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Introduction

Most European labour markets have ex-
perienced changes in recent years. More
intense competition from industrialising
countries, the increasing role of technol-
ogy in production and changes in work
organisation have resulted in high demand
for human capital, in particular for higher
skill-levels at the workplace. Conse-
quently, the situation of low-skilled work-
ers in the labour market appears to have
deteriorated.

This collection of 3 articles debates the
initial findings of the New job skills and
the low-skilled (Newskills) project, which
suggest that the best policy to help low-
skilled workers might be to reduce the
number of them entering the labour mar-
ket. The project also explores the idea of
a ‘minimum learning platform’ - a range
of skills including qualities required to be
effective in the workplace and to learn
there and elsewhere to develop in em-
ployment and society - whose core might
be adopted in Europe as a goal for all its
citizens.

The initial findings of the Newskills
project are outlined below and are then
discussed in two subsequent articles. The
first by Arthur Schneerberger, considers
what can be done to ensure that as many
young persons as possible leave the edu-
cation system with the minimum of
knowledge and competences for their
further learning and employability. In the
second, Robert Carneiro, regards a mini-

Low-skilled people
on the European
labour market:
towards a minimum
learning platform?

mum learning platform as a necessity and
suggests that traditional approaches to
educat ion and training need to be
changed to provide it.

The low-skilled on the
European labour market

The Newskills project, supported by the
targeted socioeconomic research pro-
gramme (TSER), examines the level of
skills in a number of European countries
and the demand and supply of such skills.
The project involves France, the Nether-
lands, Portugal, Sweden, and the UK as
participating partners. In addition, data for
Germany have been collected and incor-
porated in the research wherever feasi-
ble. The period of study is primarily from
1985 to 1995 and the project ran from 1996
to 1999. It aims to contribute to the basic
framework for the design of policies for
low-skilled people, firstly, by document-
ing their labour market opportunities of
and secondly, by proposing effective ways
for developing the necessary skills in so-
ciety.

The project defines low skills as those
with only qualifications from the compul-
sory secondary school, the International
Standard Classification of Education level
2 (ISCED 2). While not all in this group
are low-skilled, when cross-checked
against the International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS) data, between one half and
two-thirds of the ISCED 2 group is also at
IALS levels 1 and 2. The ISCED 2 group
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also contains nearly all of those at IALS
level 1, the lowest literacy level.

In summary, the project results so far
show that conditions for low-skilled peo-
ple are less favourable than 10 years ago,
with the possible exception of Portugal,
as greater value is placed on a person’s
human capital. The core of the classical
labour market has been to match an ap-
plicant to a vacancy, or labour to a job.
The matching concept in the labour mar-
ket today can be assessed in a slightly
modified framework, as a match of a port-
folio of human capital to some specific
job design which is continually changing
due to the dynamic nature of the labour
market. Different worker characteristics
are matched to jobs with different at-
tributes. The individual’s main endow-
ment in the search for a job is their hu-
man capital comprising personal capital,
such as education and experience, and
social capital, for example, an individu-
al’s ability to work in a team. Owing to
the growing speed in the rate of organi-
sational changes and globalisation, parts
of the labour market experience a fast
erosion of human capital. This develop-
ment demands continuous adjustment and
a steady acquisition of skills.

The Newskills research shows that that
low-skilled people share a number of
common characteristics. Most are adults
of whom between one half and two-thirds
are in employment. Examining employ-
ment/population ratios by educational at-
tainment for individuals aged 25 to 64 with
less than upper secondary education,
shows low-skilled people experience
lower labour market participation rates
and higher levels of unemployment in all
but one of the countries studied. (The ex-
ception is Portugal where the labour mar-
ket is in transition, but still assimilates low-
skilled workers.) In addition, the likeli-
hood for unemployment or economic in-
activity in the lowest skill level is higher
than for other groups particularly in Ger-
many and Sweden.

The declining position of low-skilled peo-
ple is further evidenced by rising wage
differentials between them and those
more highly skilled. The number of sec-
tors in each economy in which low-skilled
people can find employment is shrinking
- again with the exception of Portugal.

Low-skilled occupations have decreasing
shares of employment even in expanding
sectors, such as, retailing, hotels, and the
public and social services. Germany and
the Netherlands have a large concentra-
tion of low-skilled workers in a small
number of sectors, whereas in Portugal
and Sweden low-skilled people are em-
ployed in a wider range of sectors.

Further research for the Newskills project
confirms that the supply of low-skilled
individuals is falling in all European
countries studied. A general finding is
that younger populations (aged 25 to 28)
are better qualified than the working age
population. This can in part be explained
by the fact that participation in post-com-
pulsory education has risen in most coun-
tries. Large differences exist between the
countries, however, all have reduced the
proportion of low-skilled people quali-
fied below ISCED level 3 (less than up-
per secondary education) in the work-
ing population (aged 16 to 64 years) over
the period 1985 to 1996.  Nevertheless,
some countries - France, (43%), the UK
(53%) and Portugal (77%) - continue to
have around half or more of the total
working population with no qualifica-
tions beyond those gained in the period
of compulsory education (ISCED level 2)
or below. Even if current growth rates
of those with upper secondary education
or vocational training, or both at ISCED
level 3 group continue at their present
level, most European countries will still
contain a significant group around 10%
of the low-skilled (as defined above) in
2010.

From the study of changes in stocks of
low skills in the population of working
age, the Newskills research concludes that
in the medium term, the entry of better-
qualified young people into the working
age population will not eliminate the
problem of low skills.

A minimum learning plat-
form as a policy option

Based on the research a policy recom-
mendation would be to reduce the net
supply of low-skilled people entering the
labour market. Employer-provided train-
ing improves skills, but does not compen-

“(…) the project results so
far show that conditions
for low-skilled people are
less favourable than 10
years ago, with the possi-
ble exception of Portugal,
as greater value is placed
on a person’s human capi-
tal.”

“From the study of changes
in stocks of low skills in the
population of working age,
the Newskills research con-
cludes that in the medium
term, the entry of better-
qualified young people into
the working age population
will not eliminate the prob-
lem of low skills.”
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sate for the deficit created by inadequate
initial education and training.

How can their numbers be reduced? The
Newskills research suggests, as far as
young people are concerned, the primary
route is to persuade more of them to con-
tinue into upper-secondary education,
vocational training, or both. Conse-
quently, achievement in the period of
compulsory education needs to be
boosted. An analysis for the project of the
determinants of participation in post-com-
pulsory education shows that the key
explanatory variable is prior success at
the compulsory education level, plus, for
males, the returns available to offering a
higher level of education, and the level
of real income available to ‘spend’ on
education. The level of youth unemploy-
ment and the availability of training
scheme places seem to have little effect.

The Newskills research has also looked
at  defining a ‘minimum learning platform’
and a profile of education and training.
The concept of the minimum learning
platform, is to be understood as a range
of skills which individuals are able to use
and apply effectively. This range of skills
includes what is now frequently called
‘employability’, that is the qualities re-
quired to be effective in the workplace.
But it is not only that; a ‘minimum learn-
ing platform’ also includes any additional
skills needed to learn in the workplace
and elsewhere to develop in employment
and as a citizen in society.

An emerging option?

In a number of countries there is already
strong evidence of interest in a ‘minimum
level’. Naturally, this is not always the term
used, but there are striking similarities
between countries.

In the Netherlands there has been a policy
discussion over the last five years on the
topic of the so-called ‘minimum starter
qualification’. The original idea was that
every Dutch citizen should have the mini-
mum level of skills required to start a
working career. Part of the debate dis-
cussed whether the existing age-related
school obligation should be replaced by
a skill-related school obligation.

In Sweden, there is a tradition that the
curriculum of the compulsory school
should aim to provide skills necessary for
daily life rather than for working life. Al-
though it is not officially recognised as a
minimum level, around 80% of young
people complete upper-secondary school.

In Portugal, the desired profile of a young
person at the end of 12 years of educa-
tion has been defined. This profile stresses
citizenship and social skills as well as
academic attainments and has acted as a
guide to the development of the curricu-
lum. The demand here is not set out in
terms of a specific minimum of skills, but
rather that all leaving compulsory school
should receive at least one or preferably
two years of vocational training provided
partly by schools and partly in the
workplace.

France saw the publication in 1996 of a
report highly critical of school and post-
school education and training. The
Fauroux report called for priority to be
given to what are termed savoirs pri-
mordiaux (which can be translated as
‘core skills’ or ‘basic learning tools’) and
for the integration of substantial work
place learning and experience into initial
education and training provision. More
recently, substantial debate has taken
place around seven ‘proposals’ formulated
by main French employers’ organisation
(CNPF). The main thrust of the proposals
has been to assert the primacy of ‘com-
petence’ - the ability to operationalise a
skill or knowledge in a given context - as
the prime ingredient of employability.
This debate again takes up the point made
by Fauroux that the education system
alone cannot produce ‘operational’ em-
ployees. It can only provide the under-
pinning elements.

The identification of the importance of
personal and social skills or ‘softer skills’
for effectiveness in the workplace has
been an important feature of the debate
about a minimum learning platform over
the past 10 years. Adequate levels of lit-
eracy and numeracy are now seen as nec-
essary for employability but only really
effective if accompanied by a range of
‘softer skills’. In the UK, employer organi-
sations have taken the lead in emphasis-
ing the importance of these skills, and the
debate culminated in the incorporation of

How can the number of low-
skilled people entering the
labour market be reduced?
“The Newskills research
suggests, as far as young
people are concerned, the
primary route is to per-
suade more of them to con-
tinue into upper-secondary
education, vocational train-
ing, or both. Consequently,
achievement in the period
of compulsory education
needs to be boosted.”

“The concept of the mini-
mum learning platform, is
to be understood as a range
of skills which individuals
are able to use and apply
effectively. This range of
skills includes what is now
frequently called ‘employ-
ability’ (…) also includes
any additional skills
needed to learn in the
workplace and elsewhere
to develop in employment
and as a citizen in society.”

“In a number of countries
there is already strong evi-
dence of interest in a ‘mini-
mum level’. Naturally, this
is not always the term used,
but there are striking simi-
larities between countries.”
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a range of personal and social skills into
new vocational qualifications offered to
young people for the first time in the early
1990s. Many countries have debated these
same issues and come up with their own
definitions of skills in this new area. In
the countries considered some points of
convergence are already apparent.

Communication in all its forms, including
quantitative literacy and self-presenta-
tional skills, is considered to be neces-
sary for employability. This requires a
solid foundation of language competence
and knowledge of basic mathematics. In
non-English speaking countries, some
ability to work in a foreign language,
normally English, is increasingly required
- and achieved - for most employees. All
countries emphasie familiarity and basic
understanding of information and com-
munication technology. Personal and so-
cial skills are increasingly valued - these
include the ability to learn independently,
the capacity to react to and deal effec-
tively with uncertainty and unpredicta-
bility in the work environment, the ca-
pacity to manage interpersonal relations
successfully, the ability to manage time
and own work in an autonomous man-
ner.

In considering the research and conclu-
sions of the Newskills project there are a
number of issues that should be taken into
account. The low-skilled group is very
heterogeneous and, it can be argued, the
definition of low-skilled people, up to
ISCED 2, is limited in scope. The defini-
tion only takes account of attainments in
the formal education and training system
and gives no direct indication of perform-
ance on other important dimensions of
skill, in particular the ‘soft’ or ‘core’ skills,
such as personal and social competences.
Furthermore, it is important to recognise
cohort effects within the low-skilled
group. Populations that left school in re-
cent decades with no or low qualifica-
tion levels have normally done so as a
result of being excluded from mainstream
education routes by progressive stages of
selection and that individuals so excluded
often originate from disadvantaged back-
grounds. By contrast, individuals from
older cohorts (usually aged 45 and over)
often left school at the minimum age be-
cause it was regarded as a socially ac-

ceptable level of qualification for entry
to employment. In some European coun-
tries, formal barriers in the shape of fees
for post-compulsory schooling, or highly
selective entrance requirements to post-
compulsory education, prevented many
highly able individuals from continuing.
These cohorts are therefore most prob-
ably different in average ability level from
younger cohorts. In addition, many will
have developed a whole range of skills
through employment, which have never
been formally certified.

It is also accepted that there are incon-
sistencies in the measurement of educa-
tional outcomes in the European labour
force survey in which some countries
measure outcomes on the basis of years
of attendance and some on qualifications
achieved. In most countries there is a
minority that fails to achieve any useful
level of education or skill despite partici-
pating in education for the compulsory
period - usually nine or 10 years.

Furthermore, the volume of low-skilled
employment might be underestimated.
Low-skilled jobs are increasingly taken by
individuals (many of whom are immi-
grants with irregular citizenship status)
who are not registered in the official sta-
tistics. This might mean that official sta-
tistics are over-stating the fall in employ-
ment of low-skilled workers.

Nevertheless, in the search for solutions
to the problems of low-skilled people, the
discussion has shifted away from the
major global and egalitarian principles -
that individuals must be given the same
education and follow the same educa-
tional process - and towards a system in
which different human beings go through
different processes of education and train-
ing according to their needs, so that they
all arrive at the same point. The impor-
tance of new practices such as those de-
signed to recognise and certify non-for-
mal achievements is being increasingly
highlighted, as is the fact that training is
a factor not just in career development
but also in personal development and an
opening out to society. Finally, although
the cost of creating a minimum learning
platform is high, it may be far more costly
not to follow this approach and to have a
core of marginalised people.

“The identification of the
importance of personal and
social skills or ‘softer skills’
for effectiveness in the
workplace has been an im-
portant feature of the de-
bate about a minimum
learning platform over the
past 10 years.” (…) The
identification of the impor-
tance of personal and so-
cial skills or ‘softer skills’
for effectiveness in the
workplace has been an im-
portant feature of the de-
bate about a minimum
learning platform over the
past 10 years.  (…)  Many
countries have debated
these same issues and come
up with their own defini-
tions of skills in this new
area. In the countries con-
sidered some points of con-
vergence are already ap-
parent. Communication in
all its forms, (…) a solid
foundation of language
competence and knowledge
of basic mathematics. In
non-English speaking coun-
tries, some ability to work
in a foreign language, (…)
familiarity and basic un-
derstanding of information
and communication tech-
nology. Personal and social
skills are increasingly val-
ued (…)”

“(…) in the search for so-
lutions to the problems of
low-skilled people, the dis-
cussion has shifted away
from the major global and
egalitarian principles - that
individuals must be given
the same education and fol-
low the same educational
process - and towards a
system in which different
human beings go through
different processes of edu-
cation and training accord-
ing to their needs, (…) ”
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