Career Guidance within the Staff and Placement Services of the Municipality of Aarhus

The staff and placement services are handled by the staffing division within the mayor’s department. As a consequence of outsourcing and savings the task is as quickly as possible to find vacant relevant jobs within the municipality to the redundant people. If a member of the staff cannot be moved to another job in a municipal department, he/she must be enlisted in the central staff and placement services. Another target is the permanent employees who due to physical or mental illness or abrasive degradation might be excluded from the job market, but where it also might be possible to replace them in another job at ordinary terms of employment.

From the view of project “Gateway to Guidance”  the function and activities of the staff and placement services are interesting from two aspects. First of all it is a question of proper career guidance with the use of various methods. Secondly the target group can be considered belonging to the group of unregistered unemployed persons.  On the one hand they are without working function and without relation to any workplace, on the other they remain employed within the municipality of Aarhus , still receive their salary and are not registered as unemployed persons.

In this way the work in the services takes place in the tension field between the competences and job wishes of the person in question and the frames and possibilities within the municipality. To some extent it is a question of a “quid pro quo” relation: The municipality continues paying the salary (no one is dismissed) and offers a guidance procedure and a replacement. On the other hand the employee is obliged to accept the replacement offer, if he/she wants to maintain the employment within the municipality.  Therefore, distinct frames and a clear contract between the employee and the staff and placement services are of outmost importance.

The following is impressions and information from an interview with Kirsten Høedht-Rasmussen and Heidi Damsgaard. The interview took place at Århus Town Hall on 15th June 2006. From JCVU Ellen Enggaard and Lone Nordskov Nielsen participated.
The staff and placement services undertake replacement activities partly as for retention and partly concerning employees whose jobs are subject to changes of the organisation and savings within the municipality. The department is placed within the mayor’s department and besides individual procedures and activities for employees it is in charge of a range of intra-municipal tasks such as seminars of inspiration for the other departments – with subjects as Come and Test Your Employment Policy, Senior Policy, Stress and Bullying. In connection with greater sessions of savings seminars are also held on an institution level. Only few times the department has had the oppotunity to take a proactive approach towards the employees.

The other way around the employees might approach the job bank themselves  - but there must be a reason posing a certain rate of “job threat”.  
The superior and most important premise when working with people making a change of career  is to meet them “where they are” in their life here and now. To be able to perceive what is the actual focus of attention for the individual person and pay attention to possible insecurities, circumstances and barriers obstructing the work with career development. It might be private economical, personal or more mental circumstances. Then the task is to refer to other authorities having these subjects in their working focus.
The working basis is always the specific personal situation of the person in question.

The starting-up point is a forced change of career, due to changes of organisation, savings or long-lasting  – often work-related – periods of illness, and thus the situation often involves a loss. – However, the situation might also lead to realizing new possibilities, reawaking “old dreams”, and discovering new or hidden competences.

Different target groups pass through the staff and placement service. On the question whether there is a pattern as for sex and level of education the answer is that no notable difference of men’s and women’s reaction and possibilities of replacement is seen. But there are important differences as for level of education. For the lower educated employees is it much easier to find corresponding and satisfying jobs in other sectors of the municipality – for instance with cleaning and service. The higher educated ones might seem less flexible, and it might be more difficult to find a replacement job for them within the municipality. Often they have been occupied with special functions which are eliminated in connection with savings or outsourcing. So a replacement may assume a change of profession, which might be a rather serious and essential step and involve a longer process for a “specialist”. Here both the professional and the personal identity is at stake. 
A procedure at the staff and placement service:
The first stage is to establish a basis. This means

1. a clarification of the individual situation and an assessment of the willingness as for career guidance,  hereunder possible referral to a psychologist, social worker, the Development House or similar suggestions

2. setting down the frames and the contract for the process

3.  uncovering and surveying qualifications and competences –acquired both in working life, spare-time life, and personal life

4. uncovering the style and competences of learning

5. flashback on previous occupation,  clarify experiences and characteristics 

6. establishing insight into the personal competences –  i.a. from lists of inspiration dealing with a wide range of possible personal competences

7. clarifying values – partly by working with value cards, partly by using Edgar Scheins’ career anchors

In the stage of clarification often quite many employees start to see new horizons and develop new perspectives on their career and working situation. 

There are no frames or significant experience for the duration of the stage of clarification. If differs much, and resources are available to spent the time necessary for each individual. All elements in the stage are based on individual interviews and processes. Recently, however, a process with  group guidance has been given a try. It was a relatively  homogenous group og language teachers from the – now outsourced – language school. This case will be mentioned later on.

The next stage in a typical process is more focused on the possible new working life.   
Some of the tools are

· clarification and registration of the individual net work and a discussion of how to use it in a job-seeking and career changing situation – and motivation for individual acting 
· documentation of competences and qualifications in a CV arranged according to functions. Here it is important to translate subject-specific competences into more transmittable competences (i.e. the teaching competences of school teachers into disseminating competences)
· paying attention to relevant jobs and active job-seeking. Realizing that a job might be offered which does not necessarily have to be the dream job.

· the efforts of finding new possibilities, new horizons with launch pad in  the “foundation”:

· Job tourist in your own town – the individual might intensity the curiosity and interest   
· 2 days of visiting work experience placement in a municipal institution or administration. Experience says that this might contribute constructively to stripping away or enhancing the idea of the dream job.

· Using the paper for studying job functions

· Working with writing applications

When the person has gained a replacement job follow-up activities are possible; either as development of competences together with the new leader – joining courses or learning at the job, or by assigning a mentor at the new working place or a coach for more personal – but not therapeutic – support.

The staff and placement services make a distinction between the coach and the mentor function. The concept “mentor” is used as the name of a supporting function in connection with the working place, whereas “coach” is used for more personal support and guidance.

It is possible to extend the following-up period. Some times a replacement must be given up, and the person returns to the staff and placement services. Not everything succeeds, and it might be necessary to fire persons. 
Experience from a group process

200x the Municipality of Aarhus decides to outsource the language school. One of the consequences is that a group of teachers loose their jobs, and they are offered the services of the staff and placement services. It involves about 20 persons, some of them have earlier been replaced. The are relatively mature people – in the forties and fifties. Most of them are university graduates, but there are also people educated within the teaching of languages.

A special group based course is established with 4 days in January-February, run by an external adviser and focusing on a broad clarification of competences and the listing of a competence profile. Further the common part consisted of a net work seminar, considerations in connection with change of sector, the making of a CV, and strategy of applications. 
The common part was follow by individual interviews. The outcome differed much, and the staff and placement services conclude that the benefit does not correspond to the resources spent. This might have various reasons:

· The strong framework and identity as language teachers
· The high seniority, the mature age, and the early retirement benefit

· The really limited possibilities – and professional barriers within the municipal field

As for the process itself the homogenous group of “tender-stricken” language teachers in fact might have intensified their “old” professional identity, the focus on loss and missing possibilities and in this way formed obstacles to see new working and career perspectives.
Therefore, the moderate positive experience with collective processes might have been different with a multidisciplinary group instead of a mono professional. Further, experience from the process says that more attention could have been paid to the group as a net work. 

Qualifications and Competences within the Staff of the Job and Placement Services

The employees have different educational backgrounds – i.a. social workers. This diversity is experienced as an advantage. No employee has a proper guidance education, but they have participated in a number of courses and seminars about tools and means.

 Knowledge of stress and bullying means is given a high priority, as well as attention and knowledge of limits in connection with therapy. 
- The personal competences are very important – you must know where you are – you have to be well-balanced – if not it will quickly be carried over to your own satisfaction and function. 

PERSPECTIVE
This initial investigation of the work with career guidance of the Job and Placement Services points at various subjects and problems to be clarified:

· A more detailed knowledge and assessment of the tools and means in connection with the establishment of the “basis” – How is “employability” clarified?

· Is there a dilemma combined with working with the employees’ possible exceeding competences within the frames of the organisation/municipality – risking to guide them out of the context of the organisation?

· How is the view of humanity and which guidance theoretical aspect forms the basic in the services?
· Which advantages and  disadvantages, possibilities and challenges exist in a group based career guidance?

· An investigation of the distinction of “mentor” and “coach” – i.a. compared with the use of the concepts of Telemark Fylke and Norsk Hydro.

· A more detailed description of evaluation, tools of evaluation and follow-up over a period.

LNN, August 2006.

