
At a Glance  
Study in focus 
 
 
 

 

EMPLOYMENT AND SOCIAL AFFAIRS 

Directorate General for Internal Policies  
Policy Department A: Economy and Scientific Policy, Author:  Susanne Kraatz, 
European Parliament, PE: 563.466 

EN 

 

LABOUR MARKET SHORTAGES  
IN THE EUROPEAN UNION 

BACKGROUND 

In 2015, the Employment and Social Affairs Committee has made 
skills development for the labour market a priority. Two reports by 
the Employment and Social Affairs Committee are dedicated to 
skills aspects: On 1 July 2015, the Employment and Social Affairs 
Committee has adopted the Report on Creating a competitive EU 
labour market for the 21st century: matching skills and qualifications 
with demand and job opportunities, as a way to recover from the crisis. 
In autumn 2015, the Committee will finalise a report on Skills 
policies for fighting youth unemployment. 

FOCUS OF THE STUDY 
Against this background, the Employment and Social Affairs Committee requested a study on Labour 
market Shortages in the European Union to provide a comprehensive overview of labour shortages in 
the European Union as there is evidence that in many countries considerable unemployment coexists 
with difficult to fill vacancies. This study analyses the different types and causes of labour shortages, their 
occurrence within the EU-28 and lists possible solutions for employers, Member States and the European 
Union to counter these labour shortages. The study includes a number of cases studies on good practices 
developed in different Member States.  

KEY FINDINGS 

1. Occurrence of shortages 

The study finds that there are no overall quantitative shortages at EU-28 level in the wake of the economic 
crisis, i.e. the overall labour demand is not larger than labour supply. However, qualitative shortages, 
especially relating to skills shortages and mismatch, occur in several regions, sectors, occupations and 
Member States. The study concludes that skills shortages are most pronounced in Belgium, Cyprus, France, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, the Netherlands and Spain. A number of other countries are confronted with 
shortages in certain sectors, e.g. Estonia, Finland, Hungary and the United Kingdom. 

Skills shortages can be observed for low, medium and high-skilled jobs. Throughout Europe there is 
some consistency across Member States when it comes to occupational groups with shortages: metal, 
machinery and related trade workers, science and engineering as well as ICT professionals. However, 
the specific occupations affected differ between Member States. 

2. Types of measures to reduce shortages  

• Activation policies to bring more people to the labour market 
Success factors: Strong collaboration between public employment service, educational institutions 
and social partners (case study Italy) 
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• Attract workers from abroad 
Success factors: Taking account of contextual and cultural factors (case study Germany) 

• Stimulate geographical mobility within a Member State 
Success factors: Responsibility of national authorities to remove barriers or to create incentives 
including wage subsidies 

• Training the (un)employed 
Success factors: coordinated training initiatives set up in partnership with employers (case studies 
from Ireland and UK); guidance services inform young people about shortage sectors or 
occupations (case studies from Austria and Poland) 

• Increase the attractiveness of sectors / professions:  
Success factors: Awareness campaigns and measures to improve working conditions 

• Increase labour market transparency : 
Success factors: Good information for employers, jobseekers, guidance services.  

3. Role of employers 

Employers have developed strategies such as upgrading the skills of their (potential) staff through 
(re)training, offering internships, apprenticeships and supporting education institutions, including 
working and learning. As employers control job design and working conditions, they have important 
tools at their disposal to alleviate shortages, and the study notes there is evidence for changes in job 
content, wage increases or improved working conditions. Other employers resort to targeted (im-) 
migration, outsourcing or automation.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

• to identify shortages at European, national, regional and local level: investment in better 
monitoring of vacancies can be of great value to detect current shortages. Currently, only limited 
information is available. The development of long-term strategies requires powerful forecasting tools 
to predict labour market evolutions and future skill requirements. 

• to increase the adaptability of the workforce: make use of European structural funds to enhance 
in particular the development of basic skills. 

• to embed shortage policies in active labour market policies: The European Social Fund (ESF) can 
provide a useful framework, as well as a key source of funding. Member States should include an 
analysis of labour/skills shortages when designing national Operational Programmes (OPs). 

• to enhance intra-EU mobility: further removing barriers, such as the transferability of social security 
rights and welfare benefits expanding on the experience of the EURES network. 

• to foster partnerships: the involvement of all relevant stakeholders (social partners, sector and 
education actors, employers, public and private employment services) and building more structural 
partnerships is key to success when designing and implementing shortage measures. 
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