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Introduction  
 
The European Year of Skills has provided renewed impe-

tus for the EU’s efforts to tackle labour shortages and skills 
gaps in the EU. A recent survey underscored the timeliness 
of the initiative, revealing that in 2023, 75% of European em-
ployers struggled to find employees with the requisite skill 
sets. In the future, demographic shifts will bring additional 
structural challenges, with the EU’s working-age population 
expected to decrease by 27 million by 2050.

  At the same time, numerous African, Asian, and Latin 
American countries are witnessing a rise in their working-age 
populations. If matched with training and professional oppor-
tunities abroad, non-EU nationals can play an active role in 
their countries’ development, while also forming part of the 
solution to addressing shortages in Europe. Other than re-
sponding to labour market needs in the EU, labour migration 
policy and skills mobility schemes should be balanced to avoid 
brain drain and benefit mobile persons as well as the societies 
they migrate from.

As part of its Skills Agenda, the EU has sought to establish 
partnerships to train and attract skills and talent from abroad, 
complementing internal up- and reskilling initiatives. This in-
cludes legislative and operational measures and proposals, 
such as those in the 2022 Communication on Attracting Skills 
and Talent to the EU and the 2023 Skills and Talents Mobility 
package. The EU’s efforts also focused on skills promotion in 
third countries within the development and international co-
operation agenda. 

Following the adoption of the New Pact on Migration and 
Asylum, and the start of the new political cycle, an opportune 
moment presents itself to reinvigorate discussions on labour 
and skills mobility. Although the results of the June 2024 Euro-
pean Parliament elections have led to some political uncertain-
ty, the structural economic and demographic challenges faced 
by the EU call for sustained attention on how to strengthen rel-
evant legal and policy frameworks, while paying due consider-
ation to national competencies and partner countries’ needs. 

In light of this, the below recommendations aim to foster 
debate on how to enhance skills mobility as a global priority, 
while reflecting on internal factors that can strengthen tal-
ent attraction and retention in Europe and in third countries. 
The first set of recommendations aims to advance a shared 
understanding of skills and labour market needs, laying the 
foundation for evidence-based policies that utilise skills intel-
ligence to address challenges in the EU and in third countries. 
The second set of recommendations focuses on the EU and on 
existing regulatory frameworks, drawing attention to further 
initiatives to attract and retain foreign talent in Europe. The 
third set seeks to foster mutually beneficial partnerships and 
an environment conducive to skills mobility in the EU and in 
third countries, while the fourth looks at intra-EU cooperation, 
specifically addressing governance and funding questions.

These recommendations are addressed to the EU and 
national policy makers, in Europe and beyond, as well as to 
other key actors, including EU agencies, public employment 
actors, practitioners, private sector representatives and so-
cial partners. 

 

https://www.euronews.com/business/2024/04/08/eu-jobs-crisis-as-employers-say-applicants-dont-have-the-right-skills
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52024DC0131
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/wpp2022_summary_of_results.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/wpp2022_summary_of_results.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223&langId=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2022%3A657%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2022%3A657%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2022%3A657%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5740
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5740
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I. Strengthen skills intelligence to effectively 
align policy responses with labour market 
needs in the EU and partner countries 

•	 Develop skills mobility partnerships based on labour mar-
ket dynamics, as well as training and skills development 
needs. Mobility schemes such as the Talent Partnerships, 
as well as other forms of bilateral and multilateral agree-
ments, should be designed and expanded with labour mar-
ket dynamics, as well as training and skills needs at their 
centre. Due attention should be paid to both existing and 
future needs. 

•	 Consider migration and demographic trends in needs as-
sessments. To comprehensively and accurately capture la-
bour market dynamics in the EU and in third countries, de-
mographic trends should strongly feed into skills shortages 
forecasts. Immigration and emigration should be recognised 
as significant factors contributing to labour market dynamics. 

•	 Strengthen capacities for data collection and informa-
tion-sharing. For labour mobility schemes to be designed, 
implemented and evaluated in an evidence-based way, it 
is essential to improve data collection, including through 
the use of digital tools. To this end, national authorities and 
Public Employment Services must be supported financial-
ly, operationally and through capacity-building. Looking at 
the EU specifically, strengthened collaboration between 
statistical offices and labour market observatories of the 
EU and in partner countries should be integrated into the 
functioning of Talent Partnerships to optimise data shar-
ing and analysis. EU agencies such as the European Labour 
Authority and Eurostat could facilitate such a collaborative 
approach. Private employment agencies could share in-
sights on innovative skills assessment methods and tools. 
Data management and information systems as well as fore-
sight capacity should be developed in this context.

•	 Review shortage occupations regularly to enhance labour 
market responsiveness. For example, this could include a 
regular revision of the list of shortage occupations that will 
determine which vacancies can be included in the EU Tal-
ent Pool. Considering rapidly evolving skills needs, the list 
could, for example, be updated every three months. Par-
ticular attention should be paid to sectors facing structural 
challenges and to needs connected to the green and digital 
transitions.

•	 Increase cooperation with the private sector and social 
partners. To ensure that future policies are responsive to 
labour market dynamics, stronger collaboration with the 
private sector and social partners is essential. Regarding 
mobility to the EU, the Labour Migration Platform, led by 
the Commission’s Directorate General for Migration and 
Home Affairs (DG HOME), can play an important role. The 

DG HOME-funded Labour Mobility Practitioners Network 
provides another valuable forum for cooperation with op-
erational actors from EU Member States, private sector 
associations, think tanks and academia. In addition, the 
European Commission should consider reviving the Euro-
pean Sector Skills Councils to enhance dialogue with stake-
holders in sectors facing labour shortages and address 
sector-specific challenges. In partner countries, EU Delega-
tions and Chambers of Commerce could help establish or 
strengthen links with key private sector actors. 

II. Promote skills-first responses to ensure 
talent attraction and retention 

Measures to strengthen the EU regulatory frameworks
•	 Ensure transposition and effective implementation of the 

Blue Card Directive. Where Member States have faced de-
lays in transposing the Directive, they should complete the 
process as soon as possible. Other than ensuring transpo-
sition, it is also of the essence to promote the Directive’s 
effective implementation through strong monitoring and 
evaluation. 

•	 Ensure transposition and effective implementation of the 
recast Single Permit Directive. As transposition of the new-
ly adopted Single Permit Directive begins, Member States 
should use the flexibility provided by the recast to promote 
the international recruitment of talent and address per-
sistent labour shortages in a variety of sectors and at all 
skill levels. Effective implementation of the recast should 
be encouraged, including through the monitoring and eval-
uation of transposition and then implementation. 

•	 Strengthen and expand mid-to-low-skilled mobility op-
portunities. Considering that skills gaps and labour short-
ages are evident across all skill levels, existing pathways to 
the EU for the mid-to-low skilled should be strengthened, 
within the bounds of national competencies. Opportuni-
ties for additional, dedicated mid-to-low-skilled mobility 
schemes should also be further explored in the new policy 
cycle, based on evolving needs. 

•	 Encourage participation in and effective use of the EU Tal-
ent Pool. The EU Talent Pool offers an additional EU-level 
tool to facilitate international recruitment for employers 
established in participating Member States. Its negotiation 
and swift adoption should be prioritised in the new polit-
ical cycle, allowing Member States, employers and pro-
spective employees to benefit from the platform as soon 
as possible. To that end, to maximise the impact and reach 
of the tool, Member States must be actively encouraged 
and supported by the Commission to participate. To make 
recruitment easier, faster and more effective, it will be es-
sential to develop tools to ensure clear ‘quality control’ 

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/labour-migration-platform_en
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/labour-mobility/labour-mobility-practitioners-network
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procedures. These could include practical initiatives such 
as virtual interviews or skills testing centres. In addition, 
foreign workers already in the EU should be fully supported 
by Public Employment Services and other relevant author-
ities in Member States to ensure their effective integration 
into the labour market.   

•	 Enhance the validation and recognition of skills and qual-
ifications. Procedures should be strengthened to enhance 
the recognition of qualifications as well as the skills valida-
tion of foreign workers. The introduction and feasibility of 
common qualification and mutual recognition frameworks 
should be explored further. In the shorter-term, a sectoral 
approach and focus on shortage occupations could be ad-
opted toward this end. Collaboration with agencies, such 
as Cedefop and the European Training Foundation (ETF), 
should be encouraged to promote the greater harmonisa-
tion of procedures across Member States. 

•	 Carry forward discussions on the Long-Term Residents 
Directive (LTRD). The EU’s attractiveness as well as reten-
tion prospects for third-country nationals can be enhanced 
through a framework that further strengthens intra-EU 
mobility. In this context, negotiations on the LTRD should 
be carried forward in the new legislative cycle. 

 
Measures to streamline procedures and improve access to 
information 
•	 Enhance the efficiency of procedures, including through 

digitalisation. Member States should make immigration 
procedures and the provision of residence permits for work 
purposes swifter and easier to navigate. To this end, they 
are encouraged to ensure adequate human and financial re-
sources and to digitalise procedures. Finland and the Neth-
erlands stand out as good examples for significantly short-
ening processing times and easing the bureaucratic burden 
for employers in the recruitment of highly skilled migrants. 

•	 Ensure and strengthen access to information. Providing ac-
cess to reliable information about job opportunities, avail-
able legal pathways and socio-economic support is critical 
for the uptake of foreign workers and the use of labour 
mobility schemes. This information should be gathered and 
made publicly available on a centralised online EU platform. 
The EU Talent Pool could play this role. To increase visibility 
in partner countries, the role of public employment actors 
as well as EU Delegations in promoting access to informa-
tion could be explored. Creating the position of an EU La-
bour Information Officer in the Delegations could support 
this effort. Additionally, organising EU Labour Market Fairs 
in strategic third countries could facilitate information ex-
change, networking and matching opportunities. 

•	 Strengthen support for small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs). Adequate financial and operational support 

should be provided for SMEs to develop capacities and nav-
igate the international recruitment landscape, while com-
plying with relevant procedures. 

Measures to enhance attraction, integration and retention
•	 Enhance attraction by promoting favourable working 

and living conditions. A work-life balance conducive to 
well-being is a key consideration for global talents and 
can weigh heavier than salary when choosing a country of 
destination and deciding on a job offer. With its generally 
decent working conditions, relatively short working hours 
and generous holiday policies, the EU has a competitive 
advantage over other high-income countries such as the 
US, Canada, and Australia. 

•	 Engage private and public sector stakeholders for lasting 
retention. Strengthened collaboration between private, 
public and civil society actors can boost attraction and 
drive retention, as national policies, administrative pro-
cedures and local integration practices can be designed 
and implemented to achieve a common vision (as shown 
in Finland).  A national strategy on talent attraction and 
retention such as that of the Netherlands can further en-
sure long-term political commitment and unlock funding 
towards this objective.  In addition, targeted guidance on 
best practices, ranging from diversity management to legal 
advice, should be made available to enterprises. 

•	 Ensure adequate pre-departure and post-arrival support. 
The successful retention of talents requires operational 
and financial investment in pre-departure and post-arrival 
support programmes. A good example is the liaison offices 
of Business Finland, a specialised agency under Finland’s 
Ministry of the Economy that shares a common mandate 
with the Finnish Employment Services. This was established 
in some partner countries to improve talent attraction and 
retention. Public employment agencies providing the nec-
essary pre-departure support to local talents in partner 
countries should be further developed and financed.

•	 Provide specialised services in support of the integration 
of medium-skilled and technical workers. Institutions that 
help newcomers settle in the EU, such as international wel-
come centres, mainly cater to those with a higher income 
and education. Blue-collar workers are increasingly recruit-
ed from non-European countries and require a different 
outreach strategy. As piloted in the Dutch region of North 
Brabant or the International Houses in Flanders (BE), Mi-
gration Information Points constitute best practices that 
should be considered for replication elsewhere. 

•	 Strengthen support and improve integration outcomes 
for family members. Providing access to practical informa-
tion in multilingual formats, for example, on family support, 
health support and other public services, can ensure better 

https://www.workinfinland.com/en/
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/12/18/internationale-kennis-en-talentstrategie
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integration outcomes as well as stronger support for for-
eign workers and their family members. ‘Soft landing mea-
sures’, including those provided by international welcome 
centres, should be systematically considered and promot-
ed in this context. Access to the labour market for family 
members should be facilitated. Especially for working-age 
spouses, an enabling environment for finding employment 
in line with their skills and qualifications carries significant 
weight in the decision to move to the EU. 

III.  Promote skills development as a basis for 
balanced international partnerships 

•	 Strengthen the training and employment ecosystems in 
partner countries, following a sectoral approach. To be 
of mutual benefit, mobility schemes should not only ad-
dress labour market needs in destination countries, but 
also strengthen training and employment systems as well 
as qualification procedures in partner countries to enhance 
employability prospects. This can be especially effective 
when carried out at a sectoral level, as shown, for example,  
by the positive results of the PALIM project. To this end, the 
curricula of vocational training providers should be regularly 
updated and aligned with labour market needs. Training op-
portunities must be made available for upskilling purposes. 
These can occur in pre- or on-the-job training, as well as part 
of learning mobility schemes, as under the MOBILISE proj-
ect. Employers should be incentivised to finance relevant 
programmes. Alternatively, such programmes should be ac-
cessible through public training or educational institutions.

•	 Support and empower local and regional employment 
actors as key actors for skills development. Considering 
their knowledge of labour market needs, public employ-
ment actors should play a key role in the design and imple-
mentation of mobility schemes. This could be prioritised at 
regional and local levels. Employer and workers’ associa-
tions, including private sector federations, associations and 
enterprises, must also be consulted and involved in their 
design and operationalisation from an early stage.

•	 Work with trusted intermediaries. For example, recruit-
ment agencies should be systematically vetted and should 
only include those recognised by public employment ac-
tors. In Europe, an EU-wide list of trusted agencies could 
be established to this end.

•	 Support schemes that prioritise the protection of funda-
mental rights. Skills mobility schemes should foster a Hu-
man Rights Based Approach (HRBA), respect anti-exploita-
tion measures and enhance the Decent Work Agenda. 
Existing projects, which demonstrate the positive effect of 
this approach, such as WAFIRA or THAMM, should contin-
ue to receive support.

•	 Expand EU vocational training programmes to additional 
partner countries, including in the context of new mobil-
ity partnerships. To better address labour market needs in 
the EU and partner countries, the implementation of voca-
tional training programmes should be pursued in new part-
ner countries. This could happen with Talent Partnerships 
or Global Skill Partnerships. Skills Verification and Valida-
tion Offices could be tested as pilot projects in countries 
with a high potential to meet EU labour market demands. 
Extending the geographical scope and the budget of the 
ETF beyond neighbourhood countries could enable more 
support for the development of such schemes. To prevent 
and mitigate brain drain, new programmes could incor-
porate mobility opportunities only at a later stage of the 
partnership, after the training phase and a period of em-
ployment is complete in the partner country. Alternatively, 
where they are in short supply in partner countries, certain 
skills could be exempt from mobility schemes altogether. 

IV. Strengthen the skills agenda and labour 
mobility schemes through a stronger 
governance system and targeted financing 

•	  Ensure a strong and coherent governance system to ef-
fectively manage labour mobility schemes. This should 
include the involvement of relevant EU institutions and 
Member States, as well as partner countries, in line with 
competencies and expertise. To this end, coordination with 
and between labour, interior, foreign affairs, and migration 
ministries remains indispensable and should be strength-
ened. A pre-condition for the effectiveness of a strong 
governance system is the involvement of domestic actors, 
at regional and local levels, including employment actors 
and workers’ associations. The active participation of all 
key stakeholders in existing EU-wide coordination mecha-
nisms such as the Labour Migration Platform or the Labour 
Mobility Practitioners Network should also be considered 
in this context. Given the multidimensional nature of the 
challenges the EU and partner countries face, however, 
strengthening policy coherence and overcoming institu-
tional siloes will also be key to enhancing the development 
and implementation of labour mobility schemes.

•	 Ensure a coherent financing framework to develop, im-
plement and scale up labour mobility schemes. EU social, 
integration and development funding should be pooled and 
coherently disbursed to address the multiple objectives of 
labour mobility schemes and skills partnerships. The Euro-
pean Commission and relevant national authorities need 
to collaborate to comprehensively assess the financial 
requirements of implementing labour mobility schemes. 
These include the Directorate-Generals for Employment, 

https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/mpf-projects/17-
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/mpf-projects/48-mobilise-circular-talent-development-for-climate-smart-agriculture/preview
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/mpf-projects/34-wafira-women-as-financially-independent-rural-actors/preview
https://thammconference.org/about-thamm/
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Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL); International Part-
nerships (DG INTPA); Neighbourhood and Enlargement 
Negotiations (DG NEAR); DG HOME and Member States.  
Development funding should reflect partner needs as a 
matter of priority. It should, in particular, be targeted to 
strengthen their training and employment systems, as well 
as qualification procedures, complemented by funds that 
support fair and equitable international recruitment pro-
cesses in Member States. 

These recommendations draw insights from the activ-
ities of the project, ‘Fit for the future? The European Skills 
Agenda between migration and labour dynamics’, launched 
by the European Policy Centre (EPC), the International Cen-
tre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD), the Egmont 
Institute and the Belgian Development Agency, Enabel. These 
included a series of expert workshops and a final conference 
that brought together practitioners, policymakers, the private 
sector  and social partners from the EU and beyond.

https://www.egmontinstitute.be/project_news/the-european-skills-agenda/
https://epc.eu/en/past-events/Mobility-and-labour-dynamics-after-the-EU-Year~5843b4

