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CHAPTER 19

RECENT DYNAMICS OF THE EUROPEAN LABOUR 
MARKET1

Marko Tomljanović2, Danijela Sokolić3, Igor Cvečić4

Abstract
The globalization, technology development and more recently the pandemic 
have been changing global societies and economies. The consequences 
are visible in most areas of the economy. Overlapping of these trends 
contribute even stronger to the requirements for new skills and thus have 
disruptive effects on the labour market in the short run, causing shocks and 
changes of demand for labour. For example, the combination of technological 
advancements and changed working conditions caused by the pandemic 
put additional pressure on digitalization in every sector of the economy 
and thus create a greater demand for digital skills. The effectiveness of the 
social cohesion and the sustainability of modern social-economic models 
are depending on the notion that rapid technological changes should be 
systematically supported on many levels. This includes providing all citizens 
with tools and capacities to participate fully and successfully in the global 
digital transformation. The research in this paper is related to disruption 
new technologies are causing on the labour market, and its impact on the 
worker’s skills in the context of the pandemic. We start by giving an overview 
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of the trends on the EU labour market before the pandemics and proceed 
to analyse recent EU strategic documents as a response to the Covid-19 
reality. States all over the world are confronted with the issues such as skill 
shortages, structural unemployment, or emerging forms of employment, and 
our goal is to identify the response of selected EU states to these challenges. 
The importance of these issues cannot be overemphasized, especially as 
global forecasts predict that gaps in skills, job requirements and the abilities 
of workers will continue increasing even at the greater pace putting additional 
burden at national economic and social systems, especially in less adaptive 
countries. Research results suggest that the impact of digitalization and other 
contemporary trends in the labour market require full attention and carefully 
designed recovery plans.

Key words: labour market, European Union, workers` skills, globalization, 
digitalization 
JEL classification: E24, F66, J01, J24 
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1. Introduction

The impacts of technological changes and the Covid-19 pandemic are the 
two main factors influencing the demand for skills at the beginning of the 
third decade of the 21st century. These two factors, although most influential, 
are not the only global trends and carriers of change. Along with them, there 
are other phenomena inevitably affecting the structure of the economy and 
society as a whole (such as population aging, migrations, climate changes, 
various economic shocks, etc.), and consequently causing changes in 
attitudes towards work as one of the fundamental factors of production in the 
economy.

The media and popular business press often invoke narratives that reflect 
widespread anxiety that some jobs and professions will disappear completely, 
while new ones with requirements for different skills will appear. This is 
causing a huge gap between demand and supply on the labour market by 
leaving a part of the working population without existential means, business 
without needed human inputs and economies with structural labour market 
imbalances. Some of the changes come abruptly, like the digitalization of 
society due to the pandemic, and some are more gradual like task content 
changes due to the gradual introduction of new technologies. However, it is 
very likely that technology advancements (especially automation, robotics, 
artificial intelligence, etc.) will not only forever change or make obsolete some 
occupations. They will also bring some significant structural changes in the 
society and the economy.

In order for the general public and the enterprises to be equally able to take 
advantage of the opportunities technological advancement and globalization 
create, it is necessary to enable the acquisition of new skills as easily and 
affordably as possible. Continuing education and training programmes for 
current and future workers is especially important in that sense. For more 
than two decades, the European Union has been affirming the role of new 
skills and new knowledge in development strategies and other strategic 
documents, guided by the principles of smart, sustainable and especially, 
inclusive economic growth.

This research is primarily related to disruptions new technologies are causing 
on the European labour market, and their impacts on the worker’s skills, 
especially in the context of globalization and the recent pandemic, which 
evidently caused greater demand for digital skills. The goal was to present 
an overview of the European labour market and current trends, as well as to 
identify the ‘European’ response to the major challenges which are triggering 
adjustments related to skill shortages, structural unemployment, or emerging 
forms of employment.

Therefore, after the Introduction, the paper continues with the Theoretical 
Background and the Research Context and Methodology sections, which 
explain the main issues triggering needed adjustments of the European labour 
market. After the statistical Overview of the recent trends, the Discussion 
explains the importance of the digitalization of the economy and the priorities 
and responses Europe and its particular countries initiated in order to face 
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the most important challenges of recent years. Concluding remarks focus on 
key scientifically based findings and determine further development priorities 
of the European labour market. 

2. Theoretical Background

“Mankind has always turned toward improvements in technology as a means 
of advancing their society, even if it means the destruction of certain aspects 
and norms of the existing society” (Bard et al., 2020).

This sentence gives an impetus for a deeper understanding of the problems 
and challenges facing today’s labour market, especially as technology 
changes become faster and adjustment periods are shorter. Advances in 
technologies are transforming work around the world (Ford, 2016; Šegota 
et al., 2017; Manyika et al., 2017; Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2020). Some of 
them with the most prominent influence on the labour market are automation 
and digitalisation. Both phenomena aim to raise productivity, but while 
digitalisation refers to supporting processes and tasks digitally, automation 
refers to running processes and tasks autonomously and automatically, 
and thus serves as a replacement of human activity with technical systems 
(Satchell, 1998). Automation may include a wide range of technologies from 
accounting software and scanners used in self-serve grocery lines to robotics 
and artificial intelligence (AI). There are many dilemmas about effects of 
technological trends on labour demand, productivity, wages, and employment. 
One stream of researchers and statisticians is concerned with joblessness 
caused by automation replacing human work (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 
2014; Frey and Osborne, 2017; Autor and Salomons, 2018), while the 
others are advocating automation as a growth factor which will consequently 
introduce more jobs (Harari, 2018; Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2019). None of 
them is denying change in occupations, leading to the changed structure of 
demand on the labour market. Moreover, while we cannot argue the disruptive 
nature of new technologies for human work, the history teaches us that those 
technological breakthroughs eventually increase the demand for labour and 
wages. 

Acemoglu and Restrepo (2018) use task-based approach to explain the effect 
of automation on labour demand, productivity and work. According to them, 
new technologies increase the productivity of factors of production (i.e. capital 
and labour), but at the same time they change task content of production. 
Nevertheless, new technologies generate displacement effect, which means 
that capital is taking over tasks previously performed by labour. The jobs of 
production workers are being threatened with the implementation of industrial 
robots (Graetz and Michaels, 2018; Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2018), while 
jobs of white-collars are disrupted by software and digital platforms. In return, 
the process results in increased productivity, which consequently adds more 
capital to the production system and therefore the demand for labour raises 
again, but usually with a requirement for different competencies, causing the 
problems of impeded employability and ultimately structural unemployment. 
Consequently, the content of occupations is also changing, and new skills 



359

are to be acquired. The research shows that high skilled workers are more 
resilient to these changes (Dahlin, 2019), while low skilled workers are 
less flexible and thus tend to stay longer on the labour market (Acemoglu 
and Restrepo, 2018). To conclude this section, changes in task content of 
production impact the (re)allocation of factors of production and thus can 
have major effect on labour demand and productivity.

3. Research Context and Methodology

In this section of the paper we have focused on the context of the research, 
mainly connected to the impacts of technological progress toward the 
economy and specifically to the labour market and the workers’ skills required 
for today’s and future jobs, and a short methodology explanation. Besides 
globalization and other current factors speeding up various market processes, 
the pandemic the world is facing in the last two years is additionally causing 
shocks and changes of demand for labour. Some sectors, professions and 
jobs have been hit harshly, others will be perhaps experiencing a gradual 
transformation toward a digital and automated economy, causing a substantial 
change in skills needed to meet the evolving needs of the most dynamic 
segments of the labour market.

Looking back at the labour market structural changes in recent decades, it 
is evident that there is a clear decline in employment in primary industries 
and basic manufacturing (such as textiles, clothing, wood, printing and 
publishing, basic metals etc.), but also in public administration and defence. 
This is happening all over Europe, and it is especially clear within the 
advanced economies. On the other hand, employment is increasing in 
advanced and high value-added manufacturing activities/sectors (such as 
electronics, optical equipment, computers, motor vehicles and similar), but 
there is a clear trend towards a service-based economy. Therefore, increased 
focus is given on automation processes and the digitalization processes. 
The increase in production is supported by increased industrial investment, 
particularly in machinery and equipment and R&D, supporting the drive in 
robotisation. However, labour costs are increasing, as the level of needed 
skills is evolving, while robots become ever cheaper thanks to technological 
progress and sophistication. This requires fewer jobs in production, but new 
job openings are ‘transferred’ in supporting service industries. At least in the 
more competitive and more adjustable economies.

A comprehensive research by the Joint Research Centre (JRC) of the 
European Commission combined their own research and recent data from 
various scientific studies, with the main aim to assist policymakers and the 
broader public to face and understand better the future of jobs and education. 
The following Scheme 1 depicts a significant representation on how 
technological progress influenced specific categories of jobs in the period 
2000-2016, and a projection for the period 2016-2030. 
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Scheme 1: Job creation driven by technological progress

Source: Gonzalez Vazquez, I. et all (2019), p. 26 [originally: JRC based on 
Cedefop and Eurofound (2018)]

Although this scheme does not include yet the repercussions of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it shows significant trends. As first, it looks obvious 
that the changes for these categories of jobs were greater in the previous 
two decades, compared with the expected changes up to the year 2030. 
Technology driven creation of new jobs was especially distinct for the IT, 
science and engineering jobs (+38%), while the ‘skilled manual’ jobs (such 
as handicraft and printing workers, machine operators, metal workers and 
similar) diminished by 17% in the period 2000 – 2016. However, minor 
changes are predicted for the period 2016 – 2030. Unlike this segment of 
the labour market, a 12% increase is expected in the group of jobs defined 
as “elementary”, which includes cleaners, helpers and food preparation 
assistants (similar to the period 2000 – 2016, when the increase was 18%). 
Some ‘lower paid’ jobs will continue to be essential where technology, 
robotisation and artificial intelligence can still not replace humans.

Now, changing needs and improved job matching require adaptations of 
training and education systems, which often require societal efforts and 
significant investments. So, looking a bit more into skills, it is logical to assume 
digital skills to be of paramount importance. But, besides moderate digital 
skills, non-cognitive skills are becoming ever more crucial, as well as ‘problem 
solving’ (Photo 1). There is an increasing demand for workers with creative 
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and social intelligence, such as entrepreneurship, leadership or interaction 
skills. According to several studies (Gonzalez Vazquez et al., 2019), most 
emerging new jobs will require the ability of teamwork, communication and 
planning. Regions and countries with education and training systems already 
adjusted to that are thriving; others will have to cope. However, in Europe 
there are already several strategies, action plans and initiatives which include 
priorities, goals and examples how to catch-up with these challenges.

Photo 1: Average degree of importance of skills across jobs with a positive 
employment outlook, 2015-25, EU28

Note: The levels of skills were self-declared by surveyed workers. 

Source: Gonzalez Vazquez et al. (2019) p. 32 [originally: JRC from Cedefop 
(2016a); Cedefop European skills and jobs survey; Cedefop European skills 
forecasts]

Besides this important explanation of the research context, which is also 
substantially oriented to the elaboration of the Joint Research Centre 
research, the following sections of the paper present a short statistical 
overview of key indicators of the European labour market trends, including 
the educational context. That part of the analysis covers the period from 
2009 to 2019. Secondary data was collected from the European statistical 
database – Eurostat and the World Bank. Within the Discussion section, 
the methodological approach included the references connecting the trends 
from the statistical overview and the issues such as digital skills gap through 
a short analysis of the Digital Economy and Society Index – DESI 2020 of 
EU Member States, which consists of several ‘dimensions’ of digitalization, 
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including the Human Capital sub-index, and the overview of the various 
instruments, measures and strategies initiated in Europe which focus on 
tracking trends and phenomena influencing the labour market and especially 
(digital) skills needed today and in the near future. This approach allows us to 
identify the crucial challenges and priorities of the European labour market in 
the following period.

4. Empirical Overview of the Eu Labour Market

Recovering from the previous big economic shock, during the observed 
period (2009-2019), the EU achieved an increase in the employment rate of 
the population aged 20-64 by 5 percentage points, resulting 73.9% figure in 
2019. This trend meant that the EU has closely approached the target value 
of 75% (Figure 1), which has been identified as one of the priorities of the 
EUROPE 2020 strategy – the crucial strategic document which set important 
goals for a competitive and dynamic European economy of the 21st century.

Figure 1: Average Employment Rate in the EU (% of the population 20-64 
years old)
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Source: according to data from Eurostat (1)(2021)

Looking at the situation in individual Member States (MS), certain differences 
are noticeable. The highest employment rates were recorded in Sweden 
(82.1%), Germany (80.6%) and the Czech Republic (80.3%). On the other 
hand, significantly lower employment rates were present in Greece (61.2%), 
Italy (63.5%) and Croatia (66.7%). This significant differences indicate that 
the EU has to cope with disparate national and local economic and social 
structures and requirements (as well as political, geographic and other 
specificities) in order to achieve economic convergence. Contemporary 
economic theories highlight the importance of human resources in order to 
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initiate convergence processes and achieve economic competitiveness, with 
special emphasis on the position of the young and educated population. 
Therefore, it is appropriate to analyse their position on the labour market.

According to Eurostat (2), (2021), the “youth” population consists of the 
population aged 15-29. The level of youth employment has been increasing 
since 2013, and in 2019 the level was 48.2%. The highest levels were 
achieved in the Netherlands (72.2%), Malta (68%) and Austria (63.4%). 
Contrary, the lowest levels of youth employment were recorded in Greece 
(31.3%), Italy (31.8%) and Spain (38.2%). This rates suggest that young 
Europeans, especially in many “southern” MS are either unemployed or 
preoccupied with formal education. But, in its key development strategies, 
the EU has focused on the need to increase the share of the population with 
completed tertiary education. Figure 2 indicates that the EU is significantly 
acting in this direction and since 2013 has been constantly increasing the 
level of employment of young people with tertiary education – achieving 
74.3% in 2019. However, significant differences are again evident among 
different EU MS. While Lithuania, Latvia and Malta achieved nearly 90% of 
employment, Croatia, Slovakia and Greece had a much modest coverage 
(approximately 63 - 65%), while Italy even recorded a percentage lower than 
50%. Additionally, Italy recorded the highest share of youth population not 
included neither in employment neither in education or training (NEET) of 
22.2%, which is significantly higher than elsewhere in the EU (Eurostat (3), 
2021).

Figure 2: Youth Employment in EU (15-29 years old) for those who completed 
tertiary education (%)

Source: according to data from Eurostat (2)(2021)

Positive trends in employment rates also resulted in a decrease of 
unemployment rates. The peak of unemployment at the EU level (population 
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aged 20-64 as a % of active population) was reached in 2013, when the 
unemployment rate was 11.2%. The recovery period, which followed, resulted 
in lower unemployment rates, with an average EU rate of just 6.5% in 2019. 
In the same year, the unemployment rate in Greece was 17.3%, in Spain it 
was 13.8% and in Italy 9.9%. Several EU MS had record low unemployment 
rates, for instance: the Netherlands (3%), Poland (3.2%), Hungary and Malta 
(3.3%) (Eurostat (4) 2021).

The analysis of the labour market dynamics in the EU indicates positive trends 
that shaped mainly after 2013, when most MS managed to recover from the 
adverse effects of the global economic and financial crisis. Although positive 
effects have been achieved, the demand of the labour market is becoming 
more specific and advanced and require increasing support and cooperation 
of education systems, the business sector and other stakeholders included 
in the implementation of a ‘smart, green and digital’ economy (and society).

Although education has been put forward as one of the key instruments for 
achieving economic growth and competitiveness, as well as to improve labour 
market conditions, Figure 3 shows that the EU might be facing reductions in 
this context, which is especially evident in the period after 2014. The latest 
available data indicates that the EU allocated 4.73% of its GDP for education 
in 2017, while in 2009 it amounted to 5.55%, according to the World Bank 
data.

Figure 3: Investments in Education in the EU (% of GDP)

Source: according to data from World Bank (1), 2021

However, dynamic trends and continuous changes in the labour market 
require continuous training and participation in various forms of adult 
(‘lifelong’) learning and training. The data from Figure 4. indicates that the 
EU is making improvements in this area. According to the latest available 
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data (2019), 28.4% of the population aged 20 to 34 has participated in some 
form of education and training in the period of the prior five weeks. Compared 
to 2010, it is a 3.5 percentage point increase, which was again unequal in 
different MS.

Figure 4: Participation of persons aged 20-34 in education and training 
programs (in the last 5 weeks) in the EU
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5. Discussion

As identified in previous sections, the global economy and particular national 
markets are confronted (with different intensity and dynamics) by disruptions 
on their labour market, including skill shortages, structural unemployment, 
emerging forms of employment etc. Globalization, demographic changes and 
illegal migrations, technological progress and societal development, climate 
and other challenges cause financial, social, political and other instabilities 
which pressure the labour market as well. Although a lot of these issues might 
sound similar, there is a great difference between various parts of the world, 
but also within the European Union, in respect to the seriousness of particular 
problems, but also in the response to them and the adequate solutions.

As the global forecasts predict that gaps in skills, job requirements and the 
abilities of workers will continue increasing, even at the greater pace, it is 
essential to identify the crucial challenges which need to be addressed, as 
well as the response of selected countries to these challenges. As labour 
market disruptions put additional burden at national economic and social 
systems, especially in less adaptive countries, it is of utmost importance for 
the EU to intensify and broaden the scope of recovery plans and strategies 
which should create more functional labour markets, educational systems 
and inclusive digitalization processes.
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Perhaps the most important challenge for the EU at this point is the digital 
skills gap in Europe. A digitally skilled labour force and population is crucial 
for European competitiveness and an inclusive digital society. According to 
the Digital Scoreboard of the European Commission (2021a), 42% of EU 
citizens do not have basic digital skills, while 37% of people in the labour 
force also lack sufficient digital skills, despite the increasing need for such 
skills in all jobs. EU lacks skilled ICT specialists to fill the growing number 
of job vacancies in all sectors of the economy, which is a clear sign that 
education and training systems need to be modernized. This actions should 
be directed not only to young Europeans but also adults seeking jobs and 
those which are already employed.

The European Digital Scoreboard provides for the Digital Economy and 
Society Index (DESI), which consists of five main aspects (or ‘dimensions’) of 
digitalization: (1) Connectivity (fixed broadband coverage, mobile broadband, 
broadband prices…); (2) Human Capital (Internet user skills and advanced 
skills); (3) Use of Internet (Internet users, e-Banking, video calls…); (4) 
Integration of digital technology (electronic information sharing, social media, 
big data, cloud, e-Commerce…); (5) Digital Public Services (e-Government 
users, open data…). Overall, the most advanced EU Members States in 2020 
were Finland, Denmark, Sweden and The Netherlands. Contrary, Bulgaria, 
Greece, Romania and Italy are those mostly lagging behind (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI 2020)

Source: European Commission, Digital Scoreboard 2020

Within this complex overview, perhaps the most interesting for the discussion 
is the ‘Human Capital’ dimension (Figure 6). Although 85% of EU citizens 
used the Internet in 2019 (prior to the COVID-19 pandemic), only 58% 
possessed at least ‘basic digital skills’. Having internet connections is not 
enough. Appropriate digital skills include those that enable individuals to be 
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part of the digital society, but also advanced skills which allow the workforce 
to develop new digital goods and services. Here we also count the 3.9% of 
employees which are included as ‘ICT specialists’ in the overall workforce 
(DESI 2020). The score or particular EU Member States is similar as for 
the combined DESI. However, here Italy ranks as the last, while Estonia 
outperforms The Netherlands and Denmark.

Figure 6: Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI 2020): Human Capital

Source: European Commission, Digital Scoreboard 2020

The sudden appearance of the COVID-19 was an enormous shock to the 
economy, and the labour market. It exacerbated the ‘digital’ context of 
needed skills for workers who had to adapt abruptly to new labour conditions. 
Interesting revelations came up within public consultations in the EU during 
autumn 2020 regarding the COVID-19 impacts on the European society, 
including (Open Public Consultation on the Digital Education Action Plan 
2021-2027, 2020): 

• Almost 60% of respondents had not used distance and online learning 
before the crisis

• 95% consider that the COVID-19 pandemic marks a turning point for how 
technology is used in education and training

• Respondents expressed that online learning resources and content need 
to be more relevant, interactive and easy-to-use

• Over 60% felt that they had improved their digital skills during the crisis, 
with more than 50% of respondents wanting to build upon them.

Besides already established strategic documents and plans on the European 
level, prior to the COVID-19 crises, such as the EUROPE 2020 strategy 
(which included ‘A digital agenda for Europe’, supporting also a Digital Single 
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Market for households and firms, and ‘An agenda for new skills and jobs’, 
focused on the modernisation of labour markets through labour mobility, 
new skills and better matching of labour supply and demand), the European 
Education Area, the European Skills Agenda, the European Social Pillar 
Action Plan, perhaps the crucial challenges and priorities for Europe were 
defined in the new Digital Education Action Plan for the period 2021-2027 
(Digital Education action Plan 2021-2027, 2020).

Building up on the first ‘Digital Education Action Plan (2018-2020)’ 
(COM/2018/022 final), the new one also contributes to the priorities of ‘A 
Europe fit for the Digital Age’ and to the ‘Next Generation EU’ (including the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility). The Plan is set to foster the development 
of a high-performing digital education ecosystem and enhance digital skills 
and competences for the digital transformation. Examples of the Priority 2 
(‘Developing digital competences and skills’) are: Higher Education Hub, EU 
Code Week in schools and Training for girls (Digital Education Action Plan 
2021-2027, 2020).

In March 2021, the European Commission proposed a ‘Digital Compass’, in 
order to translate the Union’s digital ambitions for the year 2030 into clear 
targets and achievements for the ‘Digital Decade’ (COM/2021/118 final). The 
Compass will follow the process of digital transformation through enhanced 
monitoring and focus on four priorities (‘cardinal points’), the first being: ‘A 
digitally skilled population and highly skilled digital professionals’. By 2030, 
the EU should achieve goals of 20 million of ICT specialists (which would 
include a gender balanced convergence) and 80% of the population with basic 
digital skills. Other examples of activities which show Europe’s determination 
to resolve the digital gap issue and facilitate digital transformation include the 
‘Digital Skills and Jobs Platform’ and the ‘Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition’, 
which brings together Member States, companies and organisations in 
order to jointly act and support the achievement of these goals (European 
Commission, 2021b). Under the framework of the ’Connecting Europe Facility’ 
Programme (CEF), during the period 2021-2027 CEF Digital will invest 2.07 
Billion € in high-capacity networks (including 5G systems), increased security 
and resilience of the digital backbone of the EU and the digitalisation of 
transport and energy networks (CEF Digital, 2021). Digital transformation will 
be supported also by the Digital Europe Programme (DEP) with 7.5 Billion € 
investments in supercomputing, AI, cybersecurity, advanced digital skills and 
digital capacity of the European economy and society (DEP, 2021).

Besides the digital aspects, the EU has prioritized the support for more 
and better skills (in general). For the period 2021-2025, the European 
Skills Agenda plans assistance to individuals and businesses associated 
with the goals of Sustainable Competitiveness, Social Fairness as well 
as Building Resilience to react to crises (based on the lessons learnt 
during the COVID-19 pandemic). Therefore, the EU will massively invest 
in necessary skills, also thanks to the Recovery Plan for Europe. The 
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anticipated funds include (in billions of €) (European Skills Agenda, 
2021): 

• 61.5 from the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+)

• 16.2 from Erasmus

• 4.9 from InvestEU

• 1.1 from the European Globalisation Adjustment Fund 

• 0.8 from the European Solidarity Corps, and

• 0.5 from Digital Europe.

These investments should support the realization of 12 ‘Actions’ and specific 
targets, such as (for instance): a 30% participation of low-qualified adults (25-
64 years old) in learning programmes during the last 12 months; or a 70% 
share of adults aged 16-74 having at least basic digital skills. Examples of 
‘Actions’ are; ‘A Pact for Skills’, ‘Increasing STEM graduates and fostering 
entrepreneurial and transversal skills’, and ‘EU support for strategic national 
upskilling actions’ (European Skills Agenda, 2021).

Finalizing this discussion, it becomes evident that the EU, as an entity has 
understood the importance of new and better skills in a global and digital 
environment. And thus, initiated numerous plans, initiatives and programmes 
to facilitate the transformation of the economy, education systems, labour 
market and the society in general. However, it is still essential to transfer this 
endeavours and priorities to the national levels (or even local), because they 
actually have the legal and political responsibility for enforcing these policies 
and goals. As of spring 2021, over 1/3 of the EU MS have approved a general 
country digitalization strategy in recent periods, with digital skills being one of 
the key pillars of their national digital transformation goals (Austria, Denmark, 
Germany, Slovakia etc.). Some MS have separate National Digital skills 
strategies (Portugal, Malta, Ireland, Italy), while some other MS have digital 
skills development targets integrated in their general national education, 
industry digitalization or employment strategies and policies (Hungary, 
Lithuania, Sweden). Finally, several MS target some specific digital skills 
and ICT technology fields (Finland, Latvia) (Digital Skills and Jobs Platform, 
2021a). For example, the National Plan for Digital Skills in Spain aims to 
provide a roadmap, in order to identify the measures needed (on a national, 
regional and local level) to ensure that all citizens have access to relevant 
resources so they can acquire and develop digital skills in the period 2021-
2025. Their budget of 3.75 Billion € will focus on: Digital inclusion and access 
to digital services and tools; Bridging the gender digital divide; Development 
of digital skills for teachers and students; Expanding the talent pool of ICT 
experts to match increasing demand; Ensuring the availability (and access to) 
sufficient and high-quality training resources on a national level to proactively 
address the need for digital specialists (Digital Skills and Jobs Platform, 
2021b).
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6. Conclusions

The goal of the paper was to present an overview of the European labour 
market and its current trends, as well as to identify the ‘European’ responses 
to the major challenges which are triggering adjustments related to skill 
shortages, structural unemployment, or emerging forms of employment 
in recent months and years (caused by globalization, technological 
advancements, digitalization trends and the pandemic crises). Although 
the EU was highly oriented towards the improvement of labour market 
conditions and labour force development in the previous periods, there are 
still significant differences between Member States and a gap toward its 
main global competitors, especially in digital skills and productivity. Rapid 
technological changes should be systematically supported on multiple 
levels, including the education and training systems, social systems and 
digitalization priorities of the society, especially if some jobs and professions 
disappear and technological advancement accelerate. Continuing skill gaps, 
new job requirements and the adjustment of labour and education systems 
will continue to burden national economic and social systems, especially in 
less adaptive countries. Therefore, it is of greatest importance to carefully 
design recovery plans and set long term strategies and priorities which will 
allow the EU and its Member States to achieve the digital transformation of 
the labour market and the economy.

Although digitalization and automation of jobs may replace human work in 
the short run, history tells us that we can expect higher productivity and even 
new jobs (usually with higher wages, but different competences). This might 
cause problems for unskilled workers and create structural unemployment. 
Therefore, the EU is actively striving to identify needed actions and support the 
European labour market and its workers in these transformations, especially 
taking care of skills for future jobs and for boosting employment. Numerous 
European and national initiatives, plans, programmes and strategies have 
been set in motion in the last decade (or two), but especially becoming 
important during the recent pandemic crises. Besides digital skills, these 
measures and funded programmes support the development of other skills 
and requirements for the labour market of the 21st century (problem solving, 
entrepreneurship, leadership or interaction skills, teamwork, communication 
and planning). As the JRC study shows, technology driven creation of new 
jobs was especially distinct for the IT, science and engineering jobs (even 
before the pandemic), while the ‘skilled manual’ jobs diminished by 17% 
in the period 2000 – 2016. Although, high skilled workers should be more 
resilient to dynamic changes on the labour market, some ‘lower paid’ jobs 
will still continue to be essential where technology, robotisation and artificial 
intelligence can not replace humans. For them, the problem which remains is 
the remuneration for their work, which might not be enough comfortable.

Before the ‘corona crises’, the employment trends in the EU were somewhat 
positive, especially in ‘core countries’ and the ‘North’. MS such as Greece, 
Italy, Croatia and Spain, however, were not managing to converge 
completely. During the previous decade, the EU has managed to increase 
the level of employment of young people with tertiary education, despite the 
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apparent reductions of allocations toward education. Compared to 2010, 
it even managed to improve the share of population aged 20 to 34 which 
participated in some form of education and training in the previous five weeks 
by 3.5 percentage point. However, the most important challenge for the EU 
is the digital skills gap. According to the Digital Scoreboard of the European 
Commission (2021), 42% of EU citizens did not have basic digital skills, 
while 37% of people in the labour force also lacked sufficient digital skills. 
Furthermore, the EU lacks skilled ICT specialists, which also confirms the 
‘burning issue’ that education and training systems need to be modernized, 
especially in MS such as Bulgaria, Greece, Romania and Italy. Additionally, 
95% of surveyed Europeans consider that the COVID-19 pandemic marks a 
turning point for how technology is used in education and training. Therefore, 
the EU and its MS have put additional effort into the process of digital 
transformation by setting new and broadened goals and priorities for the 
coming years: the new European Skills Agenda, the new Digital Education 
Action Plan for the period 2021-2027, the Digital Compass 2030 for the 
‘Digital Decade’, the ‘Digital Skills and Jobs Platform’ and the ‘Digital Skills 
and Jobs Coalition’, as well as the national strategies, policies and nationwide 
initiatives in the digital skills area. 

Finally, future research should focus on quantifying the effects (using 
appropriate scientific tools and methods) of these processes on the progress 
and competitiveness of the European labour market and the achievement 
of international competitiveness and economic growth. Likewise, further 
research should emphasize on adequate levels of education and training 
resources and the identification of crucial priorities which will allow Europeans 
to adjust timely to economic and social transformations, especially regarding 
their skills and other job requirements.
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