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Proposal to make 2023 European Year of Skills 
Following European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen's announcement in her 2022 State of the Union 
address, the Commission has formally proposed to make 2023 European Year of Skills. The aim is to give fresh 
impetus to lifelong learning, boost EU companies' competitiveness and help achieve the green and digital 
transitions in a socially fair manner. Building on existing EU action, the activities of the European year would 
promote skills policies and investment so as to address labour shortages and secure a better skilled workforce. 

State of play 
Against the backdrop of demographic change, which is reducing the share of the working-age population, 
the EU is seeking a rapid and socially just shift towards climate neutrality and digitalisation. This can only 
be achieved if workers have the right skills. However, all sectors of the EU economy are facing labour and 
skills shortages, albeit to varying degrees. Shortages have further increased with the COVID-19 pandemic 
and Russia's war on Ukraine. 
According to the Commission, already before the pandemic, 77 % of 
companies struggled to find employees with the required skills, and a 
quarter of the EU's small and medium-sized enterprises saw the lack of 
both skilled staff and managers as their biggest problem. The European 
Labour Authority (ELA), in a 2021 report on labour shortages and 
surpluses, identified 19 occupations as presenting shortages of high 
magnitude (see graphic). The pandemic has intensified shortages 
among healthcare professionals, toolmakers and software 
professionals, to name but a few. In addition, the report found many 
shortages to be ubiquitous, thus difficult to match with surpluses across 
frontiers, with some exceptions of local niche markets. 
In 2020, the European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
training (Cedefop) estimated that about 46 % of adults in the EU may 
potentially need to up-skill and re-skill, as they either present low 
education and low digital and cognitive skills or are moderately to 
highly educated and at risk of skills loss and skills obsolescence. Beyond 
the EU, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) has found that only two in five adults are involved in education 
and training in any given year. In 2020, it urged its member countries to 
upscale and upgrade their adult learning systems to help people adapt 
to the future world of work, sharing with them best practice from six 
successful countries. 

Recent EU action 
While skills development is the Member States' responsibility, the EU provides guidance, coordination and 
funding. Building on the June 2020 Council conclusions on re-skilling and up-skilling, the Council adopted 
skills-related recommendations on: vocational education and training (VET); youth-oriented skills as a 
bridge to jobs; micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability; individual learning accounts; the 
skills needed for a fair transition towards climate neutrality; and learning for environmental sustainability. 
Furthermore, in March 2021, the Commission recommended that Member States develop coherent policy 
packages to bridge the skills gap. These packages should comprise hiring incentives and entrepreneurial 
support with up-skilling and re-skilling opportunities, and enhanced support from employment services. 
To facilitate the shift from formal qualifications to a skills- and competences-oriented approach, the 
Commission manages the EU skills classification system. 
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European Commission proposal 
On 12 October 2022, the Commission put forward a proposal for a decision to make 2023 the European 
Year of Skills. The proposal aligns with principles 1, 4 and 5 of the European Pillar of Social Rights and 
contributes to the objectives of the 2020 European skills agenda. It also seeks to support the EU headline 
targets set in the social pillar's action plan of at least 60 % of adults participating in training every year and 
an employment rate of at least 78 % by 2030. While currently four in10 adults lack basic digital skills, the EU 
target for 2030 is for 80 % of adults to have at least basic digital skills and for there to be 20 million 
information and communications technology specialists. The European Year of Skills is meant to promote 
investment into training and up-skilling, and strengthen the relevance of skills through close cooperation 
with actors across society. The focus would be on matching people's aspirations and skill sets with labour 
market opportunities, in both the green and digital transitions and the core sectors hit by the pandemic. 
The aim is to enable more people to enter the labour market, particularly women and young people. The 
proposal also includes a 'legal migration' element, as the EU will seek to attract people from third countries 
with the skills needed, and facilitate recognition of their qualifications. The measures envisaged span all 
levels of administration and include conferences, targeted initiatives, information campaigns, stakeholder 
dialogues, development of skills intelligence tools and promotion of funding opportunities. 

EU funding 
The main EU instrument for investing in people is the European Social Fund Plus. Other funding sources 
include the Recovery and Resilience Facility, which supports Member States' reforms and investment also 
in the area of skills and jobs. The Digital Europe programme supports the development of advanced digital 
skills and cooperation among Member States and stakeholders in digital skills and jobs. The Erasmus+ 
programme supports, among other things, the personal and professional development of learners, staff 
and institutions in VET, and helps universities develop the use of micro-credentials. Further EU support for 
skills development comes from the Horizon Europe research and innovation programme, the European 
Regional Development Fund, the Just Transition Fund, the InvestEU programme and the European 
Globalisation Adjustment Fund for displaced workers. 

European Parliament views  
In a February 2021 resolution, Parliament insisted on improved mutual recognition of qualifications and 
skills acquired in another Member State. It considered that skills and experience obtained outside the 
system of formal education or training should be recognised, for instance to help increase the possibilities 
for informal carers on the labour market. A May 2021 resolution called on the Commission, the Member 
States and local authorities to work with social partners to design and implement support structures for up-
skilling and re-skilling of workers, implementing relevant public policies and providing quality jobs. An 
October 2022 resolution urged Member States to strengthen work-based learning in their VET systems, also 
through paid quality apprenticeships, and invest in lifelong learning. Member States should support 
companies to invest in their staff's skills and provide decent working and employment conditions and, with 
social partners, address existing skills obsolescence and mismatches. The right to effective and equal access 
to distance learning and training and to paid educational leave for professional purposes should be encouraged. 

Debate and outlook 
In the EU debate on improving skills, BusinessEurope, the voice of European companies, has proposed that 
the Commission prepare an action plan for a coordinated EU strategy drawing on EU employment, skills, 
single market and migration policies. It called for stronger in-work benefits to enable more economically 
inactive people to return to the workplace, and more workers move from part-time to full-time jobs. For the 
European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), the solution lies in guaranteeing the right to employee 
training, re-skilling and up-skilling, validation of skills gained through work, and effective social dialogue. 
Insisting on governments' and companies' responsibility for ensuring workers are trained for quality jobs, 
the ETUC advocates paid education leave, adjusted apprenticeship programmes and skills forecasting. 

The European Parliament and the Council will now discuss the European Commission's proposal. In Parliament, 
the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs has taken the lead, with Loucas Fourlas (EPP, Cyprus) as 
rapporteur, while the Committee on Culture and Education will contribute with an opinion. 
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