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Overview of presentation

1. What do we need from employer surveys? - key 
research questions for “Anticipation of changing skill 
needs”

2. Limitations of existing data (weaknesses of the 
European LFS as a source of data on the demand for 
skills)

3. What employers skills surveys can and cannot provide
4. Conclusions: priorities for future development at a pan- 

European level



Background: the case for “Anticipation”

• The Lisbon agenda; New skills for New jobs; 
Employment Guidelines; Staff Working 
Document

• Best practice worldwide (USA, Canada and 
many more, including individual members states 
within the EU) includes quantitative projections 
based on econometric models

• Data requirements: robust information on 
occupational structure and qualifications of 
those in employment



Beyond national borders

• Increasing importance of global labour markets and 
increasingly porous national boundaries 

• No longer possible to focus on purely national 
boundaries - need for much greater consistency 
between countries

• Information needs to be comparable and consistent 
across such boundaries. Further harmonisation 
should be a top priority



Two Key Questions

1. What are the likely changes in the patterns of demand 
for skills (as measured by occupational employment 
and the qualifications of those employed)?

2. What are the likely changes in the supply of skills, as 
measured by the formal qualifications people hold?

and what data do we need to answer 
these?
• Detailed information on skills demand (occupations 

(ISCO) and qualifications by sector (NACE)), proxied by 
employment; and

• Skills supply (numbers by qualification levels (ISCED))



Data currently available at a pan- 
European level

• Published and individual LFS microdata provided by 
national statistical agencies and Eurostat, for all member 
states. 

• Employer surveys (ad hoc, small,  not focused on 
numbers )

and there are problems with the LFS
• General concerns about its  fitness for this purpose 

(especially for the demand side):
Data quality (proxy responses, classification issues, 
problems of small cell sizes);
Cross-national and inter-temporal comparability



The case for a new pan-European 
Employers Survey

• Only some of the weaknesses of the LFS can be dealt with 
by a further boost to sample size and by improvements in 
harmonisation, etc

• Others problems require a more fundamental re- 
examination of what it is that needs to be measured and 
what is the best way of doing it 

• A new employer based survey to complement the LFS 
household survey could measure much more precisely the 
changing patterns in the demand for skills, focussing on 
employers’ revealed demand, the occupations and skills 
that they actually employ (as used in some countries such 
as the USA (Occupational Employment Statistics survey)).  



Some other important questions

• What do we mean by employer data?
• Where do we draw the line in defining data that 

are relevant to employment and skills issues?
• How should fitness for purpose be defined?
• Are existing employer data on employment and 

skill issues fit for purpose (and especially to 
meet the aspirations for better anticipation of 
changing skill needs)? 



Definitions and measurement

• Scientific progress needs precision in definition and 
measurement

• Importance of:
– clarity in the terms being used 
– consistency over time and geographical boundaries

• Some key definitions and concepts:
– Defining skills
– Defining jobs: the central importance of occupations
– Defining skill imbalances (shortages, skill gaps, and over supply)
– Drivers of changes in skill needs (innovation, technical change)
– Causes and consequences of skills imbalances
– Understanding behaviour – limitations of the direct question.



Uses and users: Purposes of Regular 
National Surveys of Employers

Users of LMI:
• Policy makers and key stakeholders
• But equally important for informing individual 

citizens and organisations
Uses
• Central control and planning of the labour market 

and education and training systems;
• Providing citizens and organisations with the best 

possible information about the economic and labour 
market environment they face in order to help 
markets to work efficiently. 

• Understanding of historical developments, as well as 
where things might go in the future



• Level of economic activity & related matters
• Pay, hours and working conditions
• Levels of and structure of employment
• Skill shortages and gaps
• Training & related activity
• Understanding behaviour and performance 
• Anticipation of changing future skill needs (directly 

and indirectly)

Multiple aims and objectives



A proliferation of surveys?

• Many surveys of employers, many different aims
• Not all related directly to  employment and skills. 
• Many other sources of LMI are also important 

(National Accounts; Educational statistics). 
• Need for rationalisation but also for specialisation
• Many different data requirements in this general area 

- no single survey instrument  can cover all these 
needs



Foci of Employer Surveys

• Some data needs require a direct approach
• But not all questions about skills and employment can be 

answered by direct questions to employers 
• Focus on how employers and others behave (matters of fact) 

rather than on perceptions or opinions which may be biased, 
ill informed and mistaken

• Judge not by what individuals (people or organisations) say, 
but by what they do 

• New surveys are often a knee jerk reaction to a problem… 
but not always the right long-term solution

• Need a long-term, strategic investment in statistical 
infrastructure



Lessons from the  UK’s Employer Skills 
Surveys (ESS)

• Large sums invested in ESS in England and other countries 
of UK over past decade

• Generated a great deal of detailed data and LMI 
• But too much focused on marginal groups and marginal 

questions? 
– only a relatively small % of employers & employees affected; 
– little or no information about the changing skill needs of the vast bulk 

of the labour market.
– not very much has changed over last decade;
– where change has taken place it is often ephemeral;
– where problems are persistent they often reflect well known 

problems of market failure;
– detail for its own sake? – there are some differences at a detailed 

level (sector & geographical area) but many more common issues & 
trends



Understanding links between skills and 
performance

• Getting the right LMI from employers not just about ESS 
• Need basic data on employment and pay - there are some 

key gaps in these areas.
• Separate surveys are needed to obtain:

– basic statistical data on the drivers of skill demand, detailed measures of & 
employment and skill demand; 

– information about current skill deficiencies; and 
– more complex information about a range of other issues relating to 

employer behaviour and performance.

• Special skill surveys can enhance this, especially if linked 
into the more basic data sources

• Research on links between skills and performance is 
complex and requires long time scales and adequate 
resources 



Conclusions: Ensuring employer 
surveys are fit for purpose
• Need to prioritise: be clear about  what we need from employers 

(quantitative and qualitative information on past/current skills) and 
where the real information gaps are 

• Focus on what is realistic and feasible – key issues to remember: 
– definitions and concepts need to be understood by employers 
– focus on facts rather than perception 
– need to get the basics right, and jobs (occupations) are the key
– impossible to do everything in one survey
– avoid overlaps with other surveys 
– avoid too much emphasis on the margins and the ephemeral

• The pan-European context : need a long term investment in 
statistical infrastructure, not a short term reaction to immediate 
problems



Implications: need for a major new 
statistical investment

• A pan-European survey focused on employers rather 
than households should be a priority. This avoids 
problems of bias and lack of understanding of 
occupational definitions. 

• Lessons from best practice elsewhere in the world 
suggest that there are ways of doing this (e.g. US 
Occupational Employment Statistics survey)

• Such a development would represent a major 
investment, with substantial cost.  

• But the cost of ignorance could be even greater.
• There is an urgent need for strategic investment in 

such data at a European level if the objectives for 
better anticipation of changing skill needs set out in 
the Employment Guidelines are to be achieved. 



Contact details for 
further information:

Rob Wilson
Institute for Employment Research
University of Warwick
COVENTRY, CV4 7AL
United Kingdom
R.A.Wilson@warwick.ac.uk
Tel: +(44) 2476-523530
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