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Introduction

At the AIDA Committee meeting of 25 May 2021, or-
ganised jointly with the Committee on Employment 
and Social Affairs (EMPL) and in association with the 
Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equali-
ty (FEMM), AIDA and EMPL Members discussed the 
impact of artificial intelligence (AI) on the labour 
market in Europe. The first panel of the hearing fo-
cussed on the labour market and the world of work, 
and the second panel concentrated on AI and the fu-
ture of skills with the help of leading experts. The key 
takeaways from both panels are summarised below, 
followed by contributions on the outcome of the hear-
ing made by the European Parliament political groups. 
A video recording of the event is available via the AIDA 
Committee website1.

The hearing explored key questions related to the 
topic, such as how the labour market can adapt to 
rapidly progressing digitalisation and increasing 
use of AI and how to respond to the challenges of 
loss of jobs arising from automation as well as the 
emergence of new jobs requiring new skillsets. 
What kind of skills will be needed in the future, and 
how AI will change the workplace and the future of 
work and how to prepare for it, were also among the 
topics discussed during the three-hour hearing. 

Prior to the event, in April 2021, the European Com-
mission published a pioneering legislative propos-

al on AI, the AI Act2, with the goal of creating new 
rules and actions to ensure excellence and trust in 
AI. The proposal introduces a risk-based approach as 
a means of managing AI based solutions. Many key 
topics of the hearing, namely employment, employee 
management, access to self-employment, and edu-
cational or vocational training, feature in the second 
highest “high-risk” category of the risk classification in 
which strict obligations dictate whether those AI sys-
tems can enter European markets. At the time of writ-
ing in June 2021, the European Parliament has not yet 
started its work on the proposal.

Against the background of rapidly progressing digi-
talisation of society, ensuring that Europeans have the 
right skills for the digital decade is vital for EU com-
petitiveness and the European labour market. The Eu-
ropean Council called for stepping up “investment in 
people’s skills and education” in its Strategic Agenda 
2019-20243, and the Commission underlined that Eu-
rope needs “digitally empowered and capable citizens, 
a digitally skilled workforce and more digital experts 
than today” in its 2030 Digital Compass4 communica-
tion. The European Skills Agenda5 and the Digital Ed-
ucation Action Plan (2021-2027)6 also highlight the 
need to invest in digital skills.

Opening the hearing, AIDA Chair Dragoș Tudorache 
stated: “I am a firm believer in the digital transition. 



Novel technologies and especially AI are bound to 
have a transformative impact on the labour market, 
but I do not fear for a second that humans will be left 
out of work. Quite to the contrary, I believe that AI and 
technology will usher in an era of prosperity with plen-
ty of jobs we do not have today, of increasing yield and 
quality, just like previous industrial revolutions have 
changed the labour market for the better. For this to 
happen, we need to focus on education and digital 

skills, which, in my view, are not just about preparing 
for the jobs of the future, but rather geopolitical topics. 
With the rise of novel, technology-enabled threats and 
sophisticated attacks to our democracy and values, 
such as fake news, fake science, disinformation, and 
election interference, education and critical thinking 
become paramount in a conversation about the future 
of our world.”

1  AIDA website, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/aida 

2  Commission press release: Europe fit for the Digital Age: Commission proposes new rules and actions for excellence and trust in Artificial Intelligence,  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_1682

3  European Council: Strategic Agenda 2019-2024: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39914/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024.pdf

4  2030 Digital Compass: The European Way for the Digital Decade: https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=75375

5  European Skills Agenda: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223

6  Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027): https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan_en



The panel entitled “Artificial intelligence - challeng-
es and opportunities for the labour market” was 
composed of four expert speakers: Nicolas Schmit, 
European Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights, 
Christina Colclough, Founder of The Why Not Lab, 
Irene Mandl, Head of Unit - Employment from Euro-
found, and Valerio De Stefano, Professor of Law at KU 
Leuven.

“We are facing a major disruption in our econo-
mies and on our labour market,” said Commissioner 
Schmit and added that that it is necessary to reflect 
on the consequences and on how policies should be 
shaped to respond to the situation. Artificial intelli-
gence entered the world of work through platforms 
and the gig economy, but it is also spreading to tra-
ditional workplaces. In 2019, 12% of EU companies 
used machines for employee management or sur-
veillance. The Commissioner underlined that AI has 
both positive and negative sides in the labour market 
context: AI has, for example, the power to improve oc-
cupational safety and health by automating danger-
ous tasks and replacing routine work, but on the other 
hand it can lead to power imbalances, accountability 
gaps, discrimination and bias. Commissioner Schmit 
also suggested that there might be a need for one new 
type of job in particular - a data hygienist who checks 
what kind of data is used inside algorithms.

The idea that “workers’ collective data rights need 
to be ensured” was one of the six key points The Why 
Not Lab’s Dr Colclough highlighted during her intro-
ductory remarks. The role of General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) is important in this regard. Ms Col-
clough said that it has been noted throughout histo-
ry that labour should not be regarded merely as a 
commodity or article of commerce. Dr Colclough 
argued that by measuring workers’ activity and turn-
ing the data into mathematically defined truths or sta-
tistically calculated probabilities, we might be going 
against this idea. Whilst digital systems may increase 
efficiency and productivity, Dr Colclough stressed 
that this does not necessarily result in “good”, “fair” or 
even “legal” outcomes. Furthermore, the use of AI is 
changing the power balance and the traditional la-

bour-management relations in workplaces, and Dr 
Colclough underlined the need for co-governing AI 
systems in the spirit of social dialogue. As regards 
the AI skills debate, Dr Colclough said that “STEM sim-
ply cannot stand alone without the humanities” and 
that the current debate on AI ethics proves this point.

The full deployment potential of AI has not yet been 
reached, Ms Mandl from Eurofound stated in her pre-
sentation, but the Covid-19 pandemic has sped up de-
velopment. AI has the potential to improve business 
performance, job creation, labour market access, 
workforce upskilling, and to reduce physical haz-
ards, but at the same time it may lead to offshoring, 
job loss, cybersecurity issues, “management by AI”, 
platformisation of work, 24/7 on-call working time, 
and exploitation of employee monitoring possibil-
ities. Ms Mandl argued that AI is just a technology, a 
tool - neither good nor bad in itself. It depends on hu-
mans on how and for what purpose AI is used, also in 
the labour market.

Professor De Stefano concentrated his presentation 
on the proposed AI Act and what it means for the 
world of work. In his opinion, the proposed rules are 
tantamount to a constitutional process with the po-
tential to influence our lives for the next 50 years, 
and even though labour related topics are in the 
high-risk category in the proposal, this does not 
provide sufficiently adequate safeguards, as much 
of the control is based on self-assessment. Surveillance 
at work, such as monitoring keystrokes and browsing 
activity, cameras and GPS, and biased AI-based recruit-
ing systems are especially concerning, and Professor 
De Stefano qualified this as “mass surveillance that 
is spreading in our workplaces” and urged European 
decision makers to do something about it. He also 
expressed concerns about the tracking of emotions 
of workers, which has no scientific basis, and the ap-
proach taken in the AI Act only to require people to be 
informed of this. He also raised concerns over the legal 
basis of the act which is based on liberalisation and 
does not take the European Social Charter sufficiently 
into account.

Key takeaways:

Panel 1: 
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The second panel discussed “Artificial intelligence 
and the future of skills” with four expert panellists: 
Ivana Bartoletti, Author of “An Artificial Revolution”, 
and Editor of  “The AI Book: The Artificial Intelligence 
Handbook for Investors, Entrepreneurs and FinTech Vi-
sionaries” and Founder, Women Leading in AI Network; 
Christos Tarantilis, Professor, Athens University of 
Economics and Business, and Member of the Hellen-
ic Parliament; Jens-Henrik Jeppesen, Director, Public 
Policy - Europe, Middle East & Africa at Workday; and 
Catelijne Muller, President of ALLAI, AI-rapporteur 
for the EESC, former member of the High Level Expert 
Group on AI, and member of the OECD network of AI 
Experts (ONE.AI).

Many organisations are increasingly turning to digital 
systems and robotics due to the Covid-19 pandemic 
and as many as 60% of companies have said that the 
situation has sped up their use of automation and AI. 
Presenting this context, Ms Bartoletti highlighted 
that AI is creating new jobs, and that there is a need 
for AI trainers and translators. However, Ms Bartoletti 
also stressed that many of the jobs created are not 
necessarily good jobs (low pay, low quality, danger-
ous, stressful) and some of the jobs created, like in 
warehouses, may need workers to behave like robots 
themselves. AI can also augment work - but not in all 
sectors. For lawyers, doctors and engineers it may be 
useful, but not necessarily for carers or cleaners, so 
there is a sectoral discrepancy. Ms Bartoletti expressed 
concern about the ability of humans to learn, keep 
their knowledge up-to-date, and take responsi-
bility if machines increasingly make decisions for 
them. Furthermore, it was highlighted that only 20% 
of people working on AI are women, and this needs to 
change to ensure that AI will be a force for social good.

Speaking about the skills needed for data science ex-
perts, Professor Tarantilis underlined that in-depth 
and constantly updated knowledge of mathematics, 
statistics and programming languages to manage al-
gorithms is essential, but in addition, these experts 
need to be trained in ethics and equity. Data man-
agers and data protection officers are also key people 
in the world of AI, and they need their own skillsets. 
Furthermore, there is a large group of people who 
encounter AI in their work, and Professor Tarantilis 
stated that in his experience, they can be trained in 
AI basics in six months. AI will help people to focus on 
their core work by taking care of routine bureaucratic 
tasks. Professor Tarantilis stressed that going forward 
with the digital transition, “soft skills” will also be in 
high demand. Non-technical skills, such as commu-
nication, analysis and reflection abilities that help 
with social engagement, and critical and creative 
thinking, will be especially important. 

In addition to the current pandemic, digital change at 
the workplace is driven by long-running technology 
trends. Requirements of the labour market, work-

ers’ roles and content of work are evolving rapidly, 
but people do not necessarily have the right skills 
for the new jobs and this results in a skills gap. 
Workday, represented by Mr Jeppesen in the hearing, 
sits “at the intersection of digital technologies and the 
workforce” and sees skills as the “currency of the new 
world of work”. According to Mr Jeppesen, companies 
are moving to skills-based hiring, and AI can be help-
ful in this regard as it can enhance skills development, 
enable better hiring decisions, improve mobility, and 
provide tailored upskilling. AI based solutions can also 
help to create a more equitable labour market, as 
they “screen in for skills” and help connect people 
with the right opportunities.

The use of AI in labour settings is in the high-risk cat-
egory in the AI Act, meaning that one has to comply 
with a number of requirements, but if one does, it is 
not prohibited. Employers can track and score their 
employees, which Ms Muller sees as problematic as it 
may affect workers’ rights to a safe and healthy work-
place. On skills, Ms Muller stated that a wide variety 
of skills is needed for the world of AI in a wide va-
riety of fields. For citizens, a basic understanding of 
what AI can and cannot do, and how to opt out from 
being subject to AI systems, is necessary. Many differ-
ent professionals will encounter AI in their work, and 
a “cross-pollination” of skills is important, so that 
for example a data scientist understands the eth-
ical and legal consequences of the products they 
are building. We should seek to use AI in a way that it 
augments our skills and helps us to become better at 
our jobs, according to Ms Muller. Ms Muller also argued 
that it is important to keep in mind that AI can only 
predict things: it does not know things for certain, and 
it can be flawed in ways that humans will never be. 

Panel 2: 
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