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STRATEGIES FOR POLICYMAKERS: ENABLING SYSTEMIC 
TRANSFORMATION IN VOCATIONAL AND LABOUR POLICIES 

STRATEGY 1. REVITALIZING VOCATIONAL EDUCATION: BUILDING A FOUNDATION 
FOR THE FUTURE WORKFORCE 

Policymakers have a crucial role in creating a robust framework for vocational education 
that not only equips the workforce with essential skills but also strengthens economic 
resilience and addresses labour market needs. Many European countries face 
unprecedented challenges in preparing a workforce that is adaptable, skilled, and ready 
for the demands of emerging industries. Vocational education plays a central role in 
meeting these challenges, yet it cannot function in isolation from general education. 
Schools must operate as integrated hubs within decentralized community structures, 
deeply connected to the social and economic environment. By fostering interaction 
among students, educators, businesses, and society at large, schools become dynamic 
centres that enhance learning, social cohesion, and economic engagement. Partnerships 
with companies, including the involvement of master craftsmen and industry trainers in 
teaching, provide students with practical experience while reinforcing links between 
education and the labour market. 

Students require a strong foundation in general education to succeed in vocational 
pathways and lifelong learning. Critical literacy, numeracy, problem-solving, and 
cognitive skills, alongside artistic and manual abilities, form the base upon which 
specialized competencies can be developed. Schools should focus on providing broad 
knowledge and fostering independent learning, personal strengths, and confidence. 
Education must prepare young people for life itself, not solely for a specific occupation. 
Polytechnic-oriented curricula, emphasizing productive activity, entrepreneurship, 
independence, and personal responsibility, develop students’ capacity to learn, 
collaborate, and contribute meaningfully to society. Introducing elements of vocational 
education within general schools exposes students early to diverse career opportunities, 
encouraging interest in vocational pathways and demonstrating that individuals of all 
abilities have viable options. 

Structured, hands-on work experience through mandatory internships ensures that 
students apply theoretical knowledge in real-world settings, develop professional skills, 
and build networks with employers. Internships create a bridge between school and work, 
increasing readiness for employment while reducing dropout rates and training failures. 
School-business partnerships strengthen educational relevance and economic 
engagement. Incentivizing collaboration through funding programs, tax benefits, or 
formal recognition allows companies to participate in curriculum development, 
mentoring, and apprenticeship programs. This alignment ensures that vocational training 
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matches labour market needs and emerging industry sectors, producing skilled 
graduates who meet the demands of a dynamic economy. 

Promoting vocational pathways as prestigious, viable, and forward-looking helps attract 
a wider and more diverse pool of students. Holistic development remains a core focus. 
Children’s free play fosters cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth, creativity, 
resilience, and cultural innovation. In a highly structured educational environment with 
growing academic pressure, excessive homework, and supplementary tuition, 
opportunities for unstructured play are limited. Policies that protect and encourage free 
play support the development of a creative, adaptable, and resilient workforce. 

Personal and social competencies are cultivated through collaborative learning, project 
work, and practical activities. Tolerance, cooperation, self-confidence, motivation, and 
team problem-solving are integral to success in the modern labour market. Assessment 
at the end of basic education should evaluate not only academic achievements but also 
social behaviour, teamwork, and the ability to function in complex social contexts.  

Comprehensive career guidance can ensure that students understand vocational 
opportunities, job requirements, and future prospects. Regular exposure to companies, 
presentations by masters and trainers, and repeated internships facilitate informed 
decision-making and realistic self-assessment. Guidance should focus on aligning 
individual competency profiles with labour market demands rather than relying solely on 
formal qualifications, reducing dropout rates and improving retention in vocational 
programs. 

Revitalizing vocational education requires an integrated approach that combines 
mandatory internships, school-business partnerships, national awareness campaigns, 
broad-based general education, practical experience, social skills development, and 
comprehensive career guidance. By embedding vocational elements into general 
education, promoting experiential learning, supporting holistic child development, and 
aligning programs with labour market needs, policymakers can prepare young people for 
employment, lifelong learning, and active societal participation. This strategy cultivates a 
future-ready, adaptable, and skilled workforce, strengthens economic resilience, and 
lays the foundation for a creative, thriving, and inclusive society. 

 

STRATEGY 2. COMPETENCY-BASED VOCATIONAL AND CAREER COUNSELLING 

As the global labour market evolves at an unprecedented pace, individuals must be 
equipped to match their skills, education, and career choices with the demands of 
employers. Competency-based vocational and career counselling provides a structured 
framework for this alignment by assessing individual abilities, interests, and potential, 
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and guiding citizens toward suitable educational and professional pathways. 
Governments need to invest in comprehensive counselling systems that are mandatory 
for all school leavers and accessible to citizens of all ages, thereby providing continuous 
guidance throughout the career lifecycle. 

Competency-based counselling goes beyond traditional metrics such as grades or formal 
qualifications, evaluating practical skills, problem-solving abilities, social competencies, 
personal interests, and vocational readiness. Evidence from multiple international 
contexts shows that structured, competency-oriented guidance significantly enhances 
students’ career reflection, planning, and decision-making skills. When young people 
receive targeted counselling, they are more likely to make informed choices, enter the 
labour market with greater confidence, and complete training or education programs 
successfully. 

Mandatory counselling at the end of compulsory education ensures that all students 
understand their strengths, career options, and the requirements for success in their 
chosen fields. Access to counselling should be available also for adults, supporting 
reskilling, upskilling, and career transitions, which are increasingly necessary in a rapidly 
changing labour market. Competency-based systems encourage individuals to recognize 
transferable skills, explore multiple career pathways, and plan their development 
strategically. This reduces mismatches between education and employment, lowers 
underemployment, and enhances long-term career satisfaction. 

Digital tools play a central role in modern competency-based counselling. Online 
assessment platforms enable scalable and efficient skills evaluation, mapping individual 
profiles to labour market demands and providing personalized recommendations. Such 
tools increase accessibility and allow citizens to engage with counselling services 
throughout their working lives. Policymakers should ensure these tools are user-friendly, 
validated, and integrated into broader education and employment systems to support 
lifelong guidance. 

High-quality counselling also relies on a professional, well-trained workforce. 
Counsellors must possess competencies in facilitating self-reflection, guiding decision-
making, coordinating with educational institutions and employers, and using digital 
assessment tools. Ongoing professional development and evaluation of counselling 
effectiveness ensure services deliver tangible results. By collecting anonymized data on 
competencies, career choices, and employment outcomes, policymakers can monitor 
trends, identify skill gaps, and adjust education and training programs to better meet 
labour market needs. 

Competency-based counselling also supports the development of broader life skills. 
Emphasizing problem-solving, communication, collaboration, and adaptability help 
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cultivate a workforce capable of thriving in dynamic environments. Individuals supported 
by such counselling demonstrate higher levels of self-confidence, resilience, and 
motivation, contributing to personal success and societal wellbeing. Lifelong access to 
counselling ensures continuous alignment of skills with labour market needs, 
strengthening national economic resilience. 

The societal benefits of competency-based counselling are profound. Reducing the 
mismatch between skills and employment lowers unemployment and 
underemployment, increases productivity and innovation, and promotes social inclusion 
by providing guidance to citizens of all backgrounds. Countries that implement 
structured, lifelong career guidance systems report higher employment alignment, lower 
dropout rates in vocational programs, and greater workforce adaptability to emerging 
sectors. 

Implementation requires careful design and coordination. Policymakers must develop 
standardized competency frameworks for counsellors, invest in digital infrastructure, 
ensure mandatory access at critical educational transitions, provide opportunities for 
adult engagement, and integrate data-driven monitoring. Collaboration among ministries 
of education, employment, digital infrastructure, and business organizations is crucial to 
maximize impact. Sustainable funding and institutionalization of counselling services are 
necessary for long-term effectiveness. 

Competency-based vocational and career counselling represents a strategic investment 
in individuals, the economy, and society. By ensuring that citizens of all ages receive 
personalized guidance, supported by digital tools and aligned with labour market 
realities, governments can foster lifelong learning, improve employability, and build a 
resilient, adaptable, and skilled workforce. This approach not only enhances individual 
career success but also strengthens national competitiveness, drives innovation, and 
lays the foundation for a society capable of thriving in a dynamic, technology-driven 
world. 

 

STRATEGY 3. INTEGRATING THEORY WITH PRACTICE AND FOSTERING PERMEABILITY 
IN VET AND HE: ADAPTING EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS TO LABOUR MARKET NEEDS 

As global industries continue to evolve due to technological innovation, digitalization, and 
shifting economic demands, it is essential that educational systems prepare students 
with both solid theoretical knowledge and practical skills that can be directly applied in 
professional environments. Integrating classroom learning with hands-on experience, 
fostering collaboration between educational institutions and industry, and creating 
flexible pathways between VET and higher education (HE) are crucial for building a 
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workforce that is competent, adaptable, and able to meet contemporary labour market 
challenges. 

A core component of this strategy is the recognition of practical achievements. Students’ 
applied skills, workplace experience, and project outcomes should be formally validated 
within educational and professional frameworks. Mechanisms such as structured 
internships, industry-led projects, applied research, and skills portfolios provide students 
with tangible evidence of competence, enhancing employability and demonstrating their 
readiness to contribute in professional settings. Recognizing practical achievements also 
motivates learners, strengthens confidence, and encourages engagement in experiential 
learning. 

Equally important is the redesign of academic programs to embed substantial practical 
components. Courses across VET and HE should incorporate laboratory work, 
workshops, industry simulations, collaborative projects, and internships as core 
curriculum elements. In higher education, this could include applied electives, co-
developed modules with industry partners, and live case studies, while in vocational 
programs, foundational theoretical knowledge should be paired with increasingly 
complex practical assignments. This integrated approach fosters technical competence, 
critical thinking, problem-solving, creativity, and innovation, equipping students to 
navigate complex, real-world challenges. 

Collaboration between educational institutions and industry is essential for maintaining 
program relevance. Partnerships with companies and professional organizations can 
include curriculum co-design, mentorship programs, supervision of internships, guest 
lectures, and assessment of practical projects. Such collaboration exposes students to 
professional standards, workplace expectations, and emerging industry trends, while 
providing institutions with valuable insights to continuously improve curricula. This 
ensures graduates acquire up-to-date, sector-relevant skills and are prepared to 
contribute effectively from the outset of their careers. 

Practical integration also develops transferable skills essential for professional success. 
Hands-on learning strengthens adaptability, teamwork, communication, decision-
making under uncertainty, and resilience. Students learn to apply theoretical knowledge 
to real-world problems, experiment with solutions, and reflect on outcomes, fostering 
professional judgment and personal growth. Graduates with substantial practical 
experience are better positioned to navigate career transitions and pursue lifelong 
learning opportunities. 

Effective implementation requires concrete measures: establishing frameworks to 
recognize practical achievements, redesigning curricula to balance theory and practice, 
implementing multi-level programs with open pathways, and incentivizing collaboration 
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with industry through funding, accreditation standards, or formal recognition of 
partnerships. Digital platforms can facilitate coordination between institutions and 
employers, monitor student progress, and provide data for continuous evaluation and 
improvement of programs. 

Promoting permeability between VET and HE ensures equitable access for all students, 
allowing development according to abilities and interests. Flexible pathways enable 
transitions from vocational programs to higher education without barriers, reduce social 
inequality, and produce graduates with both theoretical knowledge and applied 
competencies. 

International experience demonstrates the effectiveness of combining theory and 
practice. Countries with strong dual systems, such as Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, 
integrate classroom learning with workplace experience, achieving high employment 
rates, low youth unemployment, and alignment between education and industry needs. 
Adapting these principles to local contexts, including regional labour market demands, 
sector-specific requirements, and institutional capacities, enables governments to 
cultivate a skilled, flexible, and competitive workforce. 

 

STRATEGY 4. DUAL EDUCATION MODELS FOR THE FUTURE 

SMEs are facing a critical shortage of entrepreneurs and managerial staff, a problem that 
is expected to intensify due to demographic trends and increasing competition across 
economic sectors. The demands on company management continue to rise, requiring a 
combination of strong theoretical qualifications, practical vocational training, and hands-
on experience. SMEs have traditionally relied on initial and continuing VET to develop 
future entrepreneurs and managers. However, these training pathways are losing appeal 
in many European countries. The declining number of school-leavers, combined with the 
growing preference of young people for predominantly theoretical university programs, 
has created both a supply problem, meaning fewer young people entering SMEs, and a 
quality problem, meaning graduates lacking practical skills which are necessary for 
leadership roles. Consequently, SMEs are increasingly unable to secure well-prepared 
talent, and the furtherance of entrepreneurial spirit and training for future entrepreneurs 
has become a critical bottleneck for innovation and economic development. 

Dual education programs offer a practical solution to these challenges by combining 
vocational training with academic study in HE. Bachelor programs should be redesigned 
to be more practice-oriented, linking university studies with vocational training or 
practical work in enterprises. Vocational training is completed with a separate 
qualification, such as a journeyman or skilled worker certificate, and can contribute credit 



 

8 
 

points toward the bachelor’s degree. Programs can also incorporate advanced vocational 
qualifications, such as the Master Craftsman trial study, ensuring graduates acquire in-
depth practical knowledge while simultaneously completing academic requirements. 

A dual bachelor’s program integrates two parallel components, first soundly based 
vocational education and training, leading to recognized professional qualifications, and 
second a structured academic program leading to a bachelor’s degree. Students must 
hold university entrance qualifications and conclude separate contracts for vocational 
training and academic study. The vocational component may cover technical, 
commercial, or specialist occupations, while the academic component may include 
management, business administration, technical courses, design, and other discipline, 
specific studies. The vocational element enjoys special status throughout the three- to 
four-year program, ensuring graduates gain significant practical experience. Additionally, 
students are encouraged to complete part of their training or studies abroad, focusing on 
vocational training or employment in foreign enterprises, facilitating international 
contacts and experience. 

Close collaboration between universities, colleges, and SMEs is essential. Enterprises 
should participate actively in curriculum design, internships, mentoring, and applied 
research projects. This collaboration ensures that programs remain aligned with labour 
market needs and fosters knowledge transfer and innovation within SMEs. Dual 
education also directly addresses the shortage of entrepreneurial and managerial talent 
in SMEs by producing graduates who are both practically skilled and theoretically 
competent, ready to take on leadership roles in small enterprises. 

European research demonstrates the scale and urgency of these challenges. According 
to Eurobarometer data, 65 % of small companies (10–49 employees) and 68 % of 
medium-sized companies (50–249 employees) report difficulties in hiring staff with 
appropriate skills, with 74 % of SMEs identifying concrete skills shortages in at least one 
role (Eurobarometer, 2023). At the same time, declining birth rates and limited 
attractiveness of traditional vocational programs exacerbate the talent gap. By combining 
academic study and vocational training, dual education programs are uniquely 
positioned to fill this gap and strengthen the SME workforce. 

Beyond skills acquisition, dual education programs also support broader economic and 
societal goals. Partnerships between educational institutions and SMEs encourage 
innovation, technology transfer, and the implementation of practice-oriented research. 
They increase employability, reduce the skills mismatch, and create a sustainable 
pipeline of well-prepared entrepreneurs and managers. The inclusion of international 
training or study experiences equips graduates with the global knowledge and 
intercultural competencies increasingly required in EU markets. 
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Structured implementation measures are essential for success. Accreditation 
frameworks must formally recognize vocational achievements and their contribution to 
the bachelor’s degree. Financial incentives and support mechanisms should encourage 
SME participation, particularly for smaller enterprises. Digital platforms can coordinate 
placements, monitor progress, and track credit transfer. Clear assessment and quality 
control mechanisms ensure program credibility, while promotion of dual education 
among students, parents, and employers is necessary to maximize uptake. 

In conclusion, dual education models represent a strategic approach to addressing the 
pressing shortage of entrepreneurial and managerial talent in SMEs. By integrating 
academic study with practical vocational training, coordinating educational programs 
with enterprise needs, and fostering international experience, these programs develop 
graduates who are workforce-ready, entrepreneurial, and capable of driving innovation. 
Investment in dual education strengthens SMEs, enhances productivity, and ensures 
long-term economic growth and competitiveness in the European Union. These programs 
also offer an important mechanism to alleviate the entrepreneurial bottleneck, foster a 
culture of innovation, and secure a resilient and skilled labour force for the future. 

 

STRATEGY 5. DRIVING INNOVATION IN VOCATIONAL EDUCATION 

Innovation in vocational education is essential for preparing a workforce capable of 
navigating the technological, economic, and societal transformations of the twenty-first 
century. Traditional vocational programs have often focused narrowly on technical skill 
acquisition, leaving graduates underprepared to respond to the demands of rapidly 
changing workplaces. To address this gap, vocational education must integrate advanced 
teaching methods, state-of-the-art technologies, and human-centred digital literacy, 
equipping learners to understand, shape, and ethically guide the interaction between 
humans and machines in professional contexts. 

Central to this strategy is the creation and strengthening of competence centres, which 
serve as hubs for experimentation, collaboration, and innovation. These centres provide 
platforms where educators, researchers, industry experts, and policymakers work jointly 
to develop new curricula, teaching methods, and applied research initiatives. They 
leverage advanced technologies such as virtual and augmented reality simulations, 
collaborative digital platforms, artificial intelligence tools, and data-analytics systems to 
deliver immersive learning experiences. Competence centres ensure that learners gain 
hands-on experience that mirrors real-world work environments, fostering creativity, 
problem-solving skills, and adaptability. 
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A defining feature of this approach is the emphasis on human-centred digital literacy, 
which goes beyond traditional technical skills to encompass understanding of ethical 
issues, user-centred design, collaborative digital work, and human-machine interaction. 
This dimension ensures that vocational graduates are capable not only of operating 
advanced tools but also of critically evaluating the social, ethical, and organizational 
implications of technology. Such skills are increasingly necessary in workplaces 
dominated by automation, artificial intelligence, and digital collaboration.  

Implementation of this strategy requires several concrete policy and operational 
measures. First, national and regional governments must establish formal frameworks for 
competence centres that define governance structures, funding mechanisms, roles, and 
quality assurance procedures. These frameworks should align with European initiatives, 
such as the Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs), which emphasize integrated skills 
ecosystems, learner-centred provision, and strong industry engagement. Second, 
substantial investments are required to modernize the infrastructure of vocational 
institutions, including digital laboratories, advanced manufacturing set-ups, simulation 
equipment, virtual and augmented reality tools, and data analytics platforms. Third, 
teacher and trainer capacity must be enhanced through professional development 
programs that equip educators with skills in digital pedagogy, simulation design, 
collaborative teaching methods, and human-machine interaction. 

Fourth, curricula must be redesigned to include human-centred digital literacy, hands-on 
innovation projects co-developed with industry, and flexible learning pathways. This 
includes modular learning, micro-credentials, and opportunities for lifelong upskilling, 
ensuring learners can continuously adapt to evolving technological and labour-market 
demands. Fifth, formal partnerships must be strengthened between VET institutions, 
higher education, research organizations, and industry. These partnerships facilitate 
applied research, knowledge transfer, innovation, and the integration of practical 
experience into academic programs, ensuring that vocational education remains closely 
connected to real-world technological and organizational developments. 

The benefits of this approach extend across multiple dimensions. Students graduate with 
both technical proficiency and an understanding of human-technology interaction, 
making them capable of contributing to workplaces shaped by digital transformation. 
Vocational institutions evolve into regional hubs of innovation, supporting 
entrepreneurship, applied research, and SME development. Enterprises gain access to a 
pipeline of highly skilled personnel capable of implementing digital and technological 
innovations, enhancing productivity, and fostering sustainable growth. At the systemic 
level, the strategy strengthens economic resilience, reduces skill mismatches, and 
promotes inclusive regional development. By embedding innovation in vocational 
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education, the strategy ensures that educational provision remains responsive to 
emerging labour-market demands and technological advances. 

Competence centres also provide mechanisms for continuous adaptation. They act as 
incubators for new curricula, technological solutions, and research projects, enabling 
VET institutions to rapidly integrate innovations into teaching and learning. Students gain 
exposure to real-world problem-solving, industry collaboration, and project-based 
learning, which promotes critical thinking, creativity, and professional autonomy. By 
fostering these capabilities, vocational education becomes not only a pathway to 
employment but a driver of regional economic development, innovation ecosystems, and 
knowledge transfer. 

In conclusion, driving innovation in vocational education requires a comprehensive 
approach encompassing competence centres, upgraded infrastructure, educator 
development, curriculum redesign, and formalized partnerships with industry and 
research institutions. By integrating human-centred digital literacy, advanced 
technologies, and applied research into vocational programs, policymakers can 
transform VET into a central driver of adaptability, creativity, and sustainable economic 
growth. Such a strategy ensures that vocational education meets the challenges of the 
digital economy while cultivating ethical, innovative, and highly skilled graduates capable 
of shaping the future of work. 

 

STRATEGY 6: MORE WOMEN AND ELDERLY 

To address the pressing structural bottlenecks in labour supply and to fully leverage the 
latent potential of the domestic workforce in the European Union, strategic measures 
must focus on increasing the participation of underrepresented groups, particularly 
women and older workers. Empirical evidence from Sweden demonstrates that high 
female participation rates can be achieved when comprehensive family-friendly 
workplace policies are implemented, including flexible working hours, accessible 
childcare, and supportive parental leave schemes. These policies not only enhance 
labour market participation but also contribute to long-term retention and skill 
accumulation in the workforce. By adopting similar approaches across other Baltic Sea 
Region states, it is possible to significantly increase female labour force participation and 
strengthen the overall resilience of regional economies. 

A similarly substantial untapped potential exists in the employment of older people. For 
instance, employment rates of older workers in Poland are currently 29% for women and 
50% for men, in stark contrast to Norway, where participation reaches 66% for women 
and 73% for men. To unlock this potential, rigid retirement age limits must be re-
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evaluated. Flexible transitions beyond traditional retirement thresholds, gradual phase-
outs, and lifelong learning opportunities allow older employees to remain engaged 
productively in the labour market, contributing their expertise and maintaining the 
accumulation of human capital. Additionally, targeted qualifications and training can 
integrate individuals with prior social or learning disadvantages, thereby expanding 
inclusivity and overall labour market capacity. 

Evidence from Nordic countries shows that higher participation of women and older 
workers correlates with increased productivity and innovation. SMEs in these countries 
demonstrate superior performance compared to peers in regions with lower workforce 
diversity. Mixed-gender management teams, in particular, have been shown to 
outperform homogeneous teams, reflecting the broader European evidence on diversity-
driven innovation. According to EIGE, gender diversity at the leadership level is associated 
with increased innovation, productivity, and problem-solving capacity (EIGE, 2017; EIGE, 
2025). Moreover, the European Commission’s 2021 report on ageing and workforce 
participation emphasizes that extending working lives through skills development and 
flexible arrangements is essential for sustaining economic growth in regions with 
declining demographics (Ageing Report, 2021). 

The elimination of discrimination based on gender or age remains a central social and 
economic concern. Policy interventions must therefore ensure: 

• Higher general labour force participation of women, alongside increased 
representation in managerial and entrepreneurial positions. 

• Greater labour market engagement of older workers, coupled with lifelong learning 
opportunities to maintain skill relevance. 

• Equal remuneration for equal work, reducing structural pay gaps that undermine 
motivation and retention. 

Economic imperatives further underline the urgency of these measures. Demographic 
projections indicate a significant decline in the working-age population across all Baltic 
Sea countries, which will exacerbate shortages of entrepreneurs, managers, and highly 
skilled professionals. If domestic labour potential is not fully mobilized, economic 
development will be increasingly constrained. Strategic promotion of female and older 
workforce participation directly addresses these supply gaps, while also fostering the 
development of entrepreneurial skills, self-employment, and leadership capacity, 
mitigating critical bottlenecks in SME innovation and competitiveness. 

European studies suggest a link between workforce diversity and innovation: for instance, 
the European Innovation Scoreboard reports performance in knowledge-intensive 
industries (European Innovation Scoreboard, 2022). Meanwhile, OECD research 
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indicates that older workers bring valuable experience that, when supported by lifelong 
learning, contributes to productivity and helps address skill gaps (OECD Employment 
Outlook, 2025). Policies that integrate women and older workers into SMEs therefore not 
only address labour supply constraints but also amplify the endogenous capacity for 
innovation and technological adoption, especially in knowledge-intensive sectors. 

Globally, competitive pressures demand strong productivity and innovation. Companies 
with more inclusive workforces demonstrate higher innovation outputs and adaptability. 
Alongside technical and product innovations, growth in knowledge-intensive services 
increasingly drives competitiveness. In this context, the human resource and 
organizational development potential of women and older workers represents a critical, 
yet underutilized, endogenous resource. For society as a whole, enabling these groups to 
contribute fully strengthens economic resilience, reduces emigration pressures, and 
alleviates emerging shortages of entrepreneurs, managers, and skilled workers. 

In conclusion, creating equal opportunities and promoting the employment and self-
employment of women and older persons in the European Union is a strategic priority. 
Beyond addressing social equity, these measures directly enhance innovation capacity, 
increase productivity, and support sustainable economic growth. Policymakers must 
therefore implement comprehensive family-friendly workplace policies, flexible 
retirement frameworks, lifelong learning initiatives, and targeted training programs for 
disadvantaged or underrepresented groups. Such interventions will harness the full 
potential of the domestic labour force, ensure long-term competitiveness of SMEs, and 
contribute to broader socio-economic resilience across the Baltic Sea Region. 

 

STRATEGY 7. UNBUREAUCRATIC INTEGRATION OF FOREIGNERS 

Due to demographic trends and an ageing population, many EU countries face a 
persistent shortage of skilled labour. Even under conditions of full utilisation of the 
domestic workforce, foreign skilled workers remain indispensable to sustaining 
economic growth and competitiveness. However, as similar shortages exist across the 
EU, much of the needed immigration will necessarily come from culturally diverse non-
EU countries. In several member states, particularly Germany, the bureaucratic barriers 
to labour market integration remain disproportionately high, impeding both economic 
efficiency and social inclusion. 

Migrants are often required to undergo lengthy recognition procedures, complete 
additional training, and obtain numerous certificates before being allowed to work. This 
“certificate bureaucracy” frequently results in frustration and demotivation among skilled 
foreign workers, many of whom possess extensive hands-on experience acquired through 
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years of professional practice in their home countries. For example, experienced painters, 
masons, or technicians who have successfully worked for 10 or 15 years often find 
themselves unable to practice their trade simply because their qualifications are not 
formally recognised. In reality, their practical skills often exceed the level of newly 
certified trainees in the host country. What matters most is not the possession of formal 
certificates but the demonstrable ability to perform competently in a real work 
environment. 

This mismatch between bureaucratic requirements and labour market realities generates 
serious inefficiencies. Skilled migrants who are eager to work are prevented from 
contributing productively for months or even years, leading to frustration, social 
alienation, and, in extreme cases, hostility. At the same time, host economies continue 
to experience critical shortages in key sectors. The result is a lose-lose situation: migrants 
feel excluded and undervalued, while local industries suffer from an unmet demand for 
skilled labour. 

A parallel issue is the emergence of an extensive industry of publicly funded “integration 
and training providers” whose business model depends on the length and complexity of 
these qualification processes. The longer the retraining lasts, the more profitable the 
programme becomes, creating perverse incentives that delay integration rather than 
accelerate it. This raises important policy questions: why are economic efficiency 
principles disregarded in the use of public funds? Why is success not measured and 
rewarded by the speed and sustainability of integration? 

A comparable problem exists in the area of self-employment. In some EU countries, 
especially Germany, access to self-employment in certain crafts and professions is tied 
to formal qualifications such as a Master Craftsman’s Certificate. While this system 
guarantees quality and safety, it also excludes capable migrants who possess strong 
professional experience and entrepreneurial potential but lack the formal recognition 
required. For many trades, including some in the crafts sector, such strict qualification 
requirements are unnecessary. Targeted and accelerated entrepreneurial training could 
allow skilled migrants to establish their own businesses or take over existing ones, 
thereby creating jobs and strengthening local economies. 

Effective integration policy should therefore shift from a certificate-based model to a 
competency- and experience-based model. The core principle should be “assessment 
before training”-evaluating what individuals can already do, rather than assuming 
deficiency. A structured process for rapid labour market integration could follow these 
stages: 

1. Assessment 
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Every newly arrived migrant should have the right and obligation to work immediately. A 
comprehensive skills assessment should be conducted within two days of arrival, 
identifying existing competencies, experience, and potential areas for development. 
Proven digital tools for skill profiling already exist and can be adapted for this purpose. 

2. Language Training 

Short, intensive language modules should be provided, tailored to specific occupational 
needs rather than formal linguistic certification. The goal is immediate workplace 
communication competence. Language learning should continue alongside 
employment, integrating linguistic and practical training. 

3. Internship in Companies 

A minimum one-month internship should follow, aligning placement with the results of 
the assessment. This period would help both the employer and the migrant to evaluate 
fit, identify additional training needs, and build mutual trust. 

4. Vocational Qualification 

Based on the internship outcomes, tailored follow-up training should take place directly 
in the workplace, with minimal disruption to employment. Workplace-based learning 
ensures that training remains relevant and efficiently bridges skill gaps. 

5. Integration and Coaching Process 

The objective should be full employment within six months. Throughout the process, both 
the migrant and the company should receive coaching and support to ensure smooth 
adaptation, conflict resolution, and long-term retention. 

In addition to employment, the entrepreneurial potential of migrants must be fully 
harnessed. Migrant-founded businesses are proven engines of job creation and 
innovation. EU and national authorities should therefore introduce simplified procedures 
and targeted financial support to promote migrant entrepreneurship. This could include 
mentorship programmes, microfinance, and fast-track licensing schemes for qualified 
individuals. 

The societal benefits of such an approach extend far beyond economics. Prolonged 
exclusion from the labour market fuels negative public perceptions-“foreigners do not 
work; they exploit the welfare system”-and fosters social division. By contrast, visible 
participation of migrants in productive employment fosters acceptance, builds mutual 
respect, and transforms the “culture of welcome” from rhetoric into reality. Foreign 
workers are not second-class citizens but essential contributors to Europe’s economic 
vitality and cultural richness. Their motivation, resilience, and professional diversity 
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constitute valuable human capital that must be actively integrated, not passively 
regulated. 

STRATEGY 8. DIFFERENTIATION IN VET 

Vocational training must adequately take into account individual skills and capabilities 
and require extensive differentiation. Through the introduction of different levels, young 
people from different educational backgrounds, with different competences and learning 
progress can have an opportunity to obtain education which matches their specific skills: 

Level 1: Specific vocational training for weaker learners for a period of 2 years, enabling 
focused and practical learning, will be completed with an independent recognised 
qualification. 

Level 2: Middle level vocational training courses with mediation of theory and practice for 
a period of 3 years and a recognised qualification as a skilled worker or journeyman. 

Level 3: Advanced vocational training courses for the study of skills with a duration of 3 - 
3,5 years, which provide additional qualifications or training preferable in the initial 
training, and which will be completed with recognised degrees above the present trade or 
journeyman's examination. 

With such a differentiated system of professional training, high permeability is needed. 
Each graduate at a lower level needs to have an unlimited possibility to reach a higher 
level, according to their progress in learning and actual achievements; taking into 
account already completed parts of the training. And vice versa, there should be an 
exchange of courses of a higher level to a lower-level courses taking into account the 
already covered training periods. 

In an open and transparent system, gradual learning according to individual skills and 
potential is realized in every respect. Depending on the learning achievements and 
developments, each individual can achieve in principle the completion of education and 
training, although in different ways. 

Also in vocational training, every young person deserves a second chance. This requires 
specific actions of preparation and promotion which need to be developed and 
implemented in close co-operation with enterprises, inter-company training workshops 
and vocational schools. 
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