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Execu&ve Summary   

Europe faces a profound demographic shi2 marked by declining birth rates, an ageing popula9on, and 
a shrinking workforce,i placing growing pressure on labour markets, public finances, and social 
systems.ii   
  
Recognising the urgency of these challenges, the European Business Summits launched a demographic 
ini9a9ve to facilitate dialogue between policymakers, businesses and stakeholders on the future of 
Europe’s workforce, with two high-level discussions establishing key insights and priori9es for 
workforce adapta9on. These discussions underscored that Europe’s demographic challenge is 
unfolding alongside a significant underu9lisa9on of human capital. Women, migrants, refugees, and 
other groups remain underrepresented in the labour market due to persistent structural barriers that 
limit access to employment, skills development, and career progression. In a context of protracted 
displacementiii and insufficient public ac9on, employers – par9cularly large companies - have an 
increasingly indispensable role to play.  

This posi9on paper builds on insights generated through the European Business Summits’ demographic 
ini9a9ve and incorporates policy and opera9onal exper9se from Ingka Group I IKEA and UNHCR, the 
UN Refugee Agency, par9cularly regarding the labour market integra9on of refugees and other forcibly 
displaced popula9ons. The paper therefore sets out a strategic framework built around three priori9es: 
BeMer use of exis9ng skills through language learning, skills recogni9on and upskilling, strengthening 
the role of business and cross-sector partnerships, and strengthening local capacity and holis9c 
integra9on systems to advance socio-economic inclusion.  

Europe’s Demographic Change   

With nearly one million workers leaving the labour force each year and the share of older ci9zens rising 
rapidly, labour shortages are becoming increasingly evident across key sectors in Europe, including 
logis9cs, healthcare, and hospitality.   

In this context, refugees, whether already in the country or arriving through complementary labour 
pathways, are contribu9ng to Europe’s workforce dynamics. Refugees are not migrants; they are forced 
to flee their countries due to conflict, persecu9on, or violence and their access to work is both a 
protec9on impera9ve and an economic opportunity. Europe, which as of 2025 remains one of the 
largest refugee hos9ng regions globally, has experienced displacement both within the region, notably 
following the war in Ukraine, and from outside, including Syria and other countries.iv   

While all European countries grant the right to work to refugees, access in prac9ce is o2en delayed or 
constrained due to work authorisa9on requirements and administra9ve procedures, par9cularly for 
asylum seekers. Integra9on of refugees into the labour market also remains uneven, largely the result 



  
of systemic obstacles rather than a lack of poten9al. v Refugees face greater employment insecurity, 
lower wages, and more temporary contracts, alongside reluctance to assert workplace rights. Exclusion 
is par9cularly acute for single parents, refugees with disabili9es or health condi9ons, carers, those with 
mental health challenges, and refugees from visible minority backgrounds.vi  

Language and skills development pathways are also insufficient: state language courses are frequently 
inaccessible, too short, or inadequately aligned with labour market needs, while sector-specific training 
and on-the-job learning opportuni9es are scarce.vii Combined with slow qualifica9ons recogni9on and 
limited access to upskilling or reskilling, this results in widespread underemployment, skills loss, and 
reduced human capital among refugees.  

Refugee employment remains further constrained by fragmented labour market informa9on, with job 
opportuni9es o2en disconnected from public systems refugees rely on, limi9ng effec9ve matching 
between employers and refugee job seekers. Many companies lack clear guidance and prac9cal 
support on refugee hiring and integra9on, discouraging both ini9al and con9nued recruitment.viii   

Unlocking Exis>ng Talent Through Language Learning, Skills Recogni>on, and Upskilling  

Refugees can contribute significantly to strengthening Europe’s skills base, while suppor9ng 
businesses—par9cularly SMEs—across the region to sustain growth, drive innova9on, and adapt to the 
green and digital transi9ons. Many bring prior professional experience, mul9lingual abili9es, cultural 
competence, resilience, and adaptability developed through displacement. When supported through 
language learning, skills recogni9on, and targeted upskilling pathways, refugees can help address skills 
gaps while contribu9ng to more diverse and innova9ve workplaces.ix   

Strengthening workforce adaptability requires closer coopera9on between businesses, educa9on and 
training providers, and public ins9tu9ons, with greater focus on inclusive access to upskilling and 
reskilling. Basic skills - including communica9on, collabora9on, adaptability, problem-solving, 
leadership, cultural competence, as well as literacy, numeracy, and digital skills—should be a strategic 
priority.   

• Enable access to effec>ve local language learning, from basic to advanced, including 
profession-related courses that cater to different socio-demographic profiles, care 
responsibili9es and income levels  

• Enable the recogni>on of foreign qualifica>ons and prior learning in which they were 
originally trained, including through a skills first approach, bridging courses and paid 
internships. This provides relevant professional experience, exposure to industry-specific 
language, and stronger access to opportuni9es through professional networks  

• Combine language learning with mentoring and progression pathways, reducing turnover 
and improving produc9vity.  

• Expand modular, flexible, and accessible training programs that allow refugees and other 
workers to build skills progressively while balancing work, family responsibili9es, and 
language learning needs.  

• Strengthen digital inclusion and digital literacy by ensuring access to devices, connec9vity, 
digital public services, online learning pla[orms, and basic digital skills training.  



  
• Support upskilling and reskilling throughout working careers, ensuring these are accessible to 

marginalised groups.   
• Link training to real labour-market demand using labour-market forecas9ng, skills matching 

systems, employer input, and regional skills data to iden9fy sectors with shortages and future 
growth poten9al.   

  
Drive Workforce Transforma>on through Business and Cross-Sector Partnerships  

Businesses are already playing an important role in workforce transforma9on through inclusive hiring 
prac9ces, employee training, more flexible work models and support for refugee inclusion. Yet scaling 
successful ini9a9ves will require stronger coopera9on between governments, employers, educa9on 
and training systems, and interna9onal organisa9ons. Partnerships involving actors such as UNHCR and 
Ingka Group I IKEA show how coordinated ac9on can help address labour shortages while also 
suppor9ng social inclusion.  

• Promote fair and skills-based recruitment by encouraging employers to assess candidates 
through prac9cal skills, experience, and poten9al rather than relying only on formal 
qualifica9ons or complete documenta9on.  

• Support employers, especially SMEs, with tools and incen9ves to strengthen inclusive hiring 
prac9ce. This includes simplified recruitment, adapted interviews, skills-based assessment, 
and reduced reliance on formal documenta9on where appropriate.  

• Provide targeted incen>ves for employer investment in training, such as wage subsidies, 
training grants, supported appren9ceships, onboarding support, or tax incen9ves for 
companies that hire and upskill refugees and other underrepresented groups.  

• Strengthen public–private partnerships that lower perceived risks for employers.  
• Provide workplace-based language support, including job-specific vocabulary, peer prac9ce, 

language cafés, digital tools, and learning embedded into daily work. Define role-specific 
language thresholds and use simplified job ads to reduce linguis9c complexity.   
  

Strengthen Local Capacity and Holis>c Integra>on Systems  
  
Effec9ve refugee labour market inclusion depends on sustained investment in individual, ins9tu9onal, 
and systemic capaci9es that enable par9cipa9on in both economic and social life. Access to early 
integra9on programmes—including language learning, skills assessment and recogni9on, educa9on 
pathways, guidance services, community support/buddying schemes, and basic services such as 
housing, health, and financial assistance—is essen9al for refugees’ meaningful inclusion in na9onal and 
local systems.  
  
Equal treatment in workplaces, combined with proac9ve informa9on-sharing on rights and services, is 
essen9al to reten9on, produc9vity, and social cohesion. Strengthening the capacity of public 
ins9tu9ons, local authori9es, and community structures is cri9cal to delivering effec9ve and consistent 
inclusion policies. Investments in capacity building have already driven innova9ve agendas for urban 
inclusion, stronger cross-city collabora9on, and unprecedented investment in integra9on programs and 
related municipal support services.  



  
  

• Ensure an evidence-based approach by incorpora9ng refugees into administra9ve data with 
disaggrega9on by legal status, skills profile, barriers to inclusion, and labour market 
opportuni9es.   

• Embed integra>on support by linking recep9on services with skills assessment, creden9al 
recogni9on, educa9on pathways, housing, health and financial assistance.   

• Strengthen municipal inclusion strategies to strengthen local service delivery and 
ins9tu9onal support mechanisms.  

• Ac>vely engage refugees in the design, delivery, and evalua9on of solu9ons.   
• Support city-to-city coopera>on and knowledge exchange, allowing municipali9es to share 

successful models, tools, data, and lessons learned.  
• Strengthen coopera>on with employers in the design and delivery of training, skills 

assessment, and upskilling pathways to ensure integra9on programmes reflect real labour 
market needs.   

• Ensuring educa>on systems are aligned with real labour-market needs and help reduce skills 
mismatches.   

• Reinforced and beTer-coordinated investment in skills development, upskilling and reskilling 
through EU funding instruments (e.g. Erasmus+, RRF, Digital Europe, ESIF).  

• Support community-based integra>on programmes such as local events, volunteering, 
intercultural exchanges, neighbourhood ini9a9ves, and peer networks that build trust 
between refugees and host communi9es.  

  
Conclusion  
Europe’s demographic transforma9on is no longer a future challenge; it is a present reality. Ensuring 
the full par9cipa9on of women, refugees, and other underrepresented groups in the labour market will 
be essen9al to sustaining economic growth and strengthening Europe’s global compe99veness.  
Evidence from UNHCR research on Ukrainian refugees in Europe shows that removing barriers to 
employment and underemployment can significantly boost economic growth.x  
  
Labour market integra9on must therefore be treated as both a strategic economic priority and a 
social inclusion impera9ve. Experience from refugee employment ini9a9ves, including those led by 
Ingka Group | IKEA through its Skills for Employment and Hiring Displaced Talent programmes, which 
have supported almost 5,000 refugees since FY20, as well as the work of UNHCR, shows that access 
to work alone is not enough. Securing and sustaining decent employment depends on clear legal 
frameworks, skills recogni9on, tailored employer support, inclusive workplaces, coordinated local 
services, and public narra9ves that promote social cohesion over polarisa9on. By unlocking untapped 
talent, strengthening lifelong learning and fostering inclusive labour markets, Europe can transform 
demographic change from a structural risk into an opportunity for long-term resilience and 
prosperity.  
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