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Introduction

Mass unemployment is a product of the industrial revolu-

tion of the late eighteenth century: there was less need for 

human labour after the spread of machines. Unemployment 

has led to several social problems and tensions. Although it 

is not possible to eliminate unemployment, it must be man-

aged in order to decrease these tensions in society and the 

economy. The many interventions designed to correct mar-

ket failures in the formal labour market that are clustered 

under the title ‘active labour market programmes’ include 

public employment programmes (Dar and Tzannatos, 1999; 

Boone and Ours, 2004).

Such programmes are used by governments to increase 

aggregate demand for labour (ILO, 2010). Public employ-

ment has occurred in several forms since the Middle Ages: 

launched in 1933 in the United States within the framework 

of the New Deal (Koltai, 2013). However, public employ-

ment programmes are not only a crisis response to be 

applied when the demand-supply balance of labour has been 

disrupted. In many countries, unemployment is an ongoing 

challenge, with markets unable to create employment on the 

required scale (ILO, 2010). Public employment programmes 

are in place across the world to complement employment 

creation by the private sector.

In Hungary, employment subsidies to companies were 

introduced in the second half of 1987 with the aim of support-

ing the expected temporary lack of jobs. It was hoped that with 

the political and economic changes industry would re-start, 

the new owners after privatisation would discover new mar-

kets and unemployed people would again become employed 

in order to produce for new markets (Csehné, 2007).

Public work, the form of public employment for carry-

ing out state and local government public service, appeared 

again in Hungary in 1996 after half a century. Most of the 

public workers were men, owing mainly to the nature of 

work (Kulinyi, 2013). A third form of public employment 

(‘work with a public aim’) was proposed in May 2000. This 

had to offer job opportunities to people receiving regular 

social assistance within the constraints of central budgetary 

sources. It was designed to carry out state or local govern-

ment services that are not public works or community ser-

vices and it had to be managed – according to the law – by 

to carrying out local government public services in a cost-

effective way (Galasi and Nagy, 2003).

The Pathways to Work (Út a munkához) public employ-

ment programme was launched on 1 January 2009 and oper-

ated until 1 January 2011. The organisation of public employ-

ment was transferred from local governments to labour 

people who are able to work or the long-term unemployed in 

public employment to earn a regular income (Csoba, 2010). 

The objectives of the programme were to return the relevant 

groups to the labour market, to increase the number of pro-

jects that support job creation and to reduce the incidence 

of ‘black’ (i.e. not registered for tax) labour. Although cri-

sis management was not the original aim of the project, it 

became available for people made unemployed due to the 

According to Firle et al. (2007), participants in public 

jobs than individuals from the control group not receiving 

any assistance or being inactive, suggesting that these pro-

labour market. To solve these problems and to help as many 

people as possible who are of working age and are able to 

work and are disadvantaged in the labour market to return 

to the labour market, the public employment system has 

recently been radically transformed (Hoffman, 2012).

OLÁH Judit*

The role and importance of public employment programmes: the 
case of Hajdúböszörmény micro-region, Hungary

Public employment programmes are important tools for reducing unemployment and its impacts. The Hungarian National 

Public Employment Programme, launched on 1 January 2011, includes micro-regional start-work model programmes. A ques-

tionnaire survey designed to assess whether these programmes can help to re-integrate jobless people into the labour market 

was conducted among 300 programme participants in the (LAU1) micro-region of Hajdúböszörmény in north-east Hungary. 

Most respondents have, at most, basic education. The majority have already participated in public employment programmes 

three or more times, often over a period of more than two years. Most respondents with higher education would like to return 

to the primary labour market, but many less educated persons would accept further public employment. Very few want to work 

in the ‘black’ economy. Most did not take part in any actions to improve their employability, either through the programmes or 

on their own initiative. Many feel that they have developed new competences but do not believe that their career prospects 

have been improved. Their self-esteem has increased and they can see the value to society of the work they have been doing. 

In conclusion, the current public employment system seems to be reducing ‘black’ labour but not substantially improving the 

employability of participants. Training combined with public employment should be obligatory. The programmes should be 

maintained as long as the private sector cannot provide enough job opportunities. Their activities increase the amount of avail-

Keywords: public employment, unemployment, job opportunities, employment policy

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by University of Debrecen Electronic Archive

https://core.ac.uk/display/161065313?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


Oláh Judit

132

On 1 January 2011 the Hungarian government launched 

the National Public Employment Programme, the objec-

tives of which are to create a legal background for public 

employment and to provide job opportunities for the working 

population and job seekers. According to the database of the 

265,607 participants in public employment, which is nearly 

double the numbers from the previous two years. In 2012 the 

-

lion in 2011, rising to HUF 137.5 billion in 2012 and HUF 

153.8 billion in 2013. In the case of micro-regional start-work 

costs, 100 per cent of the investment and support materials 

costs and expenses are eligible under the programme.

This programme has attracted more political attention 

and divided public opinion more than any previous employ-

ment support programmes in Hungary, but there is currently 

very little information available in the literature about its 

results. The purpose of this research was to assess, from the 

viewpoint of the participants themselves, the impact of the 

micro-regional start-work model programmes on the labour 

market prospects of the programme participants in the north-

eastern Hungarian (LAU1) micro-region of -

mény. It aims to show whether the programme can help to 

re-integrate jobless people into the labour market or whether 

its main impact has been to conceal the rising unemployment 

rate in the name of a ‘work-based society’.

Methodology

 is located in the North Great Plain 

(NUTS2) region in north-eastern Hungary, approximately 

20 km north-north-west of the main regional centre of 

Debrecen. The hinterland is very rural but the once very 

prosperous  (market town) is currently facing 

restructuring and employment problems. In 2013 the public 

employment programme in  provided job 

opportunities within the framework of nine micro-regional 

‘model projects’ to 850 people who were unemployed or 

received employment substitute assistance. The starting date 

of these projects was 1 March 2013.

In May 2013 a survey was carried out among the 300 

public workers who had been recruited the earliest that year. 

Among these, 62 persons participated in the renovation of 
inland drainage system project, 34 in the clearance of illegal 

 project, 72 in the road network maintenance 

project, 9 in the organic farming project, 31 in the renovation 
of agricultural roads project, 22 in the agricultural plant 
production project, 7 in the manufacturing concrete elements 
project, 37 in the public works in winter project and 26 in 

the other value-creating
actual levels of participation in each programme.

The survey was composed of a general data sheet and 

a questionnaire that consisted mainly of multiple-choice 

questions. The 37 questions were formulated following an 

analysis of the literature. The results reported in this paper 

are clustered around three themes. Firstly, the employment 

history of the programme participants and how in the future 

would they like/expect to be involved in the labour market. 

Secondly, whether the participants felt that involvement in 

the programme has helped them to develop their skills so 

that their labour market prospects are improved. Thirdly, 

from taking part in the programme and, if so, how.

The results were analysed according to the educational 

level of the respondents (Table 1). Groups 1-3 were com-

posed predominantly of men and groups 4-5 of women. Per-

sons aged 35 constituted the majority of groups 1-3. Group 4 

included similar numbers of persons in each age range while 

group 5 was dominated by those aged 35 or less.

Results

Employment history and labour 
market aspirations

The majority of respondents (196) became job seekers 

through redundancy, 35 were dismissed, 40 resigned, 32 had 

recently left education and the remaining 21 gave other rea-

sons. Redundancy was the dominant reason for unemploy-

ment among respondents in groups 1 and 2, but accounted 

for only around 50 per cent of those in groups 3-5 (Figure 1).

Amongst the respondents, only 19 per cent do intellec-

tual work and the others have a physical job. However, this 

distinction is strongly linked to educational level, with less 

than two per cent of those in group 1 doing intellectual work, 

compared to 71 per cent in group 5 (Figure 2). In all groups, 

more respondents would prefer to do work of an intellectual 

nature in future, although there are still major differences in 

Ninety-nine per cent of the respondents worked six or 

eight hours per day (data not shown).

The data from the questionnaires show that the majority 

of the respondents have been involved in public employment 

programmes over a long period. One hundred and sixty one 

have had public employment three or more times, and a fur-

ther 73 twice. The data suggest that less educated persons 

are more likely to have worked in public employment pro-

grammes on three or more occasions (Figure 3), but even in 

group 5 more than 50 per cent of respondents had done so.

Forty-two per cent of the respondents have been partici-

pating in public employment programmes for more than two 

years, including longer or shorter breaks. Twenty-one per 

cent have been participating for 1-2 years, 13 per cent for 

6-12 months and 23 per cent for 0-6 months. Linking the 

Table 1: Key characteristics of the 300 respondents, according to 

educational level.

Group Educational level Total
Men 

(%)

Age (%)

18-25 26-35 36-50 51+

1
Less than basic 

schooling
 61 80.3  9.9 16.4 54.1 19.6

2
Basic schooling  

(to age 14)
 50 68.0 16.0 12.0 34.0 38.0

3
Secondary vocational 

training
128 70.3 10.9 22.7 42.2 24.2

4
Secondary  

(Gimnázium)
 26 26.9 23.1 23.1 30.7 23.1

5
Tertiary  

(college, university)
 35 28.6 20.0 54.3 17.1  8.6
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results of Figure 3 and 4 it may be concluded that 126 out 

of 300 respondents have regularly been returning to public 

employment programmes. Long-term involvement in public 

respondents (Figure 4).

When asked about their future work preferences, respond-

cent of respondents would prefer to have a job in the primary 

labour market but 57 per cent would accept further public 

employment. Only six per cent stated that they are planning 

to start their own enterprise, and 12 per cent expressed an 

interest in working abroad. Just two per cent of the respond-

ents have chosen ‘black’ labour as a job alternative. Yet 

again a clear relationship with educational level is evident 

(Figure 5). In group 5, 34 out of 35 respondents expressed a 

wish to join the primary labour market, compared to 29 out 
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Figure 1: Respondents’ stated reason for being unemployed, 

according to educational level.

Source: own data, n=300
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Figure 2: The (a) nature of the respondents’ public employment and 

(b) preferred nature of job following public employment, according 

to educational level.

Source: own data, n=300

100

P
er

ce
n
ta

g
e

1 2 3 4 5

0

25

50

75

One Two Three or more

Figure 3: Number of periods of public employment, according to 

educational level.

Source: own data, n=300
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Figure 4: Number of months of participation in public employment 

programmes, including longer or shorter breaks, according to 

educational level.

Source: own data, n=300
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Figure 5: Respondents’ preferences for types of future work, 

according to educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data, n=300
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of 61 in group 1. By contrast, 42 of the latter group would 

consider further public work, compared to just nine persons 

in group 5.

Skills development

Respondents were again allowed to give multiple answers 

when asked about the skills and competences they felt they 

(118 persons) was professional knowledge while the second 

most common response (96 persons) was that respondents 

felt that they did not need to develop any competences. The 

skills development by 45 and 39 persons respectively.

Key differences between groups include the following 

(Figure 6): the need to develop foreign language skills was 

positively related to educational level, while most of those 

who saw no need to improve their skills are from groups 

1-3. Interestingly, 28 persons (46 per cent) of respondents 

in group 1 perceived the need to develop their professional 

knowledge.

The questionnaire also included a question, to be scored 

on a 1-5 Likert scale, about how up to date the respondents 

felt their knowledge to be when they started public employ-

ment. One hundred and ten persons believed that their 

knowledge was completely up to date at that time and 64 

persons answered that it was reasonably up to date. Just 32 

and 20 persons respectively felt that their knowledge was 

not at all, or only partly up to date. The relationship between 

this indicator and educational level appears not to be strong, 

although 74 per cent of respondents in group 5 scored their 

knowledge highly (Figure 7).

The questionnaire asked whether public employers carried 

out a knowledge assessment before the start of public employ-

ment. Eighty-eight per cent of the respondents stated that no 

such knowledge assessment was carried out (data not shown).

When asked to list the skills and competences they had 

developed during the time spent in public employment, 

respondents could again select multiple answers. The most 

popular answers were that their endurance (116 persons) and 

tolerance to stress (100 persons) had been improved. Forty-

nine respondents could perceive no improvements. No clear 

relationship between these answers and educational level 

was evident (Figure 8).

Respondents were also asked to list the competences that 

had not been improved. One hundred and seven listed lan-

guage skills, this being a major concern of those in groups 4 

and 5 (Figure 9). Tolerance to stress and IT skills were men-

tioned by 74 and 64 recipients respectively. In fourth place, 

61 respondents stated that no skills had been improved.
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Figure 7: Respondents’ perceptions of how up to date was their 

knowledge when they started public employment, according to 

educational level. 1 = not at all, 5 = fully.

Source: own data, n=300
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Figure 8: Respondents’ perceptions of which skills and competences 

have been developed during public employment, according to 

educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data, n=300
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Figure 6: Respondents’ perceptions of the need to develop their 

skills and competencies before starting public employment, 

according to educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data, n=300
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It was of interest to know what personal development 

activities respondents have done to help themselves to return 

to the labour market. Again they were allowed to choose mul-

tiple answers. One hundred sixty-three persons answered that 

they had not participated in any type of training. This was the 

case with more than half of the persons in each of groups 1-3, 

but of only nine out of 35 persons in group 5 (Figure 10). This 

not feel any need to improve their competences (Figure 6). 

Sixty-one persons stated that they have gained professional 

attended job search training and 20 have taken part in a lan-

guage course. These activities were pursued by greater shares 

of persons in group 5 than in groups 1 and 2.

Satisfaction with public employment

public employment work. More than half stated that they 

However, clear differences were evident between groups. 

Whereas 60 per cent or more of those in groups 1 and 2 were 

31 per cent of persons in group 5, where a further 31 per cent 

Eighty-three persons see no opportunities to improve 

their career prospects after public employment while only 41 

persons were certain about having a new job. Around 40 per 

cent of persons in groups 1 and 2 could see no opportunity, 

but even in group 5 only 20 per cent were certain about hav-

ing a new job (Figure 12).

Respondents were asked to assess the value of their 

public employment to society and its contribution to the 

improvement of their self-esteem. The majority felt that it 

was very (116) or somewhat (84) useful, and such a majority 
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Figure 12: Respondents’ perceptions of the opportunity to improve 

their career prospects after public employment, according to 

educational level. 1 = not at all, 5 = fully.

Source: own data collection, n=300
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Figure 10: Personal development activities undertaken by respond-

ents to assist their return to work, according to educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data, n=300
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Figure 11: Respondents’ satisfaction with their public employment 

tasks, according to educational level. 1 = not at all, 5 = fully.

Source: own data collection, n=300
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Figure 9: Respondents’ perceptions of which skills and competences 

have not been developed during public employment, according to 

educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data collection, n=300



Oláh Judit

136

was recorded for all groups (Figure 13). The aggregate data 

for self-esteem were similar, although in group 5 less than 

50 per cent felt that in this respect the contribution of public 

employment was very high or high.

When asked about how public employment in general 

contributes to society, more than half of respondents stated 

that the value lies in reducing the numbers of job seekers 

respondents believed that public employment improves the 

labour market prospects of the participants (Figure 14).

In terms of the disadvantages for individuals of public 

cited the short-term nature of the work. These accounted for 

Discussion

The group of 300 respondents includes persons of all 

educational levels. The high proportion of respondents 

opportunities for these groups of jobseekers. However the 

high percentage of vocational school graduates shows that 

in this less-favoured micro-region unemployment not only 

affects poorly educated people but also those who have a 

marketable profession. The primary labour market is closed 

and there are very few new jobs in a typical village even 

at the national level. The educational level requirements of 

people have a job that is appropriate to their level of educa-

tion thus the exploitation, maintenance or development of 

their skills are less and less possible.

Owing to the labour market situation in -

mény micro-region the local government involves the 

unemployed in public employment programmes because it 

does not have any better option. These programmes involve 

mainly simple, semi-skilled physical work where the devel-

opment of employability skills is limited. Thus there are 

clear differences between groups of different educational 

levels not only in their labour market aspirations but also 

their attitudes towards public employment.

Employment history and labour 
market aspirations

The participation in public employment even of persons 

reasons. One is that many people consider public employ-

ment as an opportunity to earn income. Although public 

workers are paid less than minimum wage set by Labour 
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Figure 14: Respondents’ assessment of how public employment in 

general contributes to society, according to educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data collection, n=300
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Figure 15: Respondents’ assessment of the disadvantages of public 

employment for individuals, according to educational level.

Note: respondents could select more than one option

Source: own data collection, n=300
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Figure 13: Respondents’ assessment of the value of their public 

employment (a) to society and (b) to improving their self-esteem, 

according to educational level. 1 = not at all, 5 = fully.

Source: own data collection, n=300
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Code, people having no other job opportunities can earn a 

higher income from public employment than they would 

public employment is considered as service period as well as 

insured status (Szabóné Lévai, 2013). Another reason may 

be that, according to Act IV of 1991 on improving employ-

ment and supporting unemployed individuals, for a job 

seeker who is not entitled to receive either jobseeker’s sup-

port or jobseeker’s support before retirement – in addition to 

paragraph 25 section § (2) – the job is also appropriate if it 

operates within public employment. If a person elects not to 

undertake a job the local government stops paying employ-

ment substitute support as a sanction.

Almost all respondents worked six or eight hours per day 

as micro-regional start projects can only run for eight working 

hours per day1. More generally, the number of daily working 

hours can vary according to the type of public employment. 

Public employers may decide to support only part-time pub-

lic employment to be able to employ more job seekers.

employment programmes three times or more is consistent 

et al., (2009). This is due to several factors. One is that 

because of the economic conditions of the micro-region pub-

lic employment has become an important form of employ-

ment and local governments have become the dominant 

employers. Employment provided by local governments has 

become essential for local people due to the lack of other 

job opportunities. This result shows the importance of public 

employment provided by local governments.

Furthermore, public employment is considered the most 

secure and predictable work opportunity (Szabó, 2013). Pub-

lic employment is seen to be the best ‘probation period’ as 

when the appointment of a public servant occurs, colleagues 

who are already known may have an advantage during the 

selection process.

However, although public employment has several ben-

labour market. After taking part in public employment for a 

third time a ‘locking-in’ effect can occur which traps public 

workers in a circle in which their employment prospects are 

diminished (Hudomiet and Kézdi, 2008; Csoba et al., 2009; 

Szabó, 2013). Returning to the primary labour market is dif-

can become accustomed to the seasonality of public employ-

ment. People can spend months waiting for new programmes 

to start without actively searching for a new job in the mean-

time.

When looking for work, people prefer to search for legal 

job opportunities mainly because, according to the current 

regulations2, those who cannot prove that they are eligible 

to receive health care. These results suggest that public 

employment, in accordance with its main purpose, reduces 

the incidence of ‘black’ labour.

1  375/2010. (XII. 31.) Government regulation on support for public employment 

programmes.
2  

private pension, as well as the coverage of these

Skills development

Koltai (2014) showed that people participating in public 

employment not only tend to have a low level of education 

but most also lack other competences that could be advan-

tageous in the labour market. This fact was recognised by 

many of the 300 respondents in this study. Language skills, 

by respondents (especially those in groups 4 and 5) as being 

essential to have before starting a new job. This is an impor-

tant point because the quality of the labour market is deter-

mined by the knowledge and experience of its workforce 

(Komárominé, 2008). More highly educated workers create 

a better quality labour market leading to higher economic 

performance. Public employment is not able adequately to 

develop these skills. Although it would be unreasonable to 

expect any more from public employment than the purposes 

for which it was created (to provide temporary employment 

for job seekers and opportunities for reintegration into the 

labour market), the expectations are higher from micro-

regional model projects due to the amount of funds involved.

Many respondents also recognised the need to develop 

may be caused by the current situation of unemployment, 

or their low level of education. Even so, almost one third 

of respondents felt no need to develop any competences. In 

fact, it is likely that many more of the respondents would 

need to do so: they probably only indicated those that should 

be improved for their education or for jobs that were suitable 

for them.

The lack of any knowledge assessment by public employ-

ers may be explained by the fact that they mainly employ 

people whose work abilities and competences are already 

known to them. Also, such surveys demand time and money, 

and add to the administrative workload of public employers, 

so normally no knowledge assessment is carried out.

With regard to actual skills development, the public 

employment work mostly had to be carried out in the open 

so workers had to endure changes in the weather that may 

have helped them to improve their endurance and stress tol-

-

opportunity to get used to having expectations at work again. 

In the model programmes there is an emphasis on disciplined 

work. Work discipline is at least as important a requirement 

as providing material background for proper work. After 

-

ment is improving (Koltai and Kulinyi, 2013).

Satisfaction with public employment

The results from this study on respondents’ satisfaction 

survey conducted by the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior 

they are only capable do that type of job due to their level of 

education. People with higher degrees who are doing admin-

istrative or team leader tasks that do not fully correspond to 

their level of education, and those who would prefer to have 
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employment have been searching for a job without success 

for a long time. The emotional importance of having a job is 

clearly demonstrated by the respondents. The work carried 

out by individuals and their position at work determine their 

-

tors also have important roles in self-assessment, in structur-

ing daily activities, time and time scheduling (Farkas et al., 
2009).

Concluding remarks and recommendations

Knowledge has become an essential factor of labour mar-

ket opportunities (Gyekiczki, 1994). More emphasis should 

be placed in public employment programmes on developing 

the skills of the participants in line with labour market needs. 

Training combined with public employment should be oblig-

competences of their job applicants. Programmes should be 

set up which give the opportunity to learn practical skills and 

theoretical knowledge. This would have a positive effect on 

the primary labour market in the long term.

The level of integration into the primary labour mar-

ket after public employment would be higher if there were 

labour market services to convince people to work. On the 

other hand, the scheduling of public work should be aligned 

with the seasonality of labour market needs.

Thanks to its diverse market activities the social coop-

erative can be an appropriate organisational form for public 

workers to ensure the necessary conditions for self-employ-

ment. Another option for public workers is to become agri-

cultural producers. This possibility is supported by several 

programmes such as the one within the framework of the 

start-work programme.

The local government of  should 

cooperate more closely with the minority government, civil 

-

tion and implementation of public employment programmes. 

implementation as well as to create and expand good prac-

-

toring are required in order to ensure public employment is 

successful, with employers reaching their professional goals 

and utilising public funds well.

In conclusion, the current public employment system 

should be maintained as long as the private sector cannot 

provide enough job opportunities for job seekers. Its activi-

ties should not create competition but rather increase the 

number of job opportunities in the micro-region and should 

well.
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