirable employer (see Table 7) whose prestige is rather on the average level with a tendency to improve (see Table 8 and 9).
Table 7. Is your employment agency in the district where you operate an attractive and desirable employer for job applicants?
	Agree
	
	Disagree
	

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	15
	18
	10
	5
	3
	
	
	1
	
	52


Table 8. Is the prestige of your employment agency among the local community high or low?
	High
	
	Low
	

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	1
	14
	14
	10
	9
	4
	
	1
	1
	54


Table 9. Is the prestige of your employment agency among employers and managers high or low?
	High
	
	Low
	

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Totally

	2
	14
	16
	7
	10
	2
	2
	1
	
	54


The employment agency is perceived as the important employer. That means from the point of view of the quality of work life - steady job, changeable work tasks and servants have opportunities to be satisfied at work. 

The relatively high prestige has an influence on employees. The tendency toward administration burdens is on the one hand in compliance with some aspects of performance appraisal, in particular with accuracy and correctness, on the other hand in contrast with traits, like understanding and openness to people, or creativity and developing new solutions.   

5.    Conclusion

The project is focused on the employment agencies in the CR after the transition period and partly on their personnel management. Methodological instruments include semi-structured group interviews and the questionnaire survey.  The group interviews were four and addressed employment agency directors or their deputies. The period of interviews lasted from May to June 2006. The survey was distributed to all directors in October 2006 and respondents were directors or their deputies. 
Based on project findings the employment agencies are predominantly the institution of public administration and they mainly provide services for unemployed. Directors agree that administrative agenda prevails in their performance. Conditions in which they operate give extremely limited freedom for creativity and implementation of “entrepreneurial” practices that could be applied with the aim to achieve the legislation mission and fulfil legal tasks. It depends on personalities in management positions and their leadership styles whether they are able to utilize situational opportunities and facilitate long-term effective employment policies. The latest amendment of the employment legislation and new administration duties take off time of servants so that they cannot concentrate on services going above the law. The core “business” of employment agencies means searching jobs for unemployed and supporting activities for life-long employability. However, entrepreneurial climate among directors still persists. Management expectancy is connected with the former conception accepting the employment agency as an autonomous business unit that can apply “managerial” approaches in favour of people on the local labour market. Today`s demands on administration performance are mostly perceived negatively, in particular by the directors who started their civil servant career with the employment agency at the beginning of the 90s’ of the last century and were inspired by the business idea of public administration services.
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� Groups came together in Prague, Pardubice, Olomouc and Louny. In Prague there met 8 directors from Prague districts; in Pardubice 9 directors from East and Central Bohemia; in Olomouc 10 directors from North and Central Moravia, and in Louny 17 directors and/or deputy directors from North and Central Bohemia. 


� Grades indicate the level of employment agency autonomy.


� The number of directors’ responses.
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