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Linking quantitative 
and qualitative prospects 
for ‘low-skilled’ jobs

Géry Coomans
Institute of Mathematical Sciences 
and Applied Economics (ISMEA), France

Quantitative prospects for labour supply across the enlarged EU for the
two decades ahead are estimated, down to regional NUTS2 level, using
a low scenario and a high scenario. The low scenario assumes constant
behaviour, i.e. constant activity rates by gender (two groups), age (five
groups) and educational level (three groups). The high scenario
assumes that for each of the 30 groups employment rates could
progressively rise to the highest national levels reached in 2000,
leading most EU-25 regions to an overall employment rate close to 80 %
by 2020, defining their potential growth of employment by gender, age
and education. The calendar and geography of the pressure suggests
that most of south and eastern Europe will lack dramatically young
qualified labour either to feed overall employment growth or to diffuse
productivity growth. The main policy implication lies in the need to
speed up the implementation of lifelong development of competences
as a condition of future economic growth.
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Starting from constant activity rates by age groups and educational level (1)
as given by the 2000 Labour Force Survey, from current demographic
projections (2), and from the shift in distribution of educational attainment and
age (considering 10-year interval groups), one can build ‘constant-behaviour
projections’ of the labour force. Results considered as conservative, or
showing a ‘low’ scenario in which no improvement would occur, are given in
the table below. They include both a demographic effect and an educational
effect, but ignore any increase in activity rates for any given age/educational
group.

Table 1. Change in the size of the labour force by the level 
of educational attainment (*) 2000-2010-2020 (in %), 
(age group 25-64)

EU-15 Low Medium High Total

2000-2010 -15 10 12 3

2010-2020 -17 3 4 -2

8 accession countries 
(Cyprus and Malta excluded) Low Medium High Total

2000-2010 -27 6 9 2

2010-2020 -25 -10 -7 -11

(*)  Assumptions: constant 2000 activity rates by gender, 10-year age groups and the level of educational
attainment (low, medium, high).

Source of data: 2000 activity rates as in Eurostat LFS 2000.
Demographic projections: for EU-15, Eurostat 2000 baseline scenario;
for accession countries: UNO, WPP 2000 rev., medium variant.
Quoted from G. Coomans, Atlas of prospective labour supply, 2003.
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(1)  Age groups referred to are 15-24, 25-34, and so on to 55-64. In case of data on educational attainment
the youngest age group of 15-24 is excluded. Educational levels are ISCED based: low = less than upper
secondary = ISCED 0-2; medium = upper secondary = ISCED 3; high = ISCED 5-7 = tertiary, i.e. upper
secondary + at least 2 years fulfilled in higher education. Definition changes in the UK in the late-1990s,
by which ‘O levels’ were to be considered as upper secondary, have ended up in lowering the age at which
upper secondary is attained by half of the young people down to 16.3 years, against an EU-15 average
lying at 19 years, jeopardising full comparability.

(2)  Demographic projections are either, for the EU-15, the Eurostat 2000 Demographic Projections, Baseline
Scenario and, for all other countries in Europe, the UN World Population Prospects, 2000 Revision,
Medium variant, 2000, or, at any sub-national level, our own projections, as in G. Coomans, Atlas of
Prospective Labour Supply, forthcoming in winter 2003-04, based on 1995-2000 changes by gender and
age, including 5-year interregional mobility. The 1997 Eurostat Regional Demographic Projections, based
on 1995 data, cannot be used anymore, after significant shifts appeared between the projected data and
the 2000 observed data, shifts that are mainly due to the non-integration of the mobility by age.



The table suggests that both in the EU-15 and in the new Member States,
overall labour supply would remain close to stability in the present decade,
and be reduced in the next decade by 2 % for the EU-15 and by 11 % for the
new Member States (excluding Malta and Cyprus). But the main change
would occur in supply of people with low educational attainments, where the
reduction would be significant, even in the present decade. This low level of
educational attainment is also where further activation of inactive people
could change the picture, while the already high employment rates and low
unemployment rates of people with high educational attainment leave hardly
any reserve to activate above the present rate. Mapping these changes at
regional level (NUTS2) shows how the demographic and educational effects
spread over the EU. They show that regional inequalities are considerable,
and that local bottlenecks could subtract more from overall growth.

Demography by itself would reduce – all other things remaining constant –
overall labour supply, with fastest decline concentrating north and east of
Bordeaux, with only Lithuania, Poland (and only outside the old industrial
regions), Romania and Slovakia showing significant residual growth. In the
Nordic countries, residual growth is concentrated on the capital regions.
Besides Ireland, other growth areas are found in south-west Greece and
southern Spain.

Mapping the educational shift (meaning that improved educational levels
attained by every young incoming generation lead to increased labour supply,
given that improved education means higher activity rates) shows impressive
increases in Greece, Spain, Ireland, and Italy, and to a lesser extent in
France. All these countries are catching-up on north European standards,
with young women performing now significantly better than men. Past
progressions, involving further favourable shifts while the working age
population is ageing have been slower, with incomplete catching-up by
women, in Germany and Austria, Switzerland and other countries. In eastern
Europe, where the progression has long concentrated on attaining very high
levels an at upper secondary level but with levels of tertiary still lagging
behind significantly (except in Lithuania), the shifts are most positive in the
capital region of Bulgaria, Hungary and Lithuania, and the western regions of
Poland and Slovakia. They were much slower in the ex-DDR and Romania.

Mapping the combined effect of the demographic shift and the educational
shift provides an illustration of how the decline in labour supply will spread
over the present decade, starting from the central regions of Europe. In the
following decade (2010-20) this decline will progressively generalise, with
most negative shifts in eastern Europe, but also in the northern regions of
Spain, Italy, Finland and Sweden, while Germany, given its different past
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demographic calendar, shows a more limited decline over the second decade.
A high scenario can also be applied by considering the best performances

in employment rates by age groups and educational attainment (3). For
example, if the good practises of EU-15 highest employment rates for the
55-64 age group with medium educational level as in Sweden were applied
everywhere by 2010, this would give the maximum employment rate and
employment level, and also potential employment growth (4). In fact,
depending on age structure and distribution by educational level, it would
bring all regions to an overall employment rate that would lie close to 80 %,
some 10 % above the Lisbon target. This employment growth should
certainly be considered as an aspirational view, relying on the assumption
that Europe would progressively generate high levels of employability for all.

It must first be remembered that in recent years (1999-2001), the EU-15
has been able to increase employment by close to an annual 2 %, and that
this covered a mix of an annual 4 % growth for those with tertiary attainment,
2 % for the medium level, and 1 % for people with low educational attainment.
We have to remember this 1-2-4 ratio, as it suggests that sustainable growth
relies on a high share of additional supply of tertiary level labour, and a low
share of low educated labour, if any. And things might happen here as with
the Liebig Barrel, where any resources above the proper mix of nutrients are
simply lost. In other words, the risk is that, unless new flexibilities are
invented, the availability of the more scarce factor dictates overall growth.

Figure 1. Potential employment growth

Source: ISMEA database
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(3)  Named the ‘Nordic Star’ performance, it applies the 30 best (2 gender x 5 ten-years age groups x 3
educational level into Low, Medium and High) national employment rates to the corresponding groups as
projected in 2010 and 2020 for every region.

(4) Under the condition that the number of available jobs would grow accordingly.
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Based on EU15
highest national
employment rates
by gender,
10-year age group
and educational level
as in 2001
(Nordic Star)

5

4

3

2

1

0

-1

2.7

0.5

3.0

1.6
2.2

1.3

2.8

1.2

2010-20202001-20101999-2001

Low Medium High Total



The prospects for the EU-15, along a ‘virtuous Nordic Star’ pattern by
which employability would be enlarged, are the following: for the present
decade, no more than an annual 2.2 % growth of labour supply at tertiary
level could be attained, and no more than an annual 1.3 % for the 2001-20
period (Figure 1).

The charts below (Figure 2) show the equivalent potential annual growth
rates of employment depending on educational attainments in every EU-25
Member State. It suggests, for example, that additional labour supply at the
tertiary level is to remain high in Cyprus, France, Ireland and Spain, all
countries that showed high employment growth in recent years. In contrast,
most new Member States are focused on the lower end, where we find also
Germany and Italy, with insufficient supply of highly qualified labour. The
chart referring to the potential growth of employment for people with low
educational attainments suggest that most new Member States have in
prospect an excess supply of lowly qualified people. In all regions where an
excess supply of lowly qualified labour force is accompanied by a short
supply of medium and high qualified labour force, improving the employability
of people with low educational attainment should be prioritised.

Figure 2. Potential annual employment growth rates by the level 
of education in EU-25 (2000-2020)

Source: ISMEA database
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Another aspect must be considered here: age distribution of the supply by
level of education. The ideal situation would be that most people at tertiary
level were young, bringing in updated knowledge and higher inclination for
organisational innovation and that people with low educational attainment
were older, in such a way that they could be retired rather than unemployed.
The second best would be that labour intensive activities would locate where
the availability of low or medium qualified labour is available, resulting in the
best local trade-offs.

Mapping the age distribution of the supply of people with low educational
attainment shows also that the younger groups with low attainment are
reduced much more than it is the case for the ageing workers.

At the upper end, the supply of younger people (aged 25-44) with tertiary
attainment is to decline over the next two decades in most of the EU, with the
exception of Greece, Spain, France and Ireland and a limited number of
scattered regions. This designates the area where growth could remain more
sustained.

Concluding remarks

In the view of a both shrinking and ageing labour supply, the question of
overall and local skill shortage is to become a permanent concern, as it has
already became a concern of many employers. Although pure demographics
do not suggest that the USA should feel more concerned at short notice,
sensitivity and analysis seem in the USA to be ahead of what they are in the
EU (5).

At this stage, the behaviour most likely to produce high sensitivity to the
impending demographic changes seems to be related to two patterns. First,
stop-and-go recruiting has produced unbalanced age distribution that
dramatically hampers future recruitment. Second, low professional profiles,
meaning unfavourable working conditions, wages and/or career prospects,
are likely to appear increasingly unattractive. If a stop-and-go recruitment
policy cannot be avoided because of financial constraints, most efforts will
have to involve the progressive improvement of professional profile, opening
a new era after two centuries of abundant young labour supply.

In this framework, recruitment and employee retention will need adaptable
and innovative HR management, changing job requirements for employees
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(5)  See typically some very interesting analysis in the Electronic Recruiting News in E-mail (ERNIE) at
http://www.interbiznet.com, more particularly the ERNIE dated 25 May and 28 July 2003.



and job assessments. One of the major changes is likely to derive from the
need not to rely to the same extent on certified capabilities but on the
recognition of both codified and tacit knowledge and on the problem-solving
and learning capacities within the ‘learning organisation’ that will determine
productive efficiency. The concept of low qualification is being progressively
questioned, because it tends more and more to remain consistent only in
outdated organisational forms based on disciplinary assignment to Fordist
jobs (6). In this respect, the lifelong development of competences may have
no better ally than the need to remain competitive in a phase of
demographically shrinking and ageing labour supply. Even at world level, this
trend seems so irreversible that there is no risk in betting that the companies
themselves will progressively organise the internalisation of lifelong learning.
But progressive changes do not mean fast changes, and no change is
without cost. The cost here is the multiplication of local and sectoral
bottlenecks, bringing economic development below its potential.
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(6)  See in particular Paul Santelmann, Qualification ou compétence. Pour en finir avec la notion de travail
non-qualifié, Editions de l’Organisation, 2002.


