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Foreword

Europe stands at a decisive crossroads. The way we shape our migration 

and talent attraction and retention policies today will determine how 

prosperous, creative, and resilient our societies remain in the decades 

to come. This publication, born from the collaborative spirit of the 

Innovation Policy Lab 4.0 hosted by the European Liberal Forum and 

the Friedrich Naumann Foundation, is driven by the conviction that 

well-managed mobility is not a crisis to be managed, but a unique 

opportunity to revitalise our economies and enrich our social fabric.

In the context of the ecological and digital transitions, labour and skills 

shortages have become structural across many sectors. Two-thirds of 

European small and medium-sized enterprises are reporting persistent 

di�culties in finding the talent they need. At the same time, existing 

potential remains underutilized. This calls for a shift in perspective, 

from addressing shortages to enabling the better allocation and use 

of skills.

Our goal is to shift the focus from managing deficits to mobilising 

talent. A key objective must therefore be developing a functioning 

European Single Market for Skills, where bureaucratic hurdles are 

dismantled and the phenomenon of ‘brain waste’ is finally brought to 

an end.

MEP Jan-Christoph OETJEN

President, European Liberal Forum
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The approach moves beyond fear-based rhetoric towards pragmatic, 

innovative policy solutions that cross known boundaries. We propose 

a system built on economic pragmatism and individual agency: 

from digital one-stop-shops for talent to Global Skill Partnerships 

that create win-win scenarios for both host and origin countries. By 

embracing tools like the European Skills Passport, we can ensure that 

qualifications are as mobile as the people who hold them.

Attracting talent to the EU is only part of the challenge. The success 

of European labour migration policies lies in creating e�ective and 

inclusive conditions that encourage talent to stay. Such integration 

processes require a structured, reciprocal approach. Sustainable 

participation depends on both individual contributions and reliable 

institutional frameworks. Through instruments such as a voluntary 

European Integration Agreement, we aim to clarify mutual expectations, 

foster trust in our institutions, and strengthen the social cohesion of 

our communities.

The following chapters of this publication present concrete, forward-

looking policy options ranging from accelerated procedures in sectors 

facing acute labour shortages, to the use of digital, AI-supported 

language learning tools. The overarching objective is to strengthen 

Europe’s ability to attract and retain talent, all the while upholding its 

core values of openness, the rule of law, and democratic principles. 

This publication also invites further discussion on how a more 

coherent and economically sustainable migration and talent policy 

could contribute to making Europe more competitive and resilient.

Rather than merely reacting to demographic change, Europe must 

adopt a strategic approach and actively compete for talent on the 

global stage. Migration should therefore be understood as a driver of 

innovation and shared prosperity, not a challenge.

I thus invite you to explore the findings of this year’s IPL about what is 

needed to establish the EU as the global ‘brain capital’ of the twenty-

first century.

Jan-Christoph Oetjen
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A new narrative 

Europe can become the brain capital of the twenty-first century by 

building open, innovative, free societies that attract and empower 

talent. The prosperity, creativity, and resilience of nations depend 

increasingly on the quantity and quality of their human capital. Yet 

there are growing and persistent labour and skills shortages across 

key sectors in Europe, while further decline in the working-age 

population is projected in the coming decades. The EU cannot erase 

or even alleviate its structural demographic challenges overnight, 

but it can establish a future-oriented vision to address them, identify 

shared challenges, facilitate coordination, and support national, 

regional, and local action. This brief, focusing primarily on migration 

by choice, outlines practical pathways for policymakers, communities, 

and citizens to co-create this future.

When well designed and managed, migration can strengthen 

Europe’s economies and enrich its social and cultural life. Labour 

mobility is likely to have an increasing role in addressing shortages, 

enhancing economic dynamism, and limiting government deficits. 

As a result, intelligent migration systems can strengthen Europe’s 

competitiveness. For host countries, the overall fiscal impact of 

immigration is positive, despite the need for some initial investment. 

But migration can generate positive outcomes only if societies 

remain cohesive, institutions function e�ectively, and rights and 

responsibilities are perceived as fair. Successful migration policy 

depends not only on labour market needs but on integration, trust, and 

shared civic frameworks that enable newcomers and host societies to 

thrive together. The impact of migration depends largely on how host 

countries manage it, with the local level being particularly important. 

Executive Summary and  
Key Policy Recommendations
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A majority (70%) of Europeans view integration as a two-way process 

and agree that they need to invest in it at the national level. Public 

attitudes towards immigration are more positive than often assumed, 

yet immigration discourse has been framed by highly divisive, fear-

based rhetoric for many years. A credible approach should move 

beyond simplistic ‘open borders’ framings, which underestimate the 

challenges and promote misinformation or political scapegoating of 

already vulnerable groups. Rather than focusing on identity politics 

or assimilation debates, novel integration policies can emphasise 

shared civic responsibilities and participation.  But, across the EU, 

political participation remains the weakest area of integration policy, 

undermining sustainable democratic inclusion. The long-term success 

of migration depends on ensuring that newcomers can participate 

fully in economic, civic, and social life, while maintaining and further 

increasing the trust and cohesion in host societies, including in the 

diaspora. 

EU-wide policy recommendations

Chapter 1: From Shortages to Strength: 
Mobilising Talent for Europe’s Workforce Future

#1  Promote the development of a European Skills Passport ensuring 

automatic recognition of qualifications across EU countries.

• Why it stands out: This portable digital wallet reduces bureaucracy 

and barriers to the single market for talent and skills.

#2  Expand the EU Talent Partnerships framework into multi-year 

sectoral partnerships, particularly in fields with structural labour 

shortages.

#3  Introduce a simplified, 30-day visa process for critical sectors and 

automatic links to bridging courses and language training.
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#4  Introduce EU Talent Mobility Credits to unlock faster access to 

permanent residency, EU-funded upskilling programmes, and 

mobility rights across Member States.

#5  Ensure skill retention through smoother student-to-employee 

transitions with fewer bureaucratic hurdles and lower salary 

thresholds.

Chapter 2: From Newcomer to Neighbour: 
Integration and Participation for Cohesive 
European Societies

#1  Develop the European Integration Agreement under the Action 

Plan on Integration and Inclusion.

• Why it stands out: This new civic instrument underlines the 

two-way nature of the integration process in an inclusive and 

transparent way.

#2  Support civic and democratic education initiatives for those with 

immigrant backgrounds through CERV, Erasmus+, and ESF+, with 

particular focus on participation in local community life.

#3  Strengthen the role of cities and regions in EU migration and 

integration governance through better coordination and more 

financial support across a wide range of services such as education, 

housing, childcare, and employment.

#4  Support job-seeker pathways with inbuilt integration safeguards 

such as pre-arrival orientation, local sponsor or family-anchor 

models, and early access to language and employment services.

#5  Encourage the creation of employer integration compacts that 

include onboarding, language support, mentoring, and progression 

pathways in the workplace.
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People, Potential, and 
Prosperity: Rethinking Voluntary 
Migration for a Stronger Europe

Agile borders, open minds: beyond the 
politics of fear

This publication’s starting premise is that, when well designed and 

managed, migration can strengthen European economies and enrich 

our social and cultural life. In the age of the knowledge economy, 

the prosperity, creativity, and resilience of nations depend increasingly 

on the quantity and quality of their human capital. There are growing 

and persistent labour and skills shortages across key sectors in Europe, 

while the working-age population is projected to further decline in 

the coming decades. Labour mobility is likely to play an increasingly 

important role in maintaining eco-

nomic dynamism. In this context, 

intelligent migration systems can 

strengthen Europe’s competitive-

ness. However, migration can only 

generate positive outcomes if so-

cieties remain cohesive, institutions 

function e�ectively, and rights and 

responsibilities are perceived as fair. 

Successful migration policy depends 

not only on labour market needs but 

also on integration, trust, and shared 

civic frameworks that enable new-

comers and host societies to thrive 

together. This brief seeks to outline 

a forward-looking vision in which 

well-governed migration strength-

ens social cohesion.

Successful migration 

policy depends not 

only on labour market 

needs but also on 

integration, trust, 

and shared civic 

frameworks that 

enable newcomers 

and host societies to 

thrive together.

Narrative
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Europe should double down on the race for talent. The EU cannot 

erase or even alleviate its structural demographic challenges overnight. 

But it can become the brain capital of the twenty-first century. With 

the Trump administration waging a war on its own universities and 

research institutions, this could be an opportune moment for the 

EU to solidify its geopolitical position as a global hub for knowledge 

and innovation. Meanwhile, due to ageing and the green and digital 

transitions, labour and skills shortages are becoming key structural 

constraints on growth and services, particularly healthcare.1 If the EU 

wants to compete for skills globally, it needs legal pathways with third 

countries that are not only faster but also more credible, transparent, 

and better aligned with labour market needs. In turn, a general clamp-

down on migration can result in lower gross domestic product (GDP), 

lower productivity, and bottlenecks in care and services

The toll of Brexit and tightened migration 
routes – operational disruptions, 
lower economic performance, more 
bureaucracy

Early post-Brexit estimates suggested a shortfall of roughly 300,000 

workers from the EU by mid-2022, concentrated mainly in lower-

wage parts of the economy.2 The e�ects were especially visible in 

agriculture, hospitality, food processing, construction, and social care, 

where employers reported persistent recruitment di�culties and, in 

some cases, operational disruption.3 Real GDP in the UK is estimated  

1  Levente Nagy-Pál (2025), ‘A Liberal Response to Europe’s Population Decline’, Future Europe, 

6(1), 73–80, https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-

Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-a-Turbulent-World.pdf. 

2  John Springford and Jonathan Portes (2023), ‘Early Impacts of the post-Brexit Immigration 

System on the UK Labour Market’, Centre for European Reform, https://www.cer.eu/insights/

post-brexit-immigration-uk-labour-market. 

3  Madeleine Sumption et al. (2022), ‘How Is the End of Free Movement A�ecting the Low-

Wage Labour Force in the UK?’, Migration Observatory, University of Oxford, https://

migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MigObs-Report-How-is-the-

End-of-Free-Movement-A�ecting-the-Low-wage-Labour-Force-in-the-UK.pdf. 

https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-a-Turbulent-World.pdf
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-a-Turbulent-World.pdf
https://www.cer.eu/insights/post-brexit-immigration-uk-labour-market
https://www.cer.eu/insights/post-brexit-immigration-uk-labour-market
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MigObs-Report-How-is-the-End-of-Free-Movement-Affecting-the-Low-wage-Labour-Force-in-the-UK.pdf
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MigObs-Report-How-is-the-End-of-Free-Movement-Affecting-the-Low-wage-Labour-Force-in-the-UK.pdf
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MigObs-Report-How-is-the-End-of-Free-Movement-Affecting-the-Low-wage-Labour-Force-in-the-UK.pdf
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to have been 2–3% lower three years after the end of the transition 

period than it would have been in a continued-membership scenario.4 

Reduced access to EU labour is consistently identified as one of the 

main mechanisms driving this trend. Public opinion has also moved: 

55% of Britons now say it was wrong to leave the EU, while 62% say 

Brexit has been more of a failure than a success.5 

In the long term, these shortages did not lead to a sustained reduction 

in overall migration but rather to a sharp shift in its composition. By 

2024, the number of EU-origin workers in the UK was estimated to be 

roughly 785,000 lower than it would have been without Brexit, while 

this decline was more than o�set by an increase of approximately 

992,000 non-EU workers.6 This pattern reflects a broader structural 

lesson: while political pressure was focused on reducing migration, 

the economic realities of labour demand proved binding. In practice, 

the UK did not reduce its reliance on migrant workers but instead 

reconfigured it geographically, replacing relatively frictionless intra-

European mobility with a more regulated, visa-based system drawing 

from global labour markets. 

On top of this, the UK’s points-based immigration system came under 

increasing criticism from the healthcare sector in 2025, as tighter 

migration rules have significantly reduced the inflow of international 

sta� and exacerbated workforce shortages. Overseas nurse visas fell 

dramatically in particular, from 107,847 in 2023 to just 3,178 in 2025, 

raising concerns about the sustainability of healthcare and social care 

services.7

4  National Institute of Economic and Social Research (2023), ‘Revisiting the E�ect of Brexit’, 

Global Economic Outlook Topical Feature, https://niesr.ac.uk/publications/revisiting-e�ect-

brexit. 

5  YouGov (2025), ‘How do Britons Feel about Brexit Five Years On?’, https://yougov.com/en-gb/

articles/51484-how-do-britons-feel-about-brexit-five-years-on. 

6  Jonathan Portes and John Springford (2026), ‘The Impact of Brexit on Immigration to the 

UK’ (London: Centre for European Reform), https://www.cer.eu/insights/impact-brexit-

immigration-uk https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/impact-brexit-foreign-born-workers-uk.

7  Chris Osuh (2026), ‘Drop in Overseas Workers is “Car Crash” for UK Hospitals and Care Homes, 

Say Experts’, The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/society/2026/feb/26/drop-in-

overseas-workers-uk-hospitals-and-care-homes. 

https://niesr.ac.uk/publication-type/global-economic-outlook-topical-feature
https://niesr.ac.uk/publications/revisiting-effect-brexit
https://niesr.ac.uk/publications/revisiting-effect-brexit
https://yougov.com/en-gb/articles/51484-how-do-britons-feel-about-brexit-five-years-on
https://yougov.com/en-gb/articles/51484-how-do-britons-feel-about-brexit-five-years-on
https://www.cer.eu/insights/impact-brexit-immigration-uk?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cer.eu/insights/impact-brexit-immigration-uk?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/impact-brexit-foreign-born-workers-uk?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2026/feb/26/drop-in-overseas-workers-uk-hospitals-and-care-homes
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2026/feb/26/drop-in-overseas-workers-uk-hospitals-and-care-homes
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The focus in this publication is primarily on migration by choice 

both within the EU and from third countries. The EU distinguishes 

between forced migration (asylum seekers and refugees) and legal or 

voluntary migration, which includes people moving for work, study, 

or family reasons, or through free movement within the Union. The 

overwhelming majority of migration to the EU has been taking place 

through these pathways during the past decades, with free movement 

making up 45% and voluntary migration from third countries 46% 

(Figure 1). In this figure, moving for work includes those using the EU 

Blue Card, seasonal workers, and the self-employed, while the ‘other’ 

category includes retired individuals and unspecified permits. Student-

to-worker pathways are becoming increasingly important in EU 

migration policy. In 2023, around 1.76 million international students 

were enrolled in tertiary education across the EU.8 For example, under 

the EU Blue Card pathway, graduates may remain in the country for up 

to 12 months after completing their studies to seek employment, after 

which they can transition to a work permit if they secure a job in their 

field. This brief is not intended to address asylum and refugee policies 

in depth; these require distinct legal and policy frameworks, as in such 

cases mobility is covered by the right to protection. At the same time, 

some policy solutions discussed in this report, such as enabling early 

access to employment, skills assessment, and language training, could 

also play an important role in asylum cases.

8  Eurostat (2025), ‘Learning Mobility Statistics’, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php?title=Learning_mobility_statistics.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Learning_mobility_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Learning_mobility_statistics
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Figure 1. Categories of entry in di�erent countries and across the EU, 

2005–2020.

Note: OECD Statistics, International Migration Database 2009–2020 (2006–2020 for Finland, 

2007–2020 for Spain, 2012–2020 for Luxembourg).

Source: Based on figure 2.12 in OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant 

Integration 2023.9

This brief outlines practical pathways for policymakers, communities, 

and citizens to co-create this future. Its recommendations include 

improving public communication and transparency around migration, 

better recognising and utilising skills, creating clear legal pathways 

better aligned with labour market needs, and strengthening policies 

that enable newcomers to participate fully in European societies. 

This chapter outlines a forward-looking narrative grounded in 

evidence. The following two policy chapters examine specific areas 

in greater depth and present concrete, innovative policy proposals. 

While many competences related to labour markets, integration, and 

ageing remain primarily with Member States, the EU is well positioned 

to identify shared challenges, facilitate coordination, and support 

national, regional, and local action.

9  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023: Settling In 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en.
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Measuring migration and immigrant 
background

Migration is not directly observable through a single metric. Instead, 

most rigorous analyses rely on proxies, each capturing di�erent 

dimensions of migrant background – and each introducing specific 

biases.10 The main approaches include:

• Country of birth (foreign-born): the most robust and internationally 

comparable measure. However, it excludes second-generation 

populations and does not reflect time spent in the host country. 

• Citizenship/nationality (foreign nationals): highly relevant for 

legal status and rights, but poorly comparable across countries. 

Di�erences in naturalisation rules (e.g. residence requirements, 

dual citizenship) mean this measure can significantly understate 

migrant populations, particularly in countries with more accessible 

citizenship regimes. 

• Parental country of birth: captures the second generation and 

intergenerational outcomes but remains data-constrained and 

not well harmonised across EU countries. 

• Length of stay or year of arrival: essential for distinguishing recent 

arrivals from settled populations, though often incomplete and 

unable to capture complex migration trajectories. 

This brief mainly focuses on the first two indicators, country of birth 

and citizenship status, but some parts also look at statistics related to 

the other two categories.

10  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023; Eurostat 

(2024), ‘Migrant Integration Statistics – Concepts and Definitions’, https://ec.europa.eu/

eurostat/statistics-explained/.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/
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Moving beyond polarisation: grounding 
the migration debate in evidence

Migration already plays a key role in the EU’s labour market. Intra-

EU mobility is one of the Union’s four fundamental freedoms and has 

already proven to be a powerful engine of competitiveness, labour 

market e�ciency, and economic convergence. Across the EU 8% of 

the population has an immigrant background, with 3% from another 

EU country and 5% from third countries (Figure 2). Their share is 

somewhat larger among employed individuals: they account for 

about 10–12% of the EU workforce.11 In many EU countries, migrants 

already play a key role in sectors facing persistent workforce gaps 

including healthcare, eldercare, agriculture, construction, logistics, 

and hospitality.12 In the past decade, non-EU nationals represented 

about 70% of the increase in the EU labour force.13 At entry they earn 

34% less than native-born workers, and this gap decreases by about 

half in the first ten years spent in the host country.14 

11  Eurostat (2024), ‘Migrant Integration Statistics – Labour Market Indicators’,  https://ec.europa.

eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Labour_market_(incl._labour_force_survey. 

12  OECD (2023), International Migration Outlook 2023 (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.

org/10.1787/b0f40584-en.

13  Andrea Bassanini (2026), ‘Pitting Migrants against Babies: Why It Does Not Make (Economic) 

Sense’, VoxEU, CEPR, https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/pitting-migrants-against-babies-why-

it-does-not-make-economic-sense. 

14  OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025 (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.

org/10.1787/ae26c893-en.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Labour_market_(incl._labour_force_survey
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Labour_market_(incl._labour_force_survey
https://doi.org/10.1787/b0f40584-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b0f40584-en
https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/pitting-migrants-against-babies-why-it-does-not-make-economic-sense
https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/pitting-migrants-against-babies-why-it-does-not-make-economic-sense
https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
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Figure 2. Share of EU mobile citizens and third-country nationals across 

the EU, 2010 and 2020, all ages.

Note: Eurostat Database 2010 and 2020 (2021 for Cyprus and Malta).

Source: Based on figure 8.1 in OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant 

Integration 2023.15

Migration is likely to have an increasing role in addressing labour 

shortages, enhancing economic dynamism and curbing government 

deficits in the future. Europe is entering a period in which labour and 

skills shortages could pose an ever larger structural constraint on 

growth. As the share of people aged 65+ set to exceed 30% by 2050 

in Europe,16 migration could have a key role in sustaining the working-

age population, supporting public finances, and strengthening long-

term economic dynamism.17 Empirical research also highlights several 

other channels through which migration contributes to economic 

performance. Migrants have been highly represented among 

inventors and scientists, strengthening innovation and knowledge 

15  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023.

16  European Liberal Forum and Liberal Institute for Political Analyses (2025), ‘EU Labour Market: 

Liberal Solutions to Retain, Attract and Innovate’ (Brussels: European Liberal Forum), https://

liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Labour-Market-Publication.pdf.

17  OECD (2020), International Migration Outlook 2020 (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.

org/10.1787/ec98f531-en.
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creation.18 They play an important role in entrepreneurship and job 

generation as well: in 2022 migrants accounted for around 17% of 

the self-employed across OECD countries, exceeding their share of 

the population.19 Migration can raise productivity by enabling migrant 

and native workers to each take on specialised roles based on their 

comparative advantages and by introducing complementary skills 

into the labour market.20 Migrant communities can also facilitate 

international trade and investment by connecting firms to global 

markets and reducing information barriers.21 More broadly, cultural 

diversity associated with migration can stimulate creativity and long-

term prosperity by bringing together di�erent skills, perspectives, and 

knowledge networks.22

At the same time, migration can generate transient pressures on 

housing, services, and working conditions. These pressures can be 

particularly strong when inflows occur rapidly or when institutions 

are not well prepared to support labour market integration and social 

inclusion. Research suggests that immigration can place downward 

pressure on wages for low-skilled workers, although these e�ects 

tend to be small and concentrated among specific groups rather than 

widespread across the labour market.23 Migration can also increase 

short-term demand for housing and public services, contributing to 

18  Jennifer Hunt and Marjolaine Gauthier-Loiselle (2010), ‘How Much Does Immigration Boost 

Innovation?’, American Economic Journal: Macroeconomics, 2(2), 31–56, https://doi.

org/10.1257/mac.2.2.31.

19  OECD (2024), International Migration Outlook 2024  (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.

org/10.1787/50b0353e-en.

20  Giovanni Peri and Chad Sparber (2009), ‘Task Specialization, Immigration, and Wages’, 

American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 1(3), 135–169, https://doi.org/10.1257/

app.1.3.135.

21  Gabriel Felbermayr and Farid Toubal (2012), ‘Revisiting the Trade–Migration Nexus’, World 

Development, 40(5), 928–937, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2011.11.016. 

22  Alberto Alesina, Johann Harnoss, and Hillel Rapoport (2016), ‘Birthplace Diversity and 

Economic Prosperity’, Journal of Economic Growth, 21(2), 101–138, https://doi.org/10.1007/

s10887-016-9127-6.

23  George J. Borjas (2003), ‘The Labor Demand Curve Is Downward Sloping: Reexamining the 

Impact of Immigration on the Labor Market’, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 118(4), 1335–

1374, https://doi.org/10.1162/003355303322552810; Dustmann, C., Frattini, T., & Preston, I. 

(2013), ‘The E�ect of Immigration Along the Wage Distribution’, Review of Economic Studies, 

80(1), 145–173, https://doi.org/10.1093/restud/rds019. 

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/mac.2.2.31
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/mac.2.2.31
https://doi.org/10.1787/50b0353e-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/50b0353e-en
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.1.3.135
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.1.3.135
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X11003007?via%3Dihub
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10887-016-9127-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10887-016-9127-6
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/118/4/1335/1925108?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://doi.org/10.1093/restud/rds019
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pressures on rents, infrastructure, and local services in fast-growing 

urban areas.24 In many cases, however, housing pressures reflect 

underlying supply constraints rather than migration alone, highlighting 

the importance of housing policy and urban planning in managing 

population changes. Labour market segmentation can also emerge 

when migrants face barriers to employment or when labour standards 

are weakly enforced. In such contexts, migrant workers may be 

vulnerable to exploitation or informal employment, creating risks of 

unfair competition and reduced labour market protections.25 

The overall fiscal impact of immigration is positive on the host 

countries despite the need for some initial investment. In the 

early stages of settlement, immigration can generate short-term 

fiscal pressures at the local level, particularly related to education, 

housing, and integration services. However, the broader evidence 

suggests that the long-term fiscal impact of migration is generally 

positive, particularly when migrants integrate successfully into the 

labour market and especially when the contributions of the second 

generation are taken into account. Studies consistently show that 

the children of immigrants tend to make strong fiscal contributions 

through employment, education, and tax payments, often matching 

or exceeding those of the native-born population.26 Moreover, based 

on predictive estimations, increasing migration flows appears to be 

one of the few policy strategies consistent with increased fertility 

– if governments intend to go down that road – that can avoid a 

half-century-long slowdown of per capita growth due to the exit of 

caretakers from the labour market.27 

Evidence suggests that the impact of migration depends on how host 

countries manage it. Economic and social outcomes depend largely 

24  OECD (2021), Building for a Better Tomorrow: Policies to Make Housing more A�ordable 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/5d9127d4-en.

25  OECD (2019), Recruiting Immigrant Workers: Canada 2019, Recruiting Immigrant Workers 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/4abab00d-en. 

26  National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2017), The Economic and Fiscal 

Consequences of Immigration (Washington, DC: National Academies Press), https://doi.

org/10.17226/23550. 

27  Bassanini (2026), ‘Pitting Migrants against Babies’. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/5d9127d4-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/4abab00d-en
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on how migration is governed, how e�ectively migrants integrate into 

labour markets and communities, and how well institutions adapt to 

demographic and economic change. European policymakers have 

an opportunity to develop a forward-looking win-win governance 

approach that combines economic pragmatism with a strong 

commitment to fundamental rights and democratic values. 

Public attitudes towards immi-

gration within the EU are broad-

ly stable and more positive than 

often assumed. Most Europeans 

are either ambivalent or positive 
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about migration, with important di�erences among countries. Around 

25% of the population tends to express low levels of support towards 

migration, typically citizens with low levels of income and education, 

right-leaning political attitudes, low levels of trust, and the elderly.28 

People tend to overestimate the number of third-country nationals 

as a proportion of the population of their country. Only 38% of Eu-

ropeans consider themselves well informed about migration and in-

tegration. A strong majority of Europeans (70%) view integration as a 

two-way process, in which both host societies and immigrants play 

an important role. A clear majority (69%) of respondents agree that 

it is necessary for their country to invest in integrating migrants.29 It 

can climb the political agenda if people feel that the issue is a�ecting 

them, their country, and Europe directly.30

Migration can become a politically powerful issue based on how much 

attention it gets. Irregular migration, for example, is listed as one of the 

main challenges for the EU by its citizens.31 Although this brief focuses 

on voluntary migration, these attitudes and concerns have a spillover 

e�ect. In many countries, migration has been framed through highly 

divisive fear-based rhetoric for many years, which has both raised 

the political importance of the issue and obscured its complexity. 

Yet it is important to recognise that many citizens have legitimate 

questions around migration policies, including integration capacity, 

the functioning of legal pathways, labour market impacts, and the 

conditions under which migration takes place. These concerns should 

be addressed openly rather than being dismissed. A credible approach 

should also move beyond simplistic ‘open borders’ framings, which 

underestimate the governance and social challenges that migration 

28  Silke Goubin, Anna Ruelens, and Ides Nicaise (2022), ‘Trends in Attitudes towards Migration 

in Europe: A Comparative Analysis’ (Leuven: HIVA – Research Institute for Work and Society), 

file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Attachment_0%20(1).pdf. 

29  European Commission (2022), Integration of Immigrants in the European Union, https://

europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2276  

30  James Dennison and Andrew Geddes (2026), ‘What Europeans Think about Immigration and 

Why It Matters’ (Florence: EUI Migration Policy Centre), https://www.europarl.europa.eu/

cmsdata/304552/Presentation%20-%20LIBE%20workshop%20-%20What%20Europeans%20

Think%20about%20Immigration.pdf. 

31  Eurobarometer (2025), ‘EU Challenges and Priorities’, https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/

surveys/detail/3380. 

file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Attachment_0%20(1).pdf
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2276
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2276
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/304552/Presentation%20-%20LIBE%20workshop%20-%20What%20Europeans%20Think%20about%20Immigration.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/304552/Presentation%20-%20LIBE%20workshop%20-%20What%20Europeans%20Think%20about%20Immigration.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/304552/Presentation%20-%20LIBE%20workshop%20-%20What%20Europeans%20Think%20about%20Immigration.pdf
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3380
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3380
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can entail. Public trust depends on transparent governance, clear 

rules, and credible institutions that ensure fairness and accountability. 

At the same time, migration debates should move away from 

misinformation and political scapegoating, particularly given that 

migrants themselves are often among the most vulnerable groups in 

society. A more constructive public discourse is essential for building 

durable and widely supported migration policies across Europe.

Some EU countries have tightened migration policies while 

simultaneously seeking to attract needed talent. Integration across 

the European Union has faced an increasing backlash in recent years, 

with several Member States adopting more restrictive measures 

despite the implementation of the Migration and Asylum Pact. Several 

governments have eliminated faster procedures, lowered benefits, 

limited family reunification, or tightened post-study work rights.32 At 

the same time, labour migration policies are increasingly targeted at 

addressing skill shortages and demographic pressures. Integration 

e�orts are more strongly linked to labour market participation, 

including improved recognition of qualifications, bridging courses, and 

targeted programmes for women. Housing pressures and the capacity 

of public services are emerging as key challenges shaping migration 

and integration policies. Integration policies are evolving unevenly: 

some countries (e.g. Belgium, Germany) have expanded integration 

frameworks, while others (such as Finland and the Netherlands) 

have increased obligations and tightened access.33 The EU performs 

strongest in anti-discrimination (78 on an index of 1–100) and lags the 

most in political participation (37), while the EU’s overall progress on 

integration policies has largely stagnated since 2019.34 

32  OECD (2024), International Migration Outlook 2024.

33  OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025.

34  The EU’s Migrant Integration Policy Index score is 78 (out of 100) for anti-discrimination 

and 37 (out of 100) for political participation. Başak Yavçan and Marianna Gorgerino (2025), 

‘Unlocking Integration – Enabling Participation, MIPEX 2025 – A Roadmap for Inclusive Policy 

in the EU’, Migrant Integration Policy Index, https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/

uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.pdf. 

https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.pdf
https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.pdf
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Mind the skills gap: Europe’s workforce 
future

Europe is entering a period of persistent labour and skills shortages 

driven by ageing and by the green and digital transitions. According 

to the European Commission and the European Labour Authority, 

shortages are particularly acute in health and care professions, in 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics occupations, and 

in skilled trades. Megatrends are expected to further fuel these; green 

and digital transitions are likely to increase demand for engineers, 

technicians, and specialised workers in energy and infrastructure,35 

while due to ageing a fifth more people in the EU will be in need of long-

term care by 2070.36 At the same time Europe’s working-age population 

is projected to decline significantly over the coming decades, meaning 

that labour supply will increasingly depend on a combination of higher 

participation, improving productivity through upgrading of skills or 

technology adaption, and labour mobility. Despite these structural 

needs, Europe’s legal migration pathways remain fragmented, slow, 

and di�cult to navigate. Jobseekers, employers, and public authorities 

often lack a unified and transparent source of information. As a result, 

many employers struggle to recruit talent internationally even when 

shortages are well documented, while migrants face bureaucratic 

hurdles and uncertainty. This institutional gap not only limits Europe’s 

capacity to address labour shortages but can also increase incentives 

for irregular migration and facilitate labour market exclusion, reducing 

both economic e�ciency and social cohesion. The EU is increasingly 

focusing on talent attraction and retention. An emerging initiative is 

the Talent for Innovation Attraction Platform, which aims to exchange 

best practices and to better coordinate the attraction of talent for 

innovation in the EU.37

35  European Labour Authority (2024), ‘Labour Shortages and Surpluses 2024 – EURES Report’, 

EURES-Report on labour shortages and surpluses 2024.

36  Joint Research Centre (2024), ‘ Demographic Projections of Long-Term Care Needs in the EU 

Up to 2070’, Science policy brief (Brussels: European Commission), file:///C:/Users/Admin/

Downloads/JRC136608_01%20(2).pdf.

37  European Commission (2026), ‘Commission Recommendation of 29.1.2026 on 

Attracting Talent for Innovation’ (Brussels: European Commission),  https://home-

affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/4574f8cd-f30c-4206-ab5b-1b07d26cedea_

en?filename=Commission%20Recommendation%20on%20attracting%20talent%20for%20

innovation.pdf. 

https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-06/EURES_Report_on_labour_shortages_and_surpluses_2024.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/JRC136608_01%20(2).pdf
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/JRC136608_01%20(2).pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/4574f8cd-f30c-4206-ab5b-1b07d26cedea_en?filename=Commission%20Recommendation%20on%20attracting%20talent%20for%20innovation.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/4574f8cd-f30c-4206-ab5b-1b07d26cedea_en?filename=Commission%20Recommendation%20on%20attracting%20talent%20for%20innovation.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/4574f8cd-f30c-4206-ab5b-1b07d26cedea_en?filename=Commission%20Recommendation%20on%20attracting%20talent%20for%20innovation.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/4574f8cd-f30c-4206-ab5b-1b07d26cedea_en?filename=Commission%20Recommendation%20on%20attracting%20talent%20for%20innovation.pdf
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The EU faces a desperate shortage of workers, yet it systematically 

underuses the talent already within its borders. This phenomenon, 

known as ‘brain waste’, sees highly trained professionals facing barriers 

to practising their field of expertise and instead working in low-skilled 

sectors (Figure 3). Nearly 48% of university-educated immigrants in 

the EU are overqualified for their current roles.38 For example, while 

Europe struggles to fill thousands of medical vacancies, only about 

one-third of foreign-trained doctors are practising medicine in 

their host countries. Behind these statistics are stories of profound 

professional displacements. In the Netherlands, for instance, a 

Ukrainian doctor possessing years of life-saving expertise found 

himself unable to navigate the rigid ‘BIG-registration’ system and 

shifting language requirements. To sustain a livelihood, he was forced 

to open a massage clinic. Elsewhere across the continent, engineers 

deliver food on motorcycles and teachers work as cleaners, not for lack 

of ambition but due to administrative silos. To mitigate institutionalised 

talent waste, better recognition of skills and qualifications is essential.

Figure 3. Overqualification gap between university-educated immigrants 

and native-born people, 2017–2022 averages.

Note: The di�erence is the percentage of over-qualified people.

Source:  Based on figure 1a in Lighthouse Reports (2023) ‘Brain Waste: Exploring Immigrant–Native 

Di�erences in Labour Market Outcomes’, https://www.lighthousereports.com/brain-waste/. 

38  Lighthouse Reports (2024), ‘Brain Waste: Exploring Immigrant–Native Di�erences in Labour 

Market Outcomes’, https://www.lighthousereports.com/investigation/brain-waste/. 
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In order to turn migration into a driver of economic dynamism, 

it is also essential to strengthen legal mobility and matching 

mechanisms in the labour market. Improving access to information 

on job opportunities and migration procedures, expanding digital 

and cross-border recognition of skills and qualifications, and creating 

trustworthy systems for validating competencies can significantly 

improve productive labour mobility. The EU Talent Pool currently 

under development is set to be the first EU-wide platform to facilitate 

international recruitment for non-EU jobseekers interested in working 

in EU-wide shortage occupations.39 In addition, policies that reward 

skills development in host and origin countries – such as portable 

learning credits or bilateral talent partnerships – can empower 

individuals while helping employers access the skills they need. When 

designed e�ectively, such policies strengthen individual freedom 

and fair opportunity, create responsible solutions in partnership with 

origin countries, and ensure that migration contributes to innovation, 

competitiveness, and social cohesion across Europe.

From arrival to belonging:  
integration and social sustainability 

E�ective migration policy does not stop with border management or 

labour market access. The earnings gap for migrants diminishes with 

years spent in the host country (Figure 4).40 Successful integration 

depends heavily on early labour market participation, language 

acquisition, education access, and recognition of qualifications, 

which enable migrants to contribute economically and socially.41 Still, 

many European countries continue to face integration challenges, 

particularly when there are issues with institutional capacity. Barriers 

such as residential segregation and unequal access to education and 

39  European Commission (2025), ‘EU Talent Pool’, https://home-a�airs.ec.europa.eu/policies/

migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/work/eu-talent-pool_en. 

40  OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025.

41  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023.

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/work/eu-talent-pool_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/work/eu-talent-pool_en
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housing can slow integration and create risks of social exclusion.42 If 

left unaddressed, such barriers may weaken public trust and provide 

fertile ground for political polarisation and populist narratives about 

migration. The long-term success of migration depends on ensuring 

that newcomers can participate fully in economic, civic, and social life, 

while maintaining trust and cohesion within host societies including 

in the diaspora that is already present. There are key roles for policies 

focusing on smart spatial planning, adult education, and innovative 

technological solutions – as well as democratic and social resilience, 

as highlighted in the demography policy brief that is the companion 

publication to this brief.43

Figure 4. Earning gap of immigrants over time spent in the host country.

Note: National linked employer-employee data, annual earnings gap of immigrants in the first, 

second, and fifth year since entry in the host country labour market, percentage.

Source: Based on figure 4.2 of OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025. 

A promising approach is to strengthen a civic integration framework 

grounded in democratic values, the rule of law, and equal opportunities. 

Such a framework can include civic orientation programmes and 

42  OECD (2018), Working Together for Local Integration of Migrants and Refugees, OECD Regional 

Development Studies (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264085350-en.

43  European Liberal Forum (2026), ‘Ageless Ambition – A Liberal Vision to Reap Europe’s 

Demographic Dividend’, https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-

Demography-3.pdf. 
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language education at the 

beginning. At the same time, 

policies that invest in education, 

local community engagement, 

housing inclusion, and anti-

discrimination measures can help 

prevent social segmentation in the 

longer term. Rather than focusing 

on identity politics or assimilation 

debates, novel integration policies 

can emphasise shared civic 

responsibilities and participation, 

ensuring that migrants and host 

societies engage in a two-way 

process of adaptation. A new 

instrument, a voluntary civic 

contract, could help clarify expectations on both sides. The European 

Integration Agreement could be signed when obtaining legal residence 

in a Member State, outlining both the rights guaranteed by European 

democratic systems and the responsibilities associated with civic 

participation. By combining e�ective integration policies with strong 

institutions and civic dialogue, European societies can ensure that 

migration also supports pluralism, democratic resilience, and long-

term social sustainability.44

This civic framework must also be unambiguous on rights that 

are non-negotiable within European democratic systems. Anti-

discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity 

is one such area. Evidence from France, Germany, the Netherlands, 

and Italy documents rising anti-LGBTI violence in urban centres, 

with patterns linked in part to inadequate cultural integration and the 

persistence of shame-based community norms among some migrant 

populations. Integration frameworks cannot o�er a cultural rebate on 

these principles: newcomers are expected to uphold the same legal 

44  European Commission (2021), Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027, 

https://www.euro-access.eu/_media/file/123_Action_Plan_on_Integration_and_

Inclusion_2021-2027.pdf. 
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and civic standards as all residents, and civic orientation programmes 

should explicitly address LGBTI equality alongside democratic values, 

rule of law, and gender equality.45

E�ective governance is crucial for reaping the benefits of migration. In 

the European Union, migration governance operates across multiple 

levels: European, national, regional, and local. While EU institutions 

play a key role in setting frameworks and coordinating action, 

migration governance is implemented largely at the national and 

local levels. Cities and regions are often at the forefront, as they are 

responsible for many of the services that shape migrants’ everyday 

experiences, including housing, education, healthcare, labour market 

access, and community integration. Local governance capacity – 

including coordination among municipalities, employers, civil society 

organisations, and educational institutions – is one of the most 

important factors determining whether integration policies succeed.46 

Cross-border collaboration between European regions and cities can 

help share best practices in integration, labour market participation, 

and community engagement. Cooperation between governments, 

civil society organisations, businesses, educational institutions, and 

local communities can strengthen implementation and improve 

legitimacy. 

Success also depends on clear and credible public communication. 

Building trust and social cohesion requires more than technocratic 

solutions. Developing a vision of shared interests, purpose, values, 

and belonging is essential, where a wide range of citizens can 

see themselves as part of the same national project. Successful 

communication e�orts also often combine factual information 

about migration’s economic and social contributions with concrete 

examples – such as individuals’ stories about contributions to 

innovation, entrepreneurship, public services, or cultural life – to help 

45  LGBTI Liberals of Europe (2025), ‘Addressing Anti-LGBTI Discrimination and 

Protecting Vulnerable Communities in European Urban Centres’, Motion to the 

General Assembly on 26 October 2025, https://docs.google.com/document/d/18p_

sDjW43Y5FQvvIefiEgw8JiIA3PHwrjvnUYPmDCJM/edit?usp=sharing. 

46  OECD (2018), Working Together. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/18p_sDjW43Y5FQvvIefiEgw8JiIA3PHwrjvnUYPmDCJM/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18p_sDjW43Y5FQvvIefiEgw8JiIA3PHwrjvnUYPmDCJM/edit?usp=sharing
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citizens connect policy debates with everyday realities.47 An inclusive 

dialogue addressing legitimate concerns related to integration, labour 

markets, and housing is also key.

The 2025 election campaign of D66: a 
unifying vision and pragmatic policy 
proposals

The recent campaign by the Democrats 66 (D66) party in the 

Netherlands illustrates how migration can be addressed through a 

narrative of inclusive patriotism. Rather than ceding national symbols 

to exclusionary narratives, D66 actively reclaimed them. The Dutch 

flag, for example, was framed not as a marker of exclusion but as a 

symbol of a society built on freedom, tolerance, and equal dignity, in 

which both long-standing citizens and newcomers have a place. At 

its core, the strategy implicitly reframed integration as a process of 

belonging and contribution. Migrants were positioned as participants 

in a broader societal project, expected to contribute and engage, while 

Dutch society was framed as open and confident enough to integrate 

diversity while maintaining cohesion.

Crucially, this approach did not dismiss public concerns around 

migration. The campaign engaged with anxieties related to pressure 

on housing, services, and social cohesion and coupled its inclusive 

narrative with concrete, pragmatic policy proposals. This combination 

– acknowledging trade-o�s while articulating a positive vision – 

helped maintain credibility across di�erent voter groups.

These findings highlight that the economic and social outcomes of 

migration depend less on migration itself than on the e�ectiveness of 

governance and policies. Evidence suggests that migration tends to 

produce stronger positive outcomes when skill-matching, integration 

47  OECD (2023), International Migration Outlook 2023.
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policies, and governance work well. It is essential to design frameworks 

that combine economic e�ciency, institutional capacity, and social 

legitimacy to ensure that migration contributes to Europe’s long-term 

prosperity and social cohesion. The following two policy chapters 

focus on specific areas and recommendations within these domains.
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Chapter 1

From Shortages to Strength: 
Mobilising Talent for Europe’s 
Workforce Future

Europe is entering a period in which labour and skills shortages 

could become a key structural constraint on growth. The European 

Commission recently identified 42 shortage occupations across 

the EU such as welders, cooks, nursing professionals, building 

electricians, plumbers, specialist medical practitioners, and heavy 

truck and lorry drivers.1 Two-thirds (63%) of small and medium-sized 

businesses cannot find the talent they need.2 By 2030, 3.5 million new 

jobs are expected to have been created in renewable energy alone.3 

Meanwhile, demography is likely to further tighten these constraints, 

with the sharpest change projected to occur by the late 2030s.4 An 

ageing society has profound consequences for labour markets and 

social systems, while the availability and circulation of talent and skills 

are and will be central to EU competitiveness.

In this context, labour supply will increasingly depend on a combination 

of higher participation, productivity gains, skills upgrading, and 

1  European Labour Authority (2024), ‘Labour Shortages and Surpluses 2024 – EURES Report’, 

EURES-Report on labour shortages and surpluses 2024.

2  Eurobarometer (2023), ‘European Year of Skills: Skills Shortages, Recruitment and Retention 

Strategies in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises’, Flash Eurobarometer Report 529, file:///C:/

Users/Admin/Downloads/Skills_shortages_recruitment_retention_trategies_in_SMEs_

fl_529_report_en.pdf.

3  European Commission (2024), ‘Commission Sets Out Actions to Tackle Labour and Skills 

Shortages’, https://employment-social-a�airs.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-sets-out-

actions-tackle-labour-and-skills-shortages-2024-03-20_en.

4  European Liberal Forum (2026), ‘Ageless Ambition – A liberal Vision to Reap Europe’s 

Demographic Dividend’ (Brussels: European Liberal Forum), https://liberalforum.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-Demography-3.pdf.

https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-06/EURES_Report_on_labour_shortages_and_surpluses_2024.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Skills_shortages_recruitment_retention_trategies_in_SMEs_fl_529_report_en.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Skills_shortages_recruitment_retention_trategies_in_SMEs_fl_529_report_en.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Downloads/Skills_shortages_recruitment_retention_trategies_in_SMEs_fl_529_report_en.pdf
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-sets-out-actions-tackle-labour-and-skills-shortages-2024-03-20_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-sets-out-actions-tackle-labour-and-skills-shortages-2024-03-20_en
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-Demography-3.pdf
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-Demography-3.pdf
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managed migration. This challenge is not only about addressing labour 

shortages (Figure 1), but also about strengthening talent mobility. 

Amidst similar internal dynamics, advanced economies are competing 

for skilled workers. Countries such as Canada, Australia, and the 

United States have developed proactive talent-attraction systems 

combining points-based migration, employer sponsorship, and fast-

track procedures for shortage occupations. Such initiatives should 

be a key focus for policymakers when addressing labour markets and 

migration.

Figure 1. Number of shortage occupations identified per country, 2024.

Note: Includes occupations categorised as both ‘Shortage’ and ‘Both shortage and surplus (e.g. 

regional di�erences)’. 

Source: Based on figure 2 in European Labour Authority (2025), ‘EURES Report on Labour Shortages 

and Surpluses 2024’.5

5  European Labour Authority (2025), ‘EURES Report on Labour Shortages and Surpluses 2024’ 

(Brussels: Publications O�ce of the European Union), EURES-Report on labour shortages and 

surpluses 2024.
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As at 2026, labour mobility and migration are not translating into their 

full economic potential, leading to brain waste. Labour mobility within 

and across countries already plays an important role in sustaining 

Europe’s workforce. However, even within the EU large imbalances are 

present as shortage occupations in one country can be in surplus in 

another. Meanwhile non-EU citizens have high overqualification rates, 

as they often cannot practise the profession they are trained in (Figure 

3).6 The overqualification rate is highest among immigrant women. EU 

countries struggle to fill thousands of medical vacancies, yet only about 

one-third of foreign-trained doctors are actually practising medicine 

in their host countries, mainly due to administrative di�culties and 

language barriers.7 This is the central paradox of Europe’s labour 

market: the Union needs more workers and more skills, yet it continues 

to underuse available talent.

6  Eurostat (2024), ‘Migrant Integration Statistics – Over-qualification’, https://ec.europa.eu/

eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Migrant_integration_statistics_-_over-qualification.

7  Lighthouse Reports (2023), ‘Brain Waste: Exploring Immigrant–Native Di�erences in Labour 

Market Outcomes’, https://www.lighthousereports.com/brain-waste/.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Migrant_integration_statistics_-_over-qualification
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Migrant_integration_statistics_-_over-qualification
https://www.lighthousereports.com/brain-waste/
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Figure 2. Overqualification rate of highly educated third-country nationals 

in the EU, 2020.

Note: Data refers to highly educated 15- to 64-year-olds. 

Source: Based on figure 8.13 of OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant 

Integration 2023: Settling In (Paris:OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en.

To mitigate structural talent waste, skill development and better 

recognition of qualifications are essential. Underutilising skills is 

costly economically, socially, and politically. Migrants who enter 

employment quickly tend to contribute positively to economic 

growth, innovation, and public finances, while delayed labour market 

participation increases the chance of social exclusion.8 By reducing 

8  National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2017), The Economic and Fiscal 

Consequences of Immigration (Washington, DC: National Academies Press).
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information barriers, improving skills recognition, and creating more 

credible legal pathways, migration policy can become a tool of 

productivity, innovation, and fair opportunity. This chapter focuses 

primarily on voluntary and regular labour migration pathways. The 

labour market integration of refugees requires a distinct legal and 

humanitarian approach, as their arrival is not primarily driven by labour 

market demand but by the right to protection. Some of the policy 

solutions proposed here, such as early access to employment, better 

skills assessment, and language training, are also relevant in their case, 

but those needs should be addressed through dedicated instruments 

and coordination mechanisms.

Evidence: Immigration, talent, and 
the rise of the United States as a 
knowledge-economy leader – and 
hoarder

A substantial body of research shows that immigration has been a 

key driver of the United States’ economic dynamism and scientific 

leadership. In the modern knowledge economy, human capital, 

research capacity, and innovation are the most critical resources – 

in fact the only truly scarce resource might be the human mind.9 

The ability to attract global talent has played a decisive role in 

sustaining US competitiveness. Highly skilled migrants are strongly 

represented in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(STEM) fields, universities, and high-technology sectors, where they 

contribute to scientific discovery, entrepreneurship, and technological 

breakthroughs.10 Immigrant scientists have also played a prominent 

9  Sven Gerst (2025), ‘One “Ultimate Resource” to Rule Them All: Lessons from Economic Thought 

for Today’s European Geoeconomics’, Future Europe, 6(1), 67–72, https://liberalforum.eu/

wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-

a-Turbulent-World.pdf.

10  Jennifer Hunt and Marjolaine Gauthier-Loiselle (2010), ‘How Much Does Immigration Boost 

Innovation?’, American Economic Journal: Macroeconomics, 2(2), 31–56; William R. Kerr and 

William F. Lincoln (2010), ‘The Supply Side of Innovation: H-1B Visa Reforms and U.S. Ethnic 

Invention’, Journal of Labor Economics, 28(3), 473–508.

https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-a-Turbulent-World.pdf
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-a-Turbulent-World.pdf
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Issue-Geopolitics-of-Resources-Securing-the-Essentials-in-a-Turbulent-World.pdf
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role in US scientific excellence: since 1901, they have received around 

one-third of Nobel Prizes awarded to US laureates in chemistry, 

medicine, and physics.11

Historically, immigration has functioned as a powerful ‘brain-gain’ 

mechanism, enabling the United States to attract leading thinkers and 

innovators – from early twentieth-century scientists such as Albert 

Einstein and John von Neumann to many of the founders and engineers 

behind Silicon Valley’s technology sector. By expanding the country’s 

stock of human capital and strengthening its innovation ecosystem, 

immigration has contributed to productivity growth and technological 

leadership. Economic research consistently finds that immigration 

increases national output and economic dynamism through labour-

force expansion, specialisation, and knowledge spillovers.12 Together, 

these mechanisms have helped sustain the United States’ position 

as one of the world’s leading centres of innovation and economic 

growth.

Under the Trump administration, however, there has been a move away 

from this approach due to deep cuts to federal funding of scientific 

research, crackdowns on universities, and changes in visa policies. In 

March 2026, more than 75% of US-based researchers surveyed said 

they were considering leaving the United States, which could present 

an opportunity for the EU.13

11  National Foundation for American Policy (2022), ‘Immigrants and Nobel Prizes in the United 

States’, https://nfap.com/studies/immigrants-and-nobel-prizes/.

12  Giovanni Peri (2012), ‘The E�ect of Immigration on Productivity: Evidence from U.S. States’, 

Review of Economics and Statistics, 94(1), 348–358,  https://doi.org/10.3386/w15507.

13  Association of American Universities (2026), ‘Scientific Talent in America: Going Abroad or 

Choosing Not to Come’, https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/scientific-talent-america-going-

abroad-or-choosing-not-come.

https://nfap.com/studies/immigrants-and-nobel-prizes/
https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/scientific-talent-america-going-abroad-or-choosing-not-come
https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/scientific-talent-america-going-abroad-or-choosing-not-come
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Unlocking mobility: building a European 
single market for skills

Europe must make more e�ective use of the talent already present in 

its labour markets. It already has legal instruments and digital tools to 

support labour mobility, but it does not yet function as a coherent single 

market for skills. Inside the EU, EURES provides job matching, labour 

market information, and support services for workers and employers 

across participating countries.14 Yet in practice, these mechanisms 

remain complicated and fragmented. Information is spread across 

di�erent portals, rules are still mediated through national systems, and 

procedures for recognising qualifications remain slow and uneven 

across Member States. The European Labour Authority plays a growing 

role in facilitating cross-border labour mobility and coordinating 

national labour market authorities, but its potential for improving 

labour market matching and worker protection remains underused. 

The result is that the EU often fails to match available skills with urgent 

labour market demand quickly and transparently, even within the 

single market.

Existing instruments should be in-

tegrated into a clearer and more 

user-friendly EU talent mobility 

framework. The focus should be 

on reducing frictions rather than 

adding new layers of bureaucra-

cy. Better information, faster rec-

ognition, and more portable rights 

would expand individual choice, 

improve matching e�ciency, and 

strengthen fair opportunity across 

borders. Europe does not need to 

build a talent mobility architecture 

from scratch; it needs to make its 

existing tools work together as an 

integrated system. There should be 

a genuine one-stop entry point for 

14  EURopean Employment Services (2026), https://eures.europa.eu/index_en.

Europe does not 

need to build a talent 

mobility architecture 

from scratch; it needs 
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https://eures.europa.eu/index_en
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talent mobility in a single interface for both workers and employers. 

Such an overarching website is currently planned under the EU Talent 

Pool regulation and is expected to be operational by 2027.15 There are 

some concerns regarding the feasibility of this, and it will be essential 

to devote su�cient resources for the website’s timely completion. The 

European Legal Gateway O�ce pilot with India, a one-stop hub for 

legal pathways to the EU for ICT professionals and researchers, can 

be considered a good example in the field.16 The comprehensive EU 

Talent Pool platform should combine vacancy matching with practical 

guidance on permits and living conditions, while also giving employ-

ers accessible guidance on hiring workers and supporting workplace 

integration. The tools and the system should be developed in an agile 

way based on feedback from employers and jobseekers.

Another essential element would be improving skills portability, 

including through digital storage and verification of diplomas, 

professional qualifications, language certificates, and work 

authorisations. The EU already has the institutional foundations to 

move in this direction through the new Skills Portability Initiative and 

Europass – although the latter would need a complete revamp to align 

it with current labour market trends and needs. The policy challenge 

is now to connect stakeholders more directly through these tools and 

to enhance trusted and swift labour mobility pathways within the EU.

15  European Commission (2025), ‘EU Talent Pool’ (Brussels: European Commission), 

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-

resettlement/work/eu-talent-pool_en.

16  European Legal Gateway O�ce India (2026), ‘Your One-Stop Hub for Information on Mobility 

in the ICT Sector from India to the EU’, https://eu-legal-gateway.eu/.

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/work/eu-talent-pool_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/work/eu-talent-pool_en
https://eu-legal-gateway.eu/
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Policy innovation: Designing seamless 
entry points for talent

Berlin and Vienna – one-stop shops for 
information and services

The Welcome Centre (Willkommenszentrum) in Berlin works as a 

central consulting unit, which o�ers all newcomers advice about a 

wide range of services and legal issues regarding immigration and 

integration. It serves as an intersection between the immigration 

o�ce, branch o�ces of the federal employment agency, and various  

agencies of the districts (social welfare o�ces, job centres, service  

o�ces for citizens, etc.). These services are available to all migrants 

regardless of their legal status. In addition to this o�ce, early 

intervention for refugees to integrate the labour market are o�ered 

at the reception centres through Welcome to Work (Willkommen in 

Arbeit) o�ces. The Start Wien o�ce o�ers individual counselling in 25 

languages, training in various modules (labour, housing, education, 

health, legislation, society), and language courses, for which vouchers 

are o�ered to newcomers participating in the training modules. This 

service was initially established for third-country nationals, but in 2011 

it was expanded to EU migrants. 17

Canada – Express Entry as a unified digital 
selection system

Canada’s Express Entry system manages applications for several skilled 

migration programmes through a single online platform. Candidates 

submit one profile, are ranked using transparent criteria, and can 

be invited to apply through regular rounds. The system shows the 

value of a single digital gateway that combines eligibility rules, talent 

selection, and application management.18

17  OECD (2018), Working Together for Local Integration of Migrants and Refugees (Paris: OECD 

Publishing), http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264085350-en.

18  Government of Canada (2026), ‘Express Entry’, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-

refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry.html.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264085350-en
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry.html
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Denmark – a digital tool to develop competence 
portfolios

The Danish Ministry of Education has developed ‘My Competence 

Portfolio’ (Min kompetencemappe), an online tool enabling a 

systematic overview of prior learning including diplomas, professional 

qualifications, language certificates, and work authorisations, free of 

charge.19

From barriers to pathways: creating 
sustainable, clear, and trusted routes 
for global talent

The EU should make regular entry routes for workers from third 

countries more transparent and better aligned with labour market 

needs. Employers face high search and compliance costs when trying 

to hire across borders or from outside the EU, while workers struggle 

to understand what jobs are available and whether their qualifications 

will be recognised. The European Commission proposed in 2023 that 

legal pathways from outside the Union should be faster, more realistic 

about requirements, and better aligned with labour market demand.20 

The EU Blue Card o�ers a common framework for highly qualified 

work, but its attractiveness and usability has to improve: in 2023, 78% 

of cards were issued in Germany.21 A targeted EU initiative launched in 

2025 is ‘Choose Europe for Science’, which aims to attract researchers 

globally and better match research with labour market entry.22 Europe 

19  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work: Assessment and Recognition of Foreign Qualifications 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264278271-e.

20  European Commission (2023), ‘Commission Proposes New Measures on Skills and Talent 

to Help Address Critical Labour Shortages’, European Commission Press Release, https://

ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5740.

21  Eurostat (2025), ‘89 000 EU Blue Cards Issued for Skilled Workers in 2023’, Eurostat News, 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/edn-20250508-1.

22  Choose Europe (2026), European Commission, https://commission.europa.eu/topics/

research-and-innovation/choose-europe_en.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264278271-e
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5740
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5740
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/edn-20250508-1
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/research-and-innovation/choose-europe_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/research-and-innovation/choose-europe_en
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also needs faster shortage-based procedures for critical occupations. 

Such programmes can be sponsored by employers if vacancies cannot 

be filled domestically. Transparency is a key characteristic, as workers 

are far more likely to use regular routes when they understand whether 

their occupation is needed, what qualifications are required, and what 

long-term prospects are available.

Preparation is key for both countries of origin and those of destination. 

Too often, migrants with relevant skills face weak matching systems, 

while origin countries may worry about brain drain if destination 

countries recruit without investing in local capacity. The most 

promising international models increasingly combine labour market 

selection with training partnerships and safeguards for both workers 

and origin countries. Destination countries help finance training in the 

country of origin, after which some 

of the trainees migrate through 

legal pathways while others stay 

and strengthen the local skills 

base.23 These agreements include 

co-designed training, language 

preparation, and employer 

involvement. The Commission 

launched the Talent Partnerships 

framework in 2025 with Bangladesh, 

Egypt, Morocco, Pakistan, and 

Tunisia.24 Besides these there are 

more than 120 bilateral labour 

arrangements between EU Member 

States and third countries, with an 

increasingly broad scope.25

23  Center for Global Development (2026), ‘Global Skills Partnerships – Learn More’, https://gsp.

cgdev.org/learn-more/.

24  European Commission (2025), ‘Talent Partnerships’, European Commission Migration and 

Home A�airs, https://home-a�airs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-

migration-and-resettlement/talent-partnerships_en.

25  Bianca Varesio and Orlane Janvier (2025), ‘Bilateral Labour Arrangements: Emerging Trends for 

EU Member States’, Migration Partnership Facility, https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.

eu/news/bilateral-labour-arrangements-emerging-trends-for-eu-member-states.

The most promising 

international models 

increasingly combine 

labour market 

selection with training 

partnerships and 

safeguards for both 

workers and origin 

countries.

https://gsp.cgdev.org/learn-more/
https://gsp.cgdev.org/learn-more/
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/talent-partnerships_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/legal-migration-and-resettlement/talent-partnerships_en
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/news/bilateral-labour-arrangements-emerging-trends-for-eu-member-states
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/news/bilateral-labour-arrangements-emerging-trends-for-eu-member-states
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The long-term value of bilateral and global skill partnerships 

will depend on whether they evolve from dialogue platforms 

into predictable mobility and training pipelines. Long-term skills 

partnerships can build multi-year agreements in sectors with 

persistent needs, such as health, construction, and transport. To 

make such programmes credible and trusted in origin countries it 

is essential that they o�er real opportunities and translate into clear 

legal pathways, such as pre-admission visas for at least part of the 

trained cohort. It should also be clearly communicated that investing 

in linguistic, technical, and soft skills significantly increases one’s 

chances of successful matching in the programme. At the same 

time, EU employers must also be prepared to work in increasingly 

multicultural environments. Awareness  raising and training in diversity 

and inclusion should be strengthened to ensure smooth integration in 

both the workplace and society at large.26 Talent retention is another 

key area for reducing EU brain waste. While there are some initiatives 

enhancing better retention of skills, there are still gaps such as in the 

field of student-to-employee transitions.

Policy innovation: Aligning skills, 
mobility, and development

New Zealand and Canada – fast tracks for 
shortage occupations

New Zealand’s Green List identifies occupations in sustained shortage 

and links them to clear residence pathways, including straight-to-

residence and work-to-residence routes for eligible roles. This reduces 

uncertainty for both employers and applicants by tying labour market 

demand, qualification requirements, and migration pathways together 

in a transparent way.27 Canada’s category-based Express Entry system  

26  OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025 (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.

org/10.1787/ae26c893-en.

27  Immigration New Zealand (2026), ‘Green List and Seasonal Jobs, Qualifications and Skills’, 

Goverment of New Zealand, https://www.immigration.govt.nz/work/requirements-for-work-

visas/green-list-occupations-qualifications-and-skills/.

https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/work/requirements-for-work-visas/green-list-occupations-qualifications-and-skills/
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/work/requirements-for-work-visas/green-list-occupations-qualifications-and-skills/
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targets invitations to candidates in shortage sectors such as healthcare 

and social services, STEM, trades, transport, and education.28

Australia and Germany – accelerated procedures 
for employer-sponsored visas

Australia’s Skills in Demand visa allows employers to sponsor suitably 

skilled workers when they cannot find appropriately skilled Australians. 

Skills assessment authorities verify whether potential workers’ 

qualifications and experience meet occupational standards.29 In 

Germany the accelerated skilled worker procedure allows employers 

to start a streamlined entry process for third-country nationals. This 

procedure and the broader Skilled Immigration Act reforms show how 

third-country recruitment can be made more predictable by giving 

employers a formal fast-track route, linking recognition and visa 

processing more closely and reducing waiting times for skilled workers 

in shortage occupations.30 Preliminary data indicate that approximately 

200,000 visas were issued in the first year of implementation alone.31

Bilateral matching and skill development 
programmes

The Center for Global Development created the model of Global 

Skill Partnerships, focusing on financing training in origin countries 

combined with legal migration pathways for some participants. The 

model is explicitly designed to reduce the tension between skill mobility  

28  Government of Canada (2026), ‘Express Entry: Category-Based Selection’, https://www.

canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry/

rounds-invitations/category-based-selection.html.

29  Department of Home A�airs (2026), ‘Skills in Demand’, Australian Government, https://immi.

homea�airs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/skills-in-demand-visa-subclass-482.

30  Make-it-in-Germany.com (2026), ‘The Fast-Track Procedure for Skilled Workers’, Federal 

Government, https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/looking-for-foreign-professionals/

entering/the-fast-track-procedure-for-skilled-workers.

31  Federal Ministry of the Interior, ‘The New Skilled Immigration Act One Year On: Numbers 

of Foreign Skilled Workers, Students and Trainees Rise Considerably’, eleasSkilled 

Immigration, https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/EN/2024/11/

fachkraefteeinwanderung.html.

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry/rounds-invitations/category-based-selection.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry/rounds-invitations/category-based-selection.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-entry/rounds-invitations/category-based-selection.html
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/skills-in-demand-visa-subclass-482
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/skills-in-demand-visa-subclass-482
https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/looking-for-foreign-professionals/entering/the-fast-track-procedure-for-skilled-workers
https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/looking-for-foreign-professionals/entering/the-fast-track-procedure-for-skilled-workers
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/EN/2024/11/fachkraefteeinwanderung.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/EN/2024/11/fachkraefteeinwanderung.html
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and development goals.32 Meanwhile MATCH (Migration of African  

Talents through Capacity building and Hiring), an EU-funded initiative, 

has sought to connect employers in Belgium, Italy, Luxembourg, and 

the Netherlands whose needs for qualified sta� could not be satisfied 

domestically with skilled workers from Nigeria and Senegal. The 

39-month initiative included assessment of the companies’ needs, 

pre-selection of candidates, and help with relocation. The programme 

also o�ered training in inter-cultural competences for both companies 

(diversity and inclusion, practical and legal requirements) and 

applicants (job interview training, pre-departure orientation).33 Other 

notable projects are those implemented by the Migration Partnership 

Facility, such as that between Austria and Egypt.34

From potential to proper matching: 
recognition and skill development

Recognising qualifications is key. Attracting workers is only one 

part of Europe’s labour market challenge. The harder task is to 

ensure that migrants’ skills are actually recognised, updated, and 

used productively once they arrive. Almost half of tertiary-educated 

immigrants are either overqualified or not employed, compared with 

about 30% of the native-born.35 A central bottleneck is the recognition 

of foreign qualifications and prior learning. Recognition procedures 

are often fragmented, slow, and di�cult to navigate, particularly in 

regulated professions.36 In a context of structural shortages, this drags 

down productivity. The European Commission has called on Member 

32  Global Skill Partnership (2026), ‘Learn More’, Center for Global Development, https://gsp.

cgdev.org/learn-more/.

33  International Organization for Migration (2026), ‘MATCH – Hiring African Talent’ (Brussels: 

IOM), https://belgium.iom.int/match.

34  Migration Partnership Facility (2025), ‘EAGLE – A Skills Mobility, Partnership Between Austria 

and Egypt’, https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/mpf-projects/94-eagle---a-skills-

mobility-partnership-between-austria-and-egypt/preview.

35  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023: Settling In 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en.

36  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work.

https://gsp.cgdev.org/learn-more/
https://gsp.cgdev.org/learn-more/
https://belgium.iom.int/match
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/mpf-projects/94-eagle---a-skills-mobility-partnership-between-austria-and-egypt/preview
https://www.migrationpartnershipfacility.eu/mpf-projects/94-eagle---a-skills-mobility-partnership-between-austria-and-egypt/preview
https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en
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States to simplify procedures, improve transparency, reduce waiting 

times, and strengthen coordination between recognition authorities, 

employers, and training providers.37 Governments, as large employers 

themselves, can lead by example by reducing unnecessary degree 

requirements in public-sector recruitment and focusing instead on 

verified skills and portfolios.

Host-country-specific skills are needed to translate qualifications into 

labour market success. Labour market gaps narrow over time, which 

suggests that integration outcomes are shaped not only by migrants’ 

initial skills but also by how quickly they can build country-specific 

human capital.38 These include language proficiency, local work 

experience, digital literacy, and occupation-specific bridging courses. 

Immigrant’s families also need stronger labour market and language 

support, especially spouses, who typically do not arrive with a job at 

hand.39 This suggests that skills policy and migration policy cannot 

be treated as separate domains. Access to adult education, micro-

credentials, modular training, and tailored support are particularly 

important for migrants entering new labour markets mid-career.40 

Flexible training formats are another way of helping to reconcile 

learning with work and life schedules. For example, volunteering 

opportunities can give individuals with an immigrant background the 

language-learning and networking opportunities needed to integrate 

into local labour markets.

37  European Union Law (2023), ‘Commission Recommendation (EU) 2023/2611 of 15 November 

2023 on the Recognition of Qualifications of Third-Country Nationals’, European Union, 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reco/2023/2611/oj/eng.

38  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023.

39  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work.

40  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reco/2023/2611/oj/eng
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Policy innovation: Agile recognition and 

matching systems

Germany – recognition on the go

Germany has developed one of the most advanced systems for 

recognising foreign professional qualifications, especially through 

the Recognition in Germany portal and reforms under the Skilled 

Immigration Act. More recently, Germany has introduced recognition 

partnerships, which allow skilled workers to enter and begin working 

while the recognition process is completed in parallel, reducing delays 

between arrival and labour market entry. This is particularly relevant 

for shortage occupations, where waiting for full recognition before 

entry can create unnecessary bottlenecks.41

Netherlands and France – broadening skills 
recognition

OECD evidence points to the value of assessment systems that look 

beyond formal credentials alone, especially for migrants whose 

documentation may be incomplete or whose skills were acquired 

informally. Broadening validation through portfolios, motivation 

assessments, recognition of prior learning, and practical testing can 

reduce exclusion while preserving labour market standards. This is 

particularly relevant for non-regulated occupations and for adults 

moving through vocational pathways.42

Sweden – skills development embedded in fast-
track pathways

Sweden introduced employer- and sector-linked ‘fast tracks’ 

(snabbspår) to accelerate the labour market integration of newly  

41  OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025.

42  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work.
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arrived migrants in occupations facing shortages. These pathways 

combine early skills assessment, targeted language training, validation 

of prior experience, and sector-specific bridging support. The model 

links recognition and upskilling directly to employer demand rather 

than treating integration and labour market policy separately.43

Canada – employer recognition

In Canada it is up to the employer to determine when and how to assess 

an individual’s foreign qualifications in non-regulated professions, 

which make up 80–85% of occupations in Canada’s labour market.44

Conclusion – lessons for EU policy 
action

Migration has the strongest labour market outcomes when three 

conditions are met: mobility systems function e�ciently, skills are 

recognised and matched to demand, and migrants are able to further 

develop their capabilities within host countries. Clear lessons emerge 

for EU-level action.

Unlocking mobility: building a European single 
market for skills

Persistent labour shortages across healthcare, engineering, 

construction, and digital sectors coexist with underused labour 

mobility across the European Union. Creating a more integrated and 

user-friendly mobility architecture would improve labour market 

matching and reduce skill shortages.

43  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work.

44  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work. 
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• Policy coordination: Break down the barriers in the way of the 

single market for talent and labour mobility.

• EU instrument and policy support: Create a virtual one-stop 

shop for talent mobility. Integrate existing labour mobility tools 

where possible (EURES, EU Immigration Portal, EU Blue Card) 

into a single, user-friendly gateway that provides job matching; 

guidance on permits and labour rights; labour market information 

including shortage occupations by sector, region, and city; and 

access to training and mobility pathways. Make it available in a 

variety of languages.

• Structural reform: Promote the development of a European 

Skills Passport that enables quick and secure digital verification of 

qualifications, diplomas, language certificates, and professional 

experience across Member States. This portable, tamper-proof 

digital credential wallet would ensure automatic recognition across 

EU countries, speed up intra-EU mobility, reduce bureaucracy, 

and increase trust.

• EU instrument: Revamp the Europass to make it more aligned 

with current labour market trends and needs.

From barriers to pathways: creating sustainable, 
clear and trusted routes for global talent

Talent mobility from third countries should combine strategic 

openness with institutional discipline. That means clearer pathways, 

stronger employer matching, more robust training partnerships, and 

faster procedures in critical sectors – but also safeguards on rights, 

transparency, and fair treatment.

• EU instrument and policy support: Expand the EU Talent 

Partnerships framework into multi-year sectoral partnerships in 

fields with structural shortages such as healthcare, construction, 

transport, and digital technologies.

• EU instrument: Introduce a simplified, 30-day process for critical 

sectors (health, digital, green) with automatic links to bridging 

courses and language training.
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• Structural reform: Promote fast-track entry procedures for 

shortage occupations, building on national examples such as 

Germany’s accelerated skilled worker procedures.

• Pilots: Support circular and training-based migration schemes 

inspired by Global Skill Partnership models, combining vocational 

training in origin countries with legal mobility opportunities for 

part of the trained workforce. Scale up what works in addressing 

European labour shortages while supporting skills development in 

partner countries.

From potential to proper matching: recognition 
and skill development

Attracting workers is only the first step; using their skills e�ectively is 

equally important. Policies that accelerate qualification recognition, 

provide targeted training, and involve employers in recruitment and 

integration processes can significantly improve outcomes.

• EU instrument and policy support: Implement the European 

Commission’s recommendation on recognition of third-country 

qualifications by supporting faster recognition procedures, digital 

credential verification, and greater transparency of recognition 

requirements.

• EU instrument and policy support: Ensure skill retention through 

smoother student-to-employee transition with fewer bureaucratic 

hurdles and lower salary thresholds.

• EU instrument: Introduce a system similar to Erasmus+ credits, 

but for workers, where migrants collect ‘mobility credits’ when 

working in di�erent EU countries. These EU Talent Mobility Credits 

could unlock faster permanent residency, access to EU-funded 

upskilling programmes, and mobility rights across Member States.

• Policy support: Expand access to language learning, vocational 

training, and bridging programmes linked to shortage occupations 

through ESF+ and Erasmus+.

• Stakeholder engagement: Encourage public–private partnerships 

in which employers, chambers of commerce, and professional 

bodies participate in training, mentoring, and skills validation 

schemes.
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By strengthening internal labour mobility, building credible global talent 

partnerships, and ensuring that migrants’ skills are fully recognised and 

developed, the European Union can move towards a more strategic 

framework centred on talent mobility, economic resilience, and fair 

opportunity. A migration policy that combines openness with strong 

institutions can help Europe address skills shortages while reinforcing 

innovation, productivity, and social cohesion.
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Chapter 2

From Newcomer to Neighbour: 
Integration and Participation for 
Cohesive European Societies

Successful and sustainable integration policy does not end at the 

border or with access to the labour market. The long-term economic, 

social, and political outcomes of migration depend largely on how 

e�ectively newcomers are integrated into the societies in which 

they live. Evidence across OECD countries shows that early access 

to employment, language acquisition, education, and housing 

are among the strongest predictors of success.1 This means that 

integration outcomes depend not only on individual e�ort but also on 

the institutional capacity of host societies. Education systems, local 

authorities, employers, and even societal discourse play central roles 

in shaping integration pathways and outcomes. Yet integration across 

the European Union has faced increasing backlash in recent years, with 

several Member States adopting more restrictive measures. Progress 

on integration on average in the EU has largely stagnated since 2019 

and there is a significant gap between older and newer (post-2004) 

Member States (Figure 1).2 Stronger harmonisation of integration 

policies across the EU will be essential to e�ectively implement the 

Migration and Asylum Pact.

1  OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023: Settling In 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en; OECD (2024), International 

Migration Outlook 2024 (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/50b0353e-en.

2  Başak Yavçan and Marianna Gorgerino (2025) ‘Unlocking Integration – Enabling Participation, 

MIPEX 2025 – A Roadmap for Inclusive Policy in the EU’, Migrant Policy Group, https://www.

migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.

pdf.

https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/50b0353e-en
https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.pdf
https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.pdf
https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-Participation-index_online_131025.pdf
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Figure 1. Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) scores across the EU, 

2023/2024.

Source: Based on figure 2.1 in Başak Yavçan and Marianna Gorgerino (2025), ‘Unlocking Integration 

– Enabling Participation, MIPEX 2025 – A Roadmap for Inclusive Policy in the EU’ (Brussels:Migration 

Policy Group), https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/MIPEX-

Participation-index_online_131025.pdf.

Well-developed integration pathways can strengthen both economic 

dynamism and democratic resilience. E�ective integration is a social 

and economic investment that makes European societies more 

cohesive, resilient, and prosperous.3 Integration policies that combine 

labour market access with education, housing, and civic participation 

can support upward mobility over time. In contrast, when migrants 

face persistent barriers, social exclusion may emerge even across 

generations and weaken public confidence in migration governance. 

Integration is a two-way process, as recognised by the EU Action 

3  European Commission (2021) ‘Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027’, 

https://www.euro-access.eu/_media/file/123_Action_Plan_on_Integration_and_

Inclusion_2021-2027.pdf.
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Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027: newcomers undertake 

to acquire language, skills, and civic knowledge, while institutions 

ensure that opportunities are accessible, barriers are dismantled, and 

discrimination is prevented. This creates a reciprocal environment, 

where migrants contribute their skills and perspectives and host 

communities provide the structural support – social, economic, and 

civic – necessary for their full and meaningful participation.

There is an urgent need to strengthen the EU Action Plan on Integration 

and Inclusion 2021–2027 by enhancing a ‘two-way’ integration 

model. By connecting economic participation with social inclusion, 

strengthening local institutions, clarifying mutual expectations, and 

improving public communication, the European Union can move 

beyond fragmented integration policies towards a more coherent and 

future-oriented framework. A liberal approach to integration is not 

permissive or vague; it is transparent, fair, and demanding in equal 

measure. If Europe can build institutions that combine openness 

with responsibility, integration can become a foundation for trust, 

democratic resilience, and long-term cohesion.

Fostering participation and 
understanding: strengthening 
democratic resilience

Integration outcomes are shaped 

not only by economic participation 

and access to services but also by 

trust and attitudes in host societies. 

Public perceptions of migration are 

often influenced less by migration 

itself than by the visibility of 

individual stories about successes 

or failures. When integration 

appears fragmented or unequal, 

migration debates may become 

Public perceptions of 

migration are often 

influenced less by 

migration itself than 

by the visibility of 

individual stories 

about successes or 

failures. 
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polarised and vulnerable to misinformation and populist narratives.4 

Strengthening trust is an essential component of sustainable migration 

governance to combat fear, exclusion, and discrimination (Figure 2). 

Successful migration governance requires communication strategies 

that acknowledge legitimate public concerns while presenting 

credible evidence of migration’s economic and social contributions. 

Combining factual information with relatable narratives – such as 

migrant contributions to healthcare, entrepreneurship, science, and 

cultural life – can help build a more balanced public understanding of 

migration.5 One option for a constructive public dialogue on the issue 

could be to hold a structured EU-wide citizens’ assembly on migration 

that would deliver recommendations on policy, depolarisation, and 

increasing social cohesion.

Figure 2. Self-reported discrimination, by citizenship.

Source: Based on figure 8.28 in OECD/European Commission (2023), Indicators of Immigrant 

Integration 2023: Settling In (Paris; OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en.

4  Fiona Seiger et al. (2025) ‘Navigating Migration Narratives – Research Insights and Strategies 

for E�ective Communication’ (Brussels: Publications O�ce of the European Union), https://

data.europa.eu/doi/10.2760/7999210.

5  Seiger et al. (2025) ‘Navigating Migration Narratives’.
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 Strengthening civic education and participation could accelerate 

integration. Evidence across OECD countries shows that migrants 

generally express strong support for democratic institutions 

and political participation once they gain stable residence and 

employment. However, civic participation rates remain lower 

among migrant populations, partly due to institutional barriers, 

limited knowledge of political systems, and weak representation in 

local civic networks.6 Policies that encourage civic engagement – 

such as language education linked to civic knowledge, community 

participation programmes, and inclusive political institutions – can play 

an important role in strengthening social cohesion. Civic education 

programmes must also address LGBTI equality explicitly. Many victims 

of homophobia and transphobia come from the same communities 

as perpetrators, creating dynamics of double marginalisation. Bi-

cultural LGBTI advocates – individuals who can bridge between their 

ethnic communities and broader society – represent an underutilised 

resource in this area and should be supported as civic educators within 

integration programmes.7

A new instrument, a voluntary civic framework, could help clarify 

expectations on both sides. Migrants in di�erent parts of Europe often 

find it hard to understand the social and economic circumstances of 

their new land. At the same time, those in host societies often feel a 

lack of mutual commitment, fuelling mistrust and a populist narrative. 

A European Integration Agreement could be provided to newcomers 

when they obtain legal residence in a Member State. It would outline 

both the rights guaranteed by European democratic systems (equal 

treatment, access to services, and protection under the rule of law) 

and the responsibilities associated with civic participation (language 

learning, respect for democratic institutions, and engagement in 

local communities). It would function not as a legal condition for 

residence but as a transparent framework designed to foster mutual 

6  OECD (2023) Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023: Settling In (Paris: OECD Publishing), 

https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en.

7  LGBTI Liberals of Europe (2025) ‘Addressing Anti-LGBTI Discrimination and 

Protecting Vulnerable Communities in European Urban Centres’, Motion to the 

General Assembly on 26 October 2025, https://docs.google.com/document/d/18p_

sDjW43Y5FQvvIefiEgw8JiIA3PHwrjvnUYPmDCJM/edit?usp=sharing.

https://doi.org/10.1787/1d5020a6-en
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18p_sDjW43Y5FQvvIefiEgw8JiIA3PHwrjvnUYPmDCJM/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18p_sDjW43Y5FQvvIefiEgw8JiIA3PHwrjvnUYPmDCJM/edit?usp=sharing
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understanding between individuals and host societies. The framework 

could be developed by the European Commission and integrated into 

the EU Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion, while Member States 

and municipalities would adapt the framework to their local contexts. 

This practical form of ‘social contract’ could increase transparency 

and reinforce the idea that integration is a shared societal project 

rather than a one-sided obligation.

Policy innovation: Civic frameworks that 
build trust, belonging, and participation

United States – depolarising though deliberation

In 2019, the America in One Room project brought together 523 

randomly selected registered voters from across the United States 

for a four-day deliberative forum in Dallas. Participants received 

balanced briefing materials prepared by policy experts and engaged 

in moderated small-group discussions alongside plenary question-

and-answer sessions with experts on issues including immigration, 

healthcare, and climate policy. Surveys conducted before and after 

the deliberation showed statistically significant shifts towards more 

moderate policy positions. Participants also reported greater respect 

for opposing viewpoints and reduced partisan hostility, indicating 

that structured deliberation can mitigate polarisation even on highly 

contentious topics. The initiative has since been replicated in several 

countries and is widely cited as one of the most rigorous real-world 

experiments demonstrating the potential of deliberative democracy to 

improve the quality of public debate.8

8  Stanford Deliberative Democracy Lab (2019) ‘America in One Room’, Center on Democracy, 

Development and the Rule of Law, https://deliberation.stanford.edu/america-one-room.

https://deliberation.stanford.edu/america-one-room
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Germany and the UK – focusing on unity and 
storytelling

Germany’s Zusammen Menschlich (Together Human) campaign is 

often cited in migration-communication research as an example of 

a strategic narrative initiative designed to reach the ‘movable middle’. 

Rather than engaging in confrontational debates or fact-checking 

myths about migration, the campaign focused on human-centred 

storytelling that highlighted the everyday lives and civic contributions 

of Muslim citizens and migrants in Germany. Using short videos, social 

media storytelling, and community-focused messaging, the campaign 

aimed to shift public discussions away from threat-based frames 

towards shared identity, everyday coexistence, and civic participation.9 

In the United Kingdom, the People Move initiative sought to reframe 

migration debates by emphasising a simple but powerful message: 

human mobility is a normal and long-standing part of human history 

rather than an exceptional crisis. The campaign used storytelling and 

historical framing to highlight how movement has shaped societies 

across generations.10 Research on migration communication suggests 

that such narrative approaches can reduce defensive reactions and 

open space for more nuanced conversations about migration’s social 

and economic dimensions, particularly among audiences who are 

uncertain rather than strongly opposed.

9  International Centre for Policy Advocacy (2025) ‘Public Narrative on Migration: 11 Case 

Studies’, The Commons Social Change Library, https://commonslibrary.org/narratives-on-

migration-case-studies/.

10  International Centre for Policy Advocacy (2025) ‘Reframing Migration Narratives Toolkit’, 

Reframe the Debate: New Migration Narratives for Constructuve Dialogue, https://www.

narrativechange.org/.

https://commonslibrary.org/narratives-on-migration-case-studies/
https://commonslibrary.org/narratives-on-migration-case-studies/
https://www.narrativechange.org/
https://www.narrativechange.org/
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France – Republican Integration Contract 
(Contrat d’Intégration Républicaine)

France introduced a contract in 2016 to formalise the integration 

process for the newly arrived. The programme includes language 

training, civic education courses on democratic institutions and values,  

and individual support for labour market integration. It illustrates 

how governments can provide structured civic orientation as part of 

integration policy.11

Germany and Canada – citizenship preparation; 
language and civic education

Germany o�ers federally supported integration courses that combine 

language learning with civic education on legal rights, democratic 

institutions, and social norms. The courses are widely considered a 

central pillar of Germany’s integration system and aim to facilitate 

participation in both the labour market and public life.12 Canada’s 

settlement programmes include citizenship preparation courses, 

community participation programmes, and orientation services 

that help newcomers understand democratic institutions and civic 

responsibilities. These programmes aim to strengthen long-term 

integration and democratic engagement.13

11  French O�ce for Immigration and Integration (2026) The Republican Integration Contract, 

République Française, https://www.ofii.fr/en/procedure/accueil-integration/.

12  German Federal O�ce for Migration and Refugees (2026) Integration courses, https://

www.bamf.de/EN/Themen/Integration/ZugewanderteTeilnehmende/Integrationskurse/

integrationskurse-node.html.

13  Government of Canada (2026) ‘Settling in Canada’, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-

refugees-citizenship/services/settle-canada.html.

https://www.ofii.fr/en/procedure/accueil-integration/
https://www.bamf.de/EN/Themen/Integration/ZugewanderteTeilnehmende/Integrationskurse/integrationskurse-node.html
https://www.bamf.de/EN/Themen/Integration/ZugewanderteTeilnehmende/Integrationskurse/integrationskurse-node.html
https://www.bamf.de/EN/Themen/Integration/ZugewanderteTeilnehmende/Integrationskurse/integrationskurse-node.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/settle-canada.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/settle-canada.html
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On the ground: inclusive and adaptive 
local governance

Migration policies are often designed at national or European 

levels, but integration largely happens locally. Evidence shows 

that municipalities that coordinate employment services, housing, 

education, and community organisations tend to achieve better 

integration outcomes.14 Local governance capacity is therefore one 

of the strongest determinants of integration outcomes. Municipalities 

need reliable demographic data, flexible funding mechanisms, and 

strong coordination with national authorities. The EU Action Plan on 

Integration and Inclusion explicitly highlights the role of cities and 

regions in integration policy and encourages stronger multi-level 

governance, while EU funding instruments such as the European 

Social Fund Plus (ESF+), the Asylum, 

Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF), 

and Urban Innovative Actions support 

local integration initiatives across 

Europe.15 Clarifying roles, ensuring 

adequate funding, and embedding 

local and regional perspectives into 

EU decision-making processes could 

improve systemic outcomes.

Housing and urban planning is a 

critical area. Housing shortages and 

spatial segregation are among the 

most significant barriers to successful 

integration, because they can concentrate migrants in disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods with weaker access to employment opportunities 

and public services.16 Moreover, when housing supply is constrained, 

14  OECD (2018) Working Together for Local Integration of Migrants and Refugees, OECD Regional 

Development Studies (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264085350-en.

15  European Commission (2021) ‘Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027’.

16  OECD (2021), Brick by Brick: Building Better Housing Policies (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://

doi.org/10.1787/b453b043-en.

Encouraging modular 

housing and flexible 

zoning can help 

neighbourhoods 

swiftly respond to 

changing housing 

needs.

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264085350-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b453b043-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b453b043-en
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population growth may exacerbate shortages and increase housing 

costs even while it contributes to economic dynamism. Local 

governments therefore play a key role in ensuring that urban planning, 

housing supply, and neighbourhood development remain responsive 

to population changes. Encouraging modular housing and flexible 

zoning can help neighbourhoods swiftly respond to changing 

housing needs.17 Policies that distribute immigrants evenly across 

urban areas, link housing access with employment opportunities, 

or expand a�ordable housing opportunities can reduce segregation 

of immigrants. Demographic change also creates opportunities for 

innovative solutions: policies that help the elderly downsize and 

facilitate more communal or multi-generational living can help cope 

with the housing crisis, while strengthening social ties and solidarity.18

Education is another cornerstone of long-term integration. Early 

childhood education and care (ECEC) plays a particularly important 

role in supporting children with migrant backgrounds by improving 

language acquisition, cognitive development, and social inclusion 

from an early age. Participation in early childhood education is strongly 

associated with improved later educational outcomes and stronger 

labour market integration for people with migrant backgrounds.19 It 

also has positive short-term e�ects as it can incentivise and accelerate 

language learning for other family members, and it also allows parents 

to work, study, or participate in society in various ways. Local education 

authorities therefore play a key role in ensuring that schools have 

the capacity and tools needed to support linguistically and culturally 

diverse student populations. Adapting school catchment areas to 

achieve diverse classes can also help with integration. Some countries 

provide additional bilingual aides or cultural liaisons in ECEC centres 

to ensure that children of immigrant or minority backgrounds feel 

represented and supported.20 Emerging technologies may also help 

17  European Liberal Forum (2025) ‘Building Freedom – Liberal Solutions to Europe’s Housing 

Crisis’ (Brussels: European Liberal Forum), https://doi.org/10.53121/ELFS9.

18  European Liberal Forum (2026) ‘Ageless Ambition – A Liberal Vision to Reap Europe’s 

Demographic Dividend’ (Brussels: European Liberal Forum), https://liberalforum.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-Demography-3.pdf.

19  OECD (2023) Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023.

20  OECD (2025), OECD Skills Outlook 2025: Building the Skills of the 21st Century for All (Paris: 

OECD Publishing),  https://doi.org/10.1787/26163cd3-en.

https://doi.org/10.53121/ELFS9
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-Demography-3.pdf
https://liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/IPL-Demography-3.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/26163cd3-en


Integration and Participation for Cohesive European Societies

70

in a cost-e�ective way. Digital tools, AI-supported language learning 

platforms, and multilingual educational technologies are increasingly 

being used to personalise learning and improve language acquisition 

for migrants and minority students.21 When deployed responsibly, 

these technologies can complement traditional classroom instruction 

and help schools manage increasing linguistic diversity.

Policy innovation: Strengthening 
integration through education and 
services

Berlin – strengthening school-to-work 
transitions for young people with immigrant 
backgrounds

‘Berlin braucht dich!’ (Berlin needs you!) is an integration and 

vocational orientation initiative launched by the Berlin senate and 

implemented by Berlin’s vocational qualification network. The 

programme is built on structured cooperation between schools, public 

institutions, and employers, organised through a consortium model. 

Its core approach builds on early workplace exposure beginning in 

lower secondary education, including company visits, internships, 

and application training, designed to make vocational careers visible 

and attainable. Beyond career guidance, the initiative also promotes 

diversity-sensitive recruitment and organisational practices, aiming 

to reduce structural barriers and better align workforce composition 

with Berlin’s diverse population.22

21  OECD (2024), Education Policy Outlook 2024: Reshaping Teaching into a Thriving Profession 

from ABCs to AI (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/dd5140e4-en.

22  Zentrum für Diverssitatskompetenz (2026) ‘Berlin braucht dich!’ NEO, https://bqn-berlin.de/

projekt/berlin-braucht-dich/.

https://doi.org/10.1787/dd5140e4-en
https://bqn-berlin.de/projekt/berlin-braucht-dich/
https://bqn-berlin.de/projekt/berlin-braucht-dich/
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Mechelen – improving diversity in local schools

Mechelen’s school district operates within a highly diverse city, 

boasting over 100 nationalities and focusing on inclusive education, 

social cohesion, and combating segregation. In 2014, the Belgian city’s 

education authority, together with the nongovernmental organisation 

School in Zicht (Sights on School), launched a programme to support 

and encourage middle-class parents to send their children to schools 

in their neighbourhoods instead of to ‘better’ schools in other 

neighbourhoods. Some 60% of the parents who expressed interest in 

the programme agreed to send their children to local, more diverse 

schools and, two years on, 85% of those children were continuing to 

attend them.23

Glasgow – holistic local support for integration

Govanhill Service Hub, run by the local housing association and 

Glasgow City Council (GCC), o�ers a range of public and volunteer 

services to support migrant integration and social cohesion in 

Govanhill. The hub hosts regular meetings between the community 

and service providers, which include GCC Social Work, the police, and 

the Citizens Advice Bureau.23

Canada and Lithuania – AI-supported language 
learning tools in education

The Canadian government has invested in digital language learning 

platforms that use adaptive technologies to personalise language 

education for students learning French as a second language. These 

platforms collect data on learners’ progress and tailor content 

accordingly, enabling more flexible and e�ective learning pathways. 

Such approaches may also help education systems support students 

with migrant backgrounds whose first language di�ers from the 

23  Bertelsmann Stiftung (2018) ‘Learning for the World: Good Practices in Navigating Cultural 

Diversity’, Bertelsmann Stiftung, https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/

Projekte/Vielfalt_Leben/Study_LV_Learning_from_the_World_Good_Practices_in_

Navigating_Cultural_Diversity_2018.pdf.

https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/Projekte/Vielfalt_Leben/Study_LV_Learning_from_the_World_Good_Practices_in_Navigating_Cultural_Diversity_2018.pdf
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/Projekte/Vielfalt_Leben/Study_LV_Learning_from_the_World_Good_Practices_in_Navigating_Cultural_Diversity_2018.pdf
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/Projekte/Vielfalt_Leben/Study_LV_Learning_from_the_World_Good_Practices_in_Navigating_Cultural_Diversity_2018.pdf
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language of instruction.24 Lithuania has invested in multilingual 

language databases to support the development of language 

technologies such as chatbots and translation tools. These tools 

aim to facilitate multilingual communication and support language 

learning for diverse populations. Such initiatives demonstrate how 

digital infrastructure can help governments expand language-access 

services while reducing administrative costs.25

Stronger together: aligning economic 
and social integration

Early orientation and social networks in the host country matter for 

long-term labour market and social integration. Access to employment 

is one of the strongest predictors of successful integration, but labour 

market entry alone does not guarantee social inclusion. The European 

Commission explicitly treats integration as a cross-sectoral process 

that spans education, employment, health, housing, and social 

participation, rather than as a narrow labour market issue.26 A holistic 

approach could align legal entry routes with pre-arrival information, 

early language support, guidance on credential recognition, and 

help with establishing social capital, as all of these factors improve 

the chances that migrants become and remain connected to the 

institutions of the host society. 

One possible innovation at EU 

level would be a family-sponsored 

jobseeker pathway: a lawful, time-

limited route that allows a qualified 

migrant to enter for six to twelve 

months to search for work while 

being supported by a family member 

or trusted anchor already resident in 

the host country.

24  OECD (2025), OECD Skills Outlook 2025: Building the Skills of the 21st Century.

25  OECD (2025), OECD Skills Outlook 2025: Building the Skills of the 21st Century.

26  European Commission (2021) ‘Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027’.

Employers matter 

more than migration 

policy debates often 

acknowledge. 
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Employers matter more than migration policy debates often 

acknowledge. The earnings of working immigrants are on average 

34%  lower than those of native-born workers, and two-thirds of this  

gap is explained by the concentration of immigrants in lower-paying 

firms and sectors, which contributes to early wage gaps, workers 

doing jobs for which they are overqualified, and slower upward 

mobility (Figure 3).27 This means that integration outcomes depend 

not only on whether migrants get jobs but also on the quality of those 

jobs, including whether employers invest in their skills and career 

progression. Policies that involve employers in onboarding, skills 

development, mentoring, and workplace integration can improve 

both productivity and long-term inclusion.28 Even language training 

– which is the single most important determinant for labour market 

integration – is most e�ective when it is linked to tangible incentives 

and labour market pathways.29 Policies that target barriers to job 

mobility should also feature more prominently in the integration policy 

toolkit. This includes providing information on job searches, career 

counselling, and the development of professional networks, but also, 

more broadly, improving local transportation networks.30

27  OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025 (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.

org/10.1787/ae26c893-en.

28  OECD (2025) International Migration Outlook 2025, Chapter: ‘Immigrant Integration: The Role 

of Firms’ (Paris: OECD Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en.

29  OECD (2021), Language Training for Adult Migrants, Making Integration Work (Paris: OECD 

Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/02199d7f-en.

30  OECD (2023) Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2023.

https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/02199d7f-en
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Figure 3. Components of the initial earnings gap of immigrants and native-

born workers.

Note: Immigrant earnings gap at entry in the host country labour market, given as percentages, 

showing the contribution of sectors, regions, firms (within sector and region), and a within-firm 

component.

Source: Based on figure 4.5 of OECD (2025), International Migration Outlook 2025 (Paris: OECD 

Publishing), https://doi.org/10.1787/ae26c893-en.

Policy innovation: Linking entry path-

ways with support systems

Canada – pre-arrival services and bridging 
programmes

Canada provides pre-arrival services that help approved migrants – 

and in many cases their family members – prepare for work and life 

before they arrive. These services include orientation on employment, 

settlement, and local systems and are explicitly designed to support 

adaptation from day one.31 Canada has also long used bridging 

 

31  Government of Canada (2026) ‘Pre-arrival Services: Get Help before You Arrive in Canada’, 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/settle-canada/pre-

arrival-services.html; Government of Canada (2026) ‘Prepare to Work in Canada’, https://

www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/settle-canada/pre-arrival-

services/prepare-work.html.
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https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/settle-canada/pre-arrival-services/prepare-work.html
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programmes to help internationally trained professionals enter 

regulated occupations. These programmes typically combine 

credential assessment, short, targeted training, language support, 

and work placement, often delivered in partnership with professional 

bodies and employers.32

Germany – corporate integration support

Although refugees are out of this policy brief’s scope, there are 

some noteworthy examples in the private sector. Deutsche Telekom 

provides paid internships for refugees with language training and 

mentoring support. Workplace language classes and improving social 

connections through mentors could be helpful for voluntary migrants 

as well.33

Denmark – digital reviews by employers

Within ‘My Competence Portfolio’ (Min kompetencemappe) there is a 

specific portal for employers to upload annual performance reviews. 

This can be a very useful function for migrants as transparent and 

credible references to help with job mobility.34

Conclusion – lessons for EU policy 
action

Evidence shows that integration works best when employment 

pathways are linked to language learning, housing, education, civic 

participation, and local institutional support. Clear lessons therefore 

emerge for EU-level action.

32  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work: Assessment and Recognition of Foreign Qualifications 

(Paris: OECD Publishing), http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264278271-e.

33  GSMA (2024) ‘Deutsche Telekom – Helping Refugees Integrate’, https://www.gsma.com/

solutions-and-impact/connectivity-for-good/mobile-for-development/blog/deutsche-

telekom-helping-refugees-integrate/.

34  OECD (2017), Making Integration Work: Assessment and Recognition of Foreign Qualifications.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264278271-e
https://www.gsma.com/solutions-and-impact/connectivity-for-good/mobile-for-development/blog/deutsche-telekom-helping-refugees-integrate/
https://www.gsma.com/solutions-and-impact/connectivity-for-good/mobile-for-development/blog/deutsche-telekom-helping-refugees-integrate/
https://www.gsma.com/solutions-and-impact/connectivity-for-good/mobile-for-development/blog/deutsche-telekom-helping-refugees-integrate/


Integration and Participation for Cohesive European Societies

76

Fostering participation and understanding: 
strengthening democratic resilience

Even strong integration policies can lose legitimacy if they are poorly 

communicated or pursued in isolation. Integration should be framed 

not as a vague or one-sided expectation but as a transparent and 

practical process rooted in equal opportunities, democratic values, 

and mutual responsibility.

• EU instrument and policy support: Develop the European 

Integration Agreement under the Action Plan on Integration and 

Inclusion, a voluntary, non-binding framework that sets out, in 

clear and accessible terms, the rights guaranteed by host societies 

and the responsibilities associated with participation in democratic 

life. Translate and adapt the tool into all EU and key third-country 

languages.

• Funding: Support civic and democratic education initiatives 

through CERV, Erasmus+, and ESF+, with particular attention 

to language learning, civic knowledge, anti-discrimination, and 

participation in local community life.

• EU instrument: Develop a practical communication toolbox and 

templates for European, national, and local leaders that helps 

them communicate migration and integration policies clearly, 

respond to concerns credibly, and activate dialogue in personal, 

relatable ways.

• Stakeholder engagement: Start an EU-wide deliberation process 

on the future of migration and integration policy. Support local 

and cross-border forums where municipalities, civil society 

organisations, employers, and migrant and diaspora communities 

can discuss integration challenges and solutions openly.

On the ground: inclusive and adaptive local 
governance

Integration happens locally. Cities and regions are responsible for 

many of the institutions that shape whether newcomers can participate 

fully in society. When local systems are adaptive and well supported, 
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migration can contribute to urban renewal, service sustainability, and 

social cohesion.

• EU instruments: Expand and better coordinate support for 

local integration through AMIF, ESF+, Erasmus+, and other EU 

programmes that finance housing inclusion, language learning, 

education, childcare, and local service innovation.

• Structural reform: Strengthen the role of cities and regions in EU 

migration and integration governance by improving multi-level 

coordination and embedding local and regional perspectives 

more directly into EU policy design and implementation.

• Policy support: Enhance peer learning and develop a Help Desk 

to liaise with municipalities and ensure coherence across Member 

States. Strengthen cooperation among governments, local 

authorities, businesses, schools, nongovernmental organisations, 

and diaspora and migrant organisations so that integration policy 

is implemented through durable partnerships rather than isolated 

initiatives.

• Pilots: Promote the use of modern tools such as multilingual digital 

service platforms, AI-supported language learning, and integrated 

one-stop local service hubs to improve access, responsiveness, 

and administrative e�ciency.

Stronger together: aligning economic and social 
integration

Migrants integrate more sustainably when labour market access is 

accompanied by language learning, childcare, healthcare, housing 

support, and clear information about rights and obligations. 

Fragmented systems can leave people employed but socially excluded, 

overqualified for the work they are doing, or trapped in precarious 

work.

• EU instrument and policy support: Strengthen the implementation 

of the EU Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027 by 

linking labour market access more systematically with language 

provision, recognition, guidance, housing support, and civic 

orientation.
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• Pilots: Support jobseeker pathways with integration safeguards, 

including pre-arrival orientation, local sponsorship or family/

anchor support, and early access to language and employment 

services.

• Stakeholder engagement: Encourage Member States and social 

partners to develop employer integration compacts that include 

onboarding, workplace language support, mentoring, and 

progression pathways, especially in shortage sectors.

• EU policy support: Encourage and aid accessible language 

training in Member States, ideally linked to workplaces and in a 

way that is compatible with full-time work.

By connecting economic participation with social inclusion, 

strengthening local institutions, clarifying mutual expectations, and 

improving public communication, the European Union can move 

beyond fragmented integration policies towards a more coherent 

and forward-looking framework. A liberal approach to integration is 

neither permissive nor vague; it is transparent, fair, and demanding in 

equal measure. If Europe can build institutions that combine openness 

with responsibility, integration can become a foundation for trust, 

belonging, participation, and democratic resilience.
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What this publication is about 

This book is about policy innovation, influencing change in a way that 

guarantees our fundamental liberal values while also delivering tangible 

results for people. It is about convincing the public that the EU is not 

only relevant in their everyday lives, but also capable of implementing 

policies that will significantly improve their quality of life. By presenting 

forward-thinking solutions and actionable strategies, this guide aims 

to demonstrate how liberal policies can address the pressing issues 

Europe faces today. Through e�ective governance, we can showcase 

the EU’s potential to drive positive change, ensuring that our vision for 

a progressive and inclusive Europe becomes a reality. In answering the 

question of what kind of Europe we want, the answer is clear: we want 

a renewed Europe – a Europe with institutional reforms that make it 

fit for the current geopolitical circumstances, capable of responding 

swiftly and e�ectively to external pressures. We envision a renewed 

Europe that leads in technological progress and sustainability, setting 

global standards and driving innovation in a way that benefits all 

its citizens. Furthermore, we seek a Europe that can guarantee the 

safety of its citizens and uphold the European way of life, ensuring 

security and stability in an increasingly uncertain world. Topics such 

as demography and migration are fundamental in this process. Our 

vision of a renewed Europe is one that not only meets the challenges 

of today but is also prepared to seize the opportunities of tomorrow.

Outcome of the Innovation  
Policy Lab 4.0 

This publication is the outcome of a joint undertaking between the 

European Liberal Forum (ELF) and the Friedrich Naumann Foundation 

for Freedom Europe (FNF Europe). Most of the ideas and proposals 

contained in this book were discussed and developed during a two-day 

conference of the ELF–FNF Innovation Policy Labs held in Brussels on 

23-24 September 2025. The editor extends heartfelt thanks to Gréta 



Kiss from FNF Europe and Bálint Gyévai from ELF for organising the 

conference, and to the participants for their invaluable contributions. 

Special gratitude goes to Anna Vindics and Odilia Abreu, who served 

as moderators during the conference and captured the participants’ 

discussions and policy recommendations that form the backbone 

of this publication. Without the dedication and expertise of all these 
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Methodology

This publication is the outcome of a joint undertaking between the 

European Liberal Forum and the Friedrich Naumann Foundation 

for Freedom Europe (FNF Europe). It represents a culmination of 

collaborative initiatives, discussions, and expert insights aimed at 

addressing the multifaceted challenges confronting Europe. The ELF–

FNF Policy Labs brought together a diverse group of policymakers, 

academics, practitioners, and civil society representatives from 

across Europe. This dynamic gathering fostered an environment 

conducive to in-depth analysis, debate, and creative thinking. The 

participants, each bringing their unique perspectives and expertise, 

played a crucial role in shaping the discussions and formulating the 

policy recommendations presented in this book. The process was 

highly participatory, with structured sessions designed to maximise 

interaction and the exchange of ideas. Through a series of workshops, 

panel discussions, and breakout groups, participants delved into key 

topics, identified pressing issues, and proposed actionable solutions. 

These insights were rigorously analysed and synthesised by the 

editorial team, ensuring that the chapters reflect the collective wisdom 

and innovative thinking of the Policy Labs. It is important to note that 

not all chapters in this publication were developed solely through 

this conference. While the majority of the content is derived from the 

Policy Labs, some chapters were influenced by additional research, 

expert consultations, and policy discussions. These contributions 

were integrated to provide a comprehensive and well-rounded set of 

policy proposals.
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